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			Not Dead Yet
By Jenn Burke

			Dying isn’t what it used to be.

			Wes Cooper was dead. Then he wasn’t—though he’s not exactly alive, either. As an immortal not-ghost, he can transition between this world and the otherplane, which makes him the perfect thief for hire. For seventy years he’s made a “living” returning items to their rightful owners, seeing his fair share of the bizarre in the process. But he’s never witnessed murder. Until now. 

			His latest mission brings him more than he bargained for: a very-dead actor who is definitely going to stay that way. It’s just Wes’s luck that his ex-boyfriend, Detective Hudson Rojas, is assigned to the case. Hudson broke Wes’s heart years ago—and could again, given he’s rocking a hot silver-fox look that shouldn’t be legal.

			As they work together to track down the murderer before anyone else gets hurt, it becomes clear Wes and Hudson have unfinished business. And when a secret Hudson’s been keeping threatens more than just their happiness, it might mean the end of their not-life together—permanently.

			This book is approximately 91,000 words
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			Chapter One

			You’d think I’d recognize murder when I saw it, but I didn’t always put two and two together quickly enough.

			Like that job to retrieve an ill-conceived contract from a downtown Toronto office building. After hours, no one around, and I heard a woman’s passionate cry of “Do me harder, cowboy!” It wasn’t until after I stuck my ghostly head through the office door that I clued in what it meant: my target and his secretary getting their freak on. Twenty years later and I still couldn’t scrub their pony play from my brain.

			Or when, on a bright afternoon in 1933, I’d blithely accepted my lover’s invitation for a daylight meeting—something he’d never asked for before. My only thought was that I’d get extra, unexpected time with Michael.

			In hindsight, I should have expected the gun.

			Murder was the last thing I thought I’d witness in the home of Meredith Montague, an actor and one of Toronto’s elite. The entire Forest Hill mansion dripped elegance, with pale neutral colors accented with white furniture and tons of natural light from giant windows.

			The study in particular was a beautiful, serene space...except for the figures on the floor.

			I remained frozen behind Meredith’s rolltop desk, despite the fact that neither figure would see me. I was invisible, incorporeal, one step removed from the living world, as insubstantial as a ghost. Hell, I was a ghost—just one who had a living body most of the time.

			The bigger figure was on top of the smaller one—and, well, the first place my brain went was sex. Duh. Except...the language of loving wasn’t there. Their bodies didn’t undulate. They didn’t flow. There was no familiar rhythm, no distinctive butt-thrusts, no grunts of exertion, nothing. Only a man on top of a woman, though I couldn’t be sure. When I was in my ghost form on the otherplane, living beings seemed shrouded in cotton and fuzz, indistinct and detailless. But I could tell he was straddling her, his hands on either side of her head, his arms braced...

			Wait—his hands weren’t on either side of her head. They were around her neck.

			I never proclaimed myself to be a hero or even a good guy. For fuck’s sake, I sneaked into people’s private spaces as a ghost to “recover” items for interested parties—heirlooms my clients wanted back, contracts they shouldn’t have signed, or, occasionally, information they could use for leverage. I wasn’t ashamed of it. My abilities were a tool, and anyone else would use them the same way. On top of that, I found that most of my targets had done something not-so-nice to put them on the radar of the folks who knew how to acquire my services.

			All that aside, deep down I’d thought that if I was ever faced with a life-or-death situation, I’d find some tiny thread of heroism rooted somewhere inside my psyche and act.

			But fear—shock—rooted me to the spot. Logic said nothing could hurt me. They couldn’t see me, couldn’t feel me—other than a cold breeze if I got too close—and they damn sure couldn’t touch me. But I remembered dying. I remembered the disbelief, the fear and the pain before the shock of nothing.

			That’s what she’s feeling. That thought broke the bonds holding me, and I lurched upward with a vague notion I’d grab something, anything, to use as a weapon—

			Except it was too late. The woman’s legs kicked once more and she went limp. I held my breath, waiting for her to move again, but the life faded from her, peeling away the obscuring layers of the otherplane to reveal her features as she became as dead and inanimate as the furniture surrounding us.

			Long golden hair. Iconic red cat-eye glasses sitting askew over dull, lifeless blue eyes. A fifties-style white blouse with tiny red polka dots and red stitching, one button popped at her neck.

			My target—Meredith Montague.

			I’d never been around someone at the moment of their death, so I had no idea if her spirit would join me on the otherplane. I didn’t know if I wanted that or not, to be honest. There should be something more than her body on the ground, as inert as the chair beside her, but what would I say? I didn’t want to be the one to explain to her that her life was over. But there was no mystical light and no indication that Meredith’s soul would come shake my hand on its way to her final destination.

			The man sat back on his heels, his hands resting on his thighs, as he looked at the body on the floor. Then he got up. I watched him warily, shrinking back as he got close. His shape was...weird. On the otherplane, most people’s figures were muted and obscured, as though they were wrapped in layers and layers of translucent gauze.

			But this man...his figure was the dark, slate gray of an impending storm. It had jagged edges, as though a thousand razors extended from his clothes and skin. An aura of danger surrounded him—not an actual, visual aura, since even in the otherplane I had no ability to see that kind of thing. It was more of a sense. A warning that this was someone I did not want to mess with, a warning that went beyond what I’d witnessed.

			He gave no indication he saw me as he made his way to the side bar, looked out over the grounds lit in the late afternoon sunshine for a moment, and then poured himself a drink.

			With a dead body on the floor behind him, he poured himself a drink.

			In some ways, the casualness was more horrifying than the murder. I mean, I could be callous and self-centered, but not on the level of ignoring a dead body in the room. But the murderer—the monster—sipped his drink slowly. As though he had the right to be there.

			I shook with the need to leave, to go, to pretend the past hour hadn’t happened. Rising from where I was hunched behind the desk, I started for the wall with the big window overlooking the gardens—only to freeze as I realized the murderer’s eyes were locked on me.

			They were blacker than black, fathomless pits that would have probably looked like normal, everyday human eyes were I not in the otherplane. But they sent a chill racing through me—fear, horror, wrongness. I begged my feet to move, and this time, they did. I raced through the wall, out of the house, and away, welcoming the numbness that spread through my brain and body.

			I managed to make it a block away before I threw up.

			“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”


			My grip tightened on the payphone’s receiver as I tried to force the words out, but they wouldn’t come.

			“Hello?”

			C’mon, Wes. Don’t fuck this up too.

			“Murder,” I whispered.

			“Sir? Please speak up.”

			“Someone was killed. Meredith Montague. At her house. He strangled her.”

			“I’ll alert paramedics and police. Is she breathing?”

			“She’s dead.”

			“What’s the address?”

			I knew it—I’d researched it and memorized it, memorized the house itself for the job that had just turned tits up in a spectacular way. But could I think of it in this moment? Not a single digit. “It’s Meredith Montague.”

			“I’ll need the address, sir.”

			“Forest Hill.”

			“Sir—”

			I hung up, shoved my gloved hands in my jean pockets and walked down the street, trying not to look as guilty as I felt. Moments later, a cacophony of sirens slashed through the afternoon bustle, competing with the regular sounds of traffic, and I shivered. Despite the sun beating down on me with an intensity that seemed too much for a late spring day, my innards were nothing more than a block of ice.

			I wondered if I’d ever be warm again.

			I didn’t remember how I got back to my apartment. I mean, I must have retrieved my car and driven back, but the specifics hadn’t imprinted on my brain. Normally, coming home to the character and serenity of the converted manor house was cause for a sigh of relief, but not now. Time skipped and jumped, and the next thing I knew, someone was pounding on my door.

			“Wes?”

			The voice was muffled but I’d recognize it anywhere. Lexi Aster, my best friend, confidant, platonic soul mate, and perpetual pain in the ass. I glanced at my phone and cursed—she’d texted five times and I hadn’t heard a single chime. No wonder she’d come to check up on me. “I’m fine!” I shouted.

			“Open the door!”

			“You have a key.”

			“Open the goddamned door, Wesley.”

			Groaning, I dragged my ass to the door and checked the peephole out of habit. Lexi’s image was skewed by the fish-eyed lens but still stunning. Her multitude of microbraids were smooth and impeccable, and her sienna skin gleamed under the hall lighting that never made me look that good. But then, I was as pasty white as you could get, while Lexi took after her black father rather than her white mother—in looks, anyway. Her form-hugging fuchsia T-shirt and jeans showed off her ample curves. Lexi had never been one to follow the admonition that tight-fitting clothes were only for girls with thigh gaps.

			The outside world saw a professional woman of color. I saw my best friend, the latest generation of the Aster family, a powerful line of witches.

			Her hazel eyes narrowed as I opened the door. “You were supposed to meet me an hour ago.”

			I shrugged and shuffled back to the living room, her words barely sinking in.

			“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Lexi’s voice was soft and filled with concern.

			I thumped back onto the couch and slid down to lie on my side. “Shitty day.”

			Lexi’s brows rose. “Appropriate, since you look like crap.”

			I flipped her the bird.

			“Classy.” She tossed her purse onto the end table and sat on the opposite side of the couch. It was automatic for her to pull my feet onto her lap—how many times in the past ten years had we sat like this, watching a movie or sharing bits and pieces about ourselves and our lives?

			Until Lexi inserted herself into my sphere of existence, I hadn’t really known what it was to have a friend. I had plenty of acquaintances, people who up until then I would have deemed friends. But Lexi’s unwavering acceptance of me, her devotion to seeing me smile and making me happy, and the urges I felt in return to keep her safe and sound and content made me realize that my previous friendships had been empty and unbalanced. One night, after drinking way too much tequila for some forgotten reason, I’d declared my undying love for her and asked her to marry me. The wrinkle in my masterful plan was that Little Wes only perked up for men—and only infrequently at that—and Lexi liked boobs. So best friends it was.

			“Want to talk about it?”

			“Pfft. No.” I tried to sound nonchalant, but the blanket wrapped tight around me gave away how I was really feeling.

			Lexi started rubbing my feet through the covering. I relaxed into her touch and hoped she wouldn’t push. I didn’t want to relive what I’d seen. To relive the guilt.

			“We had tonight planned since last week. I was counting on you.”

			Tonight? Tonight was—“Oh, shit, Lex. I’m sorry.”

			She shrugged, but there was nothing casual about it. “Too late now.”

			Second serving of guilt. Order up!

			For the past couple of weeks, Lexi had suspected her girlfriend was cheating on her. Little things—an endearment in a text that Marissa never used with Lexi, not being where she said she was going to be, an unfamiliar perfume on her clothes. Not enough to confront Marissa, not yet, and Lexi’s witchery wasn’t at all reliable when used for personal gain—one of the weaknesses of magic. So she’d arranged for a night off from her job as a nurse at Toronto General without telling Marissa. After Lexi departed for her shift, I was supposed to have followed Marissa if she left the house.

			“We’ll figure it out,” I assured her.

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			I hated hearing Lexi sound so...diminished. And I hated worst of all that I’d let her down.

			Eighty-five years ago, Lexi’s great-grandmother, April, attempted a spell to resurrect me after my murder. It was supposed to give me back my body and my life as it had been when I died—and it mostly worked. I wasn’t dead any longer—but I wasn’t a normal human, either. I was grateful, beyond grateful, for April’s spell, and I’d promised to repay her. It wasn’t something I’d managed in the years of April’s life, nor of her daughter’s, or her granddaughter’s—or her great-granddaughter’s, so far. In fact, the Asters always seemed to be helping me more than I helped them, but they still stuck with me. I had no idea why they did, but I was thankful for their constancy.

			Fuck. I took a deep breath. “I saw someone get murdered this afternoon.”

			Lexi sat up, her arms and legs uncrossing. “What?”

			I told her everything, in broken fits and starts. My eyes were squeezed shut for most of it, which was probably a mistake—I kept seeing the moment Meredith became visible, then the empty holes where the murderer’s eyes should have been.

			By the time I was finished, I was sitting against the arm opposite Lexi, facing her. She mirrored my position.

			“Did you call the cops?”

			“Yes. Anonymously.”

			“What did you tell them?”

			“That she was killed.”

			She sighed. “Wes.”

			“What was I supposed to tell them? I couldn’t say I was ghosting through Meredith’s house, and I can’t even describe the man who—who—who did it, other than to say he was taller than me and had broad shoulders.”

			“Everyone’s taller than you. It’s not much of a description.” She pursed her lips for a second, her thinking pose. “There has to be something more you can tell them.”

			I tucked my knees closer to my chest. “Not without giving away that I was there.”


			“Yeah, and that would be tough to explain.”

			“Exactly.”

			Lexi squinted at me and tilted her head. Uh-oh. I knew that look. “Didn’t you date a cop once?”

			Aw, crap. I should have known that drunken confession would be held against me. “You’re not supposed to remember that. It was before you were born.”

			“You shouldn’t have told me about your adventures then.”

			Adventures. Pfft. If by adventures she meant day-in and day-out worry that Hudson’s job would get him killed, sure. Or maybe she meant how we’d argued constantly over how I used my abilities. That had been fun. “I don’t know if he’s even still in Toronto.”

			She arched a brow.

			“He’s probably retired. He’d be—” I tried to calculate the numbers in my head, but my mathematics was thrown off by pictures of Hudson’s crooked smile, overwhelming all the thoughts of what had gone wrong with our relationship. A hell of a lot had gone right, and my brain was too happy to remind me of that. Goddamn it. My memories of him were so clear. With an effort, I banished them. “He’d be older.”

			“So?”

			“I’m not calling him.”

			“You could give him a truthful statement about what you saw and let him figure out how to incorporate it into the investigation.”

			“If he’s still a cop. If he has any influence on the investigation. If—”

			She grabbed my phone from the coffee table and chucked it at me. “You’ll never know if you don’t call.”

			I smacked the phone back on the table. “No. Damn it, Lexi, I did my civic duty. I called them, told them she’d been killed. What more do you want from me?”

			“I want you to do the right thing.”

			I suddenly found the coffee table very interesting as she pushed to her feet and grabbed her purse.

			“I’ve gotta go.”

			I trailed after her as she made her way to the door. “You don’t have to. We can brainstorm—I’m sure we can come up with another way to find out what’s going on with Marissa.”

			“Not tonight.” When she turned to face me, her expression held nothing but disappointment. It made me cringe. “I understand not wanting to get more involved. I do. But you’re already involved, simply by being there.”

			“And how is sharing my absolutely useless information the right thing?”

			Or potentially ripping off the barely healed scab on my broken heart? By anyone’s measurement of time, thirty-three years should have been long enough to get over Hudson and his damned smile, but now that I was thinking about him, I could feel my soul bleeding. A trickle, just enough to know that things weren’t as healed as I thought they were.

			“It’s something. Better than doing nothing.”

			“But I didn’t do nothing. I called—”

			Lexi sighed and headed for the stairs, raising a hand in farewell. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			I closed the door and leaned my forehead on it for a second before stumbling back to the living room. The blanket tangled around my legs and I kicked it off with more prejudice than it warranted. Collapsing on the couch, I grabbed the remote control and started stabbing my way through channels. That was a mistake. It didn’t take long for me to come across a local channel with the breaking news about Meredith’s death. Her image stared at me accusingly—until I blinked and realized she was actually smiling in the picture.

			Call him, Lexi had said. As if it was easy to break more than three decades of silence. I didn’t want to talk to him. I didn’t want to hear his voice. I didn’t want to imagine how time had treated him—but now that my brain had gone there, it was all I could think about. Would he be bald? Going gray? Would he have a beer gut? Kids?

			He was as gay as me, but it had been the mideighties when we’d broken up and Hudson had made it clear that openly being with me was something he could never do. Despite all but living together for five years, despite me worrying constantly that this undercover assignment was going to be the one where he got hurt and no one knew to tell me, he’d refused to put me down as his emergency contact.

			They would know what it means, he said.

			Logically, I grasped why he was afraid. He was in a macho job, one where he had to trust his colleagues to have his back, and he couldn’t give them any reason not to trust him. Back then—hell, even today—cops got killed for being gay. Not directly, maybe, but from a slow backup response or lack of support when requested. The closet was the only truly safe answer—though that could be argued too. I knew all that. But emotionally...

			Denial had already killed me once.

			Was Lexi right? Should I do more? I couldn’t see how my information would be useful, but I wasn’t a cop. Maybe it would help. Maybe something I saw would be the key to everything.

			Goddamn it.

			I spun my phone on the coffee table. “Phone the switchboard, or whatever the hell they call it now,” I muttered. “Leave him a message.” Because it was almost 8:00 p.m.—he’d be done for the night. Now was the perfect time to call, actually. I wouldn’t have to talk to him.

			I pulled up Google, found the generic number for the Toronto Police headquarters, called it and pressed a button to speak to a person. When someone answered, I asked for Officer Hudson Rojas.

			“Do you know what division he’s in?”

			“Ah—no. I don’t.” When we met, he’d been in traffic, but the undercover assignments he’d taken on in the last part of our relationship meant he’d gotten transferred. I had no idea to which division. He’d stopped talking to me about his work at some point—probably by the third undercover stint in as many months.

			“One moment please.”

			The line went to hold music. Then, much sooner than I expected, it started to ring. One ring, two...it’d go to voice mail soon and then I could—

			“Rojas.”

			The familiar, sexy roll of his surname made me want to whimper. Oh my god, it was him. Not voice mail, not a recording. Him.

			“Hello?” he prompted.

			His voice was deeper and rougher than I remembered. Kind of like gravel scraping against my nerve endings—nerve endings that were never that sensitive with anyone else.

			“I can hear you breathing and I’ve got your number on my screen, so you might as well say something,” Hudson rumbled. “It’ll save me the time of reverse lookup and tracking you down for pissing me—”

			“Hi, Hud. It’s me—Wes Cooper.”

			There was a satisfyingly long pause before Hudson said, “Wes?”

			“Yeah.” I let out a small chuckle. “You remember me.”

			“Of course I remember you, I—Holy shit. Wes.” Was it my imagination, or was that a smile in his voice? Could he actually be happy to hear from me? “I never thought—How the hell have you been?”

			“Good.” How else did you sum up thirty-three years to a former lover? “You?”

			“Good. Yeah. Wow.”

			And now the awkward descended, along with a laden silence. I hadn’t forgotten my reason for the call, but how the hell did I segue into that? Great to hear your voice, Hudson, and by the way, when I was a ghost in Meredith Montague’s house this afternoon, I witnessed her murder.

			“Um...so still a cop, huh?” Brilliant addition to the conversation, Wes. Jesus.

			“Detective now.”

			“Congrats.”

			“Thanks.” I heard shifting on the line, and I imagined Hudson leaning back in his chair. “So why’d you call?”

			“I guess it’s a little hard to believe I’d reach out after all this time to say hi.”

			“A little, yeah.”

			“Right. So, um...you know Meredith Montague?”

			“The actor who was murdered this afternoon?” Hudson’s voice lost its happy glow and grew sharp edges. “What about her?”

			Damn, this was harder than I thought—and I’d known it was going to be tough. I wished I could whip out a snappy quip, but I wasn’t that much of an asshole that I’d make fun of a woman’s death. Especially not one I’d witnessed. “I saw it.”

			“Saw what?”

			I wasn’t gonna have to spell it out, was I? I pressed my lips together, hard enough that they went numb, then spit out, “Her murder. Okay? I saw her get killed.”

			A sound came across the line—a sound I shouldn’t have recognized after all this time. A sharp inhale with a soft grunt edging into a sigh. The sound of Hudson wanting desperately to react but holding back until he could control himself. It brought back memories of how often he’d looked at me, caught between frustration and resignation at my career. He’d never approved of how I made my living, and unlike Lexi, never hesitated to tell me I should do something else.

			“Christ,” he finally said. “Let me guess—you’re the one who called it in anonymously.”

			“Yeah.”

			Another cut-off sound. “I’m coming over.”

			Okay, that I hadn’t anticipated. “No. You don’t have to—”

			“I damn well do, because I’m not taking your fucking statement over the goddamned phone. You’re at the same address?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Be there in twenty.” The line went dead.

			I stared at my phone for a moment. Then I carefully put it down on the coffee table, scrambled to my feet and darted into the bedroom to raid my closet. If I was gonna see my ex-boyfriend, it was not happening in sweats and a ratty Edmonton Oilers T-shirt I’d owned since before we broke up.

			I was going to be shiny and sparkly, damn it. An ornament of look what the fuck you missed.

		
	


		
			Chapter Two

			We met on a crappy gray, rainy day in November 1980. It was one of those days when you wanted to curl up and read, maybe listen to a new record on the stereo. Or, if you were a celebrity, you could hang out at an equally rich friend’s house and pretend you were in the Caribbean somewhere while you lounged around his indoor pool—as was the case at the party I’d infiltrated. Turn up the heat to a stupid level and add enough drugs, and you could pretty much create any fantasy you liked.

			By the time I left the party—with the heirloom charm bracelet my client had hired me to retrieve from her “no-good nephew” in my inner pocket—I’d forgotten it was cold and rainy, but I hadn’t forgotten my pantry was empty of pretty much everything. So I darted into a grocery store, grabbed a basket, and promptly bumped into a cop.

			Let’s be honest—I nearly shit myself. But he was smiling and chuckling as he apologized for the collision, and I realized this was nothing but a chance meeting.

			His eyes were the first thing I noticed after taking in the uniform. They were a deep, rich brown. Later, I’d try to find the perfect description for them. Russet, maybe, or chestnut, with the barest hint of smile crinkles at the corners. They were so damned warm and welcoming, as though he’d seen me—really seen me, and not only the external trappings of slightly out-of-date bell bottoms, dark blond hair I’d let grow wild into a big halo of waves, and a tight orange polyester shirt with a few buttons opened to display my one chunky gold necklace.

			He’d followed me around the store—not in a creepy stalker way, but in a laughing sort of “our baskets have matching ingredients” kind of way. It was utterly charming and clear he wasn’t disappointed to keep bumping into me. Behind his bushy eyebrows and mustache, he was so happy and friendly and nice, and I felt bubbly and excited in a way I’d nearly forgotten. Eventually I asked what he was making—spaghetti—and he asked me—chili—and somehow we decided that my chili sounded better than his spaghetti, and he joined me for dinner. Afterward, we kissed, and I remembered exactly what those bubbles in my gut meant—anticipation, attraction, desire. For the first time in nearly fifty years, I found myself wanting to have sex, and that need to connect with this man who’d enticed me so thoroughly with his warmth and joy of life only intensified the next few times we saw each other. After a month of spending Hudson’s days off together, we finally gave in to the mad attraction and made love on my couch, listening to Meat Loaf, of all things.

			Me getting physical even that quickly was rare—as in, it had only happened once before. So the connection I’d felt with Hudson was special. Incredible. Startling. I thought I’d found forever.

			Not so much.

			Hudson was fifty-eight now. I finally figured it out as I was searching through my closet. Fifty-eight. Old enough to be the dad of grown kids. Old enough to be a grandpa. Old enough to look at me and my unaging face and resent it. Hate it. Hate me.

			I didn’t know if I’d be able to stand it if he hated me.

			Fuck it. That didn’t matter. It had been his choice to walk away, his choice to put his job ahead of us and allow his frustration with my job to fester. I would never age and I would never die, and you know what? I wasn’t willing to change that even if I could. My life—not-life—was exactly what I wanted it to be. I was challenged by my work and I made damned good money doing what I did. I had an amazing witchy Amazon as a best friend—a description I’d have to share with Lexi later, because she’d appreciate being compared to Wonder Woman. I wasn’t the richest person in the city, but I was more financially secure and stable than I’d ever dreamed to be as a young man during the Great Depression.

			My not-life was awesome.

			One knock on the door made me doubt everything.

			For an instant, I was tempted to step onto the otherplane and run. It wouldn’t be out of character for me to flee. But that would only delay this meeting. Because now that I’d roused the proverbial bear, he’d want...uh, his honey. Wow, that metaphor went places I wasn’t prepared to go.

			Another knock, louder this time, and I pulled open the door.

			My imagination had not primed me for the reality of Hudson Rojas in his fifties.

			Holy shit.

			No beer gut here. No extra weight at all on his broad shoulders and thick chest. His well-tailored suit hung perfectly on a body that looked as fit as he’d been when we’d dated—which was really, really fit, and a shock to see, considering he was closing in on sixty. His hair was longer than I remembered, long enough to hint at the waves and curls it contained, but still well above his collar. It used to be dark brown, but now it was more silver with dark threads. The laugh lines that had been starting to form at twenty-five were now fully realized crow’s-feet and gave the impression that whatever else had happened in the years since we’d split, he’d still smiled a lot.

			I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse.

			He’d gotten rid of the ’stache and groomed his eyebrows, and now his eyes drew all my attention. His beautiful, changed eyes. The shift in hue was subtle, and it was probably something no one else would have noticed—they were still brown, but not as rich and warm as I remembered. More golden. Nice, but a good reminder that while my evolution was done, Hudson’s wasn’t. Despite his fit appearance, he was older and would continue to get older, while I...wouldn’t.


			“Hi.” His voice was rough, gravelly, more so than it had been on the phone. An indication that maybe he was as affected by this reunion as I was. “Can I come in?”

			I stepped back, and nudged the door open wider. “Yeah. Of course. I was just—”

			His smile was crooked, as it always had been—as though he couldn’t quite convince himself to let the expression completely free. The big smile, the wide one that etched lines into his face, only came out for the best reasons.

			“Same.” He moved into my apartment with only a brief pause. I caught a whiff of his scent as he passed, the smoky cedar aroma exactly the same as it had always been, and jolted as it pinged memories—so many memories. “You—you look exactly like you did.”

			I prepared myself for a hug that never came—which was fine. Any embrace would be nothing more than awkward. Pressing the door closed behind him, I offered a wan smile. “But you knew that.”

			The moment I’d revealed my not-ghostness to Hudson was something I wouldn’t forget—and I had no doubt the memory was as strong for him. We’d been together for a couple of months when he’d confronted me with suspicions that there was something “off” about me. He wasn’t sure what it was, if I was doing drugs, or sick—AIDS was a horrible, terrifying and unknown thing at the time—but he never was one to leave puzzle pieces out of place. My choices were to tell my secret or let him walk, so I told my secret. He still walked. For about a week. The longest week of my life up till then.

			His gaze traveled around the room, probably noting how little my apartment had changed. Well, the layout. I’d replaced the seventies-era furniture years ago with IKEA stuff—and I should probably upgrade again soon. I’d painted earthy tones over the teal I’d thought was so cool in the nineties, but Hudson wouldn’t know I’d gone through that phase. When he’d last been here, everything had been a boring beige and I’d had an orange shag rug in the living room.


			“How do you keep your neighbors from noticing?”

			“About me, you mean?” I shrugged. “I own the building and rent to a series of college kids.” I purposely kept the other apartment on this floor empty, as a precaution against people getting too close. The rent from the lower three units of the manor-turned-apartment building was more than enough to keep it maintained.

			His attention snapped back to me. “You own it? Since when?”

			“Since...” I frowned, thinking. “Early nineties? Whenever the real estate crashed around then. I bought it through my company—April’s granddaughter, Rosanna, helped me figure it all out.” I thought of her more as Lexi’s mom these days, but that was a reference Hudson wouldn’t get—he was out of the picture before Lexi was even born. But he knew who April was. The witch who’d cast the spell that brought me back to life. I cleared my throat. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Beer?”

			Hudson extracted a notebook from the inner pocket of his jacket. “No thanks. I’d like to go over what you saw.”

			Down to business with hardly even a hello. I scowled, and of course Hudson didn’t miss that.

			“What?” He settled onto one of the chairs next to the couch, filling it up entirely. No, whatever time had done to Hudson, it had certainly not diminished him in any way.

			“That’s all the small talk I get?”

			“Yep.” Hudson popped the P on the word and relaxed into the chair like he owned it. “You never would have called me but for this.”

			“You didn’t call me, either.”

			He tilted his head to the side, acknowledging the point, and looked me up and down. Again. Did I imagine the flare of heat as he took in my appearance? “Is that what you wear to hang out at home?”

			I looked down at my fitted purple-and-black striped shirt and snug black jeans. I’d considered sliding into my leather pants, but that would have been a touch too far. “Sure. Why not?”

			“That’s club wear.”

			“I like clothes that highlight my assets.”

			Hudson snorted. “Need to impress the mirror?”

			I squinted at him. “What’s your point?”

			“You look like a twink.”

			Well yeah. With my height—five-seven on a good day—my lean build, and my dark blond hair, I’d never pretended to be anything but. “I epitomize twink, thank you very much.”

			“Your apartment looks like a college kid’s first place off campus.”

			My squint turned into a glare. “Hey, now. This is a good place.”

			“I bet if I stuck my head in your bedroom, I’d see clothes everywhere, right? Like all the nights you took forever to get ready for the clubs.”

			“The clubs you hated,” I reminded him. “What’s your point, Rojas?”

			“My point, Cooper, is that I’ve grown up and you never will. There’s no point in small talk or any talk other than you telling me what the hell you saw this afternoon.” Casually, he flipped open his notebook, rested one ankle over the opposite knee, and waited for my statement.

			I’d been kidding myself with the idea that clothes—no matter how well they highlighted my motherfucking assets—could guard me against the truth Hudson wielded as casually as the pen in his hand. Almost three and a half decades had passed, and Hudson was right—I’d essentially remained the same. Same job, same apartment, same habits, even the same family supporting me—Lexi’s, who had never and would never abandon me.

			But...thirty-three years had come and gone, and another thirty-three would, and another, and I’d still be here. He wouldn’t. So fuck him.

			Okay, no. That was a shitty thought. No matter how much Hudson’s attitude was pissing me off, I’d never wish harm on him. A world without him would be lesser for it.

			I sat in the chair opposite Hudson and attempted to draw my knees up to my chest, but the damned pants were too tight. Casually, I stretched out like that was what I meant to do all along. Hudson’s arched brow said he saw through my ruse, but whatever. I lifted my head, steeling myself for what was to come. “I was doing my usual—”

			“And by that, you mean breaking and entering as a ghost.”

			“There is no breaking in my job. Only entering.”

			“As a ghost.”

			“Yes, as a fucking ghost. You know this.”

			“Merely getting my facts straight.” Hudson gestured for me to continue.

			“I saw a guy strangle her.”

			“In the hallway?”

			“No.”

			“In the stairway?”

			“What the hell is wrong with you? No. You know where it happened.”

			“Your statement is missing some significant details.”

			Oh, I wanted to go ghost and hover directly over him so he’d never be warm again. “Fine,” I bit out. “Let me start from the beginning.”

			I did, telling him all the details—everything, from how many steps it took me to get through the wall (six), to how many rooms I’d checked out (everything on the first floor, but I hadn’t gotten to the second) and how I’d come to be in the study when Meredith and her murderer burst inside.

			“What was his body type?”

			A bit of tension in my gut loosened as I realized he wasn’t going to press me for a true description—he remembered that I didn’t see things the same in the otherplane. “On the high side of average. Taller than me and big enough to hold her down.”


			“Hair? Short, long, dark, light?”

			“Dark.” Though that could mean anything from black to auburn in the otherplane. “I think it was short. Nothing dangled around his face, but he could have had it tied back at his neck or something.”

			“So he straddled her, strangled her, and then what?”

			I crossed my arms again, but this time it was for warmth. “He got up and helped himself to a drink. It was...cold.”

			“The temperature went down?”

			“No. I meant the gesture. Heartless. He didn’t give a shit that her body was right there.” I shuddered. “He acted like it was his house.”

			“A boyfriend, maybe?”

			“Meredith was a lesbian. She and her wife divorced recently—that was why I was there.”

			“Her ex-wife hired you?”

			“Meredith’s lawyers did, actually. Something about breach of contract or lack of good faith or something. They wanted to know if Meredith and Julia had gotten back together.”

			“I’m not sure how that’s their business.”

			I’d thought the same thing, but it wasn’t up to me to tell my clients they were assholes.

			“So what did you find?”

			“Plus-size lingerie drip-drying in the main-floor laundry room that could have belonged to the ex—it was her size, I think—but I didn’t see anything else on the main floor.”

			“So she’s a bigger lady? Could she have been the murderer?”

			I considered that, but almost immediately shook my head. “From the pictures I’ve seen of her, Julia has the size and probably the strength to overpower Meredith, but the person I saw definitely didn’t present as female. Julia does.”

			“Did you see anything else? Anything in the bedroom?”

			Despite my preference to not slip into people’s bedrooms, for this task I would have—if murder hadn’t interrupted me. “I didn’t make it upstairs.”

			Hudson tapped his pen down the list of notes he’d taken. “Well, that’s a whole lot of nothing.”

			Which is what I’d said to Lexi, but the condescension in Hudson’s tone made me grit my teeth. “I told you what I saw. Do what you want with it.”

			Hudson looked up from his notes and smirked, his eyes sweeping over my form again. “Don’t you mean do what I want with you? That’s the reason for the clothes, right?”

			There was an echo of the sexy, self-satisfied expression I’d seen more than once when we were dating, the barest reflection to tie it back to what I remembered. But Hudson’s face was colder, less welcoming, and I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. I had to go with not, given what he’d said earlier.

			Maybe, when I’d heard the initial smile in his voice over the phone, I’d thought—But no, not with Hudson looking at me like I was nothing more than a piece of meat.

			He rose, tucking his notepad away with a grace I’d forgotten he had. His motions were brisk, efficient, and deliberate, as though he were buttoning up more than his jacket. Did he wear his suit like armor, the same way I wore my club clothes?

			But why would he need armor if I meant less than dirt to him, as his words suggested?

			“What?” he said as he caught me eying him. “You’re not even going to try to seduce me after getting all dressed up?”

			Maybe his hostility was because of our history, our breakup, or maybe it was because I hadn’t changed, but even oblivious me could take a hint when I was beaten over the head with it. The warmth on the phone had been surprise, nothing more. He didn’t want me. He didn’t want anything from me except my statement on what I’d seen. His words—his tone—hurt and I was done with trying to envision heat where there was none.

			I pushed myself out of the chair and moved over to the door. “Get out.”

			That smirk widened. “Did you think I’d fall all over myself to get you back into bed? That we’d pick up where we left off?”

			I raised my gaze to meet Hudson’s and opened the door. “I thought we could be friends,” I said, proud that my voice was so even. “But you’re not someone I’m interested in seeing again.”

			“Good. Remember that.” Hudson stepped into the hall, but paused before I could close the door. “Wes—”

			I waited, held in stasis by a single soft note in his voice that took me back to the grocery store where we’d met. They’d torn it down ages ago—it was a parking lot now. Kind of oddly parallel.

			One corner of his mouth crooked up—his usual smile, not the smirk I was beginning to hate. He tipped an imaginary hat in my direction. “Stay out of trouble.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Three

			Moving on would be a lot easier if I could stop seeing Meredith everywhere.

			Every time I opened social media or a website or turned on the news or even opened the paper—because yes, that habit was one I hadn’t lost over the past eighty-five years—she looked back at me. Some of the pics were candid, featuring her smiling and laughing at recent galas and gatherings. Others were professional images, headshots or stills from the movies she’d starred in. One or two were pictures snapped when she was in the midst of divorce proceedings with her wife—one of the first major celebrity LGBTQ couples in Canada to have a high-profile split. I cringed when I saw those ones, certain that Meredith would have hated to have her splotchy skin and red-rimmed eyes splashed all over major news networks.

			I hadn’t known her—I didn’t know any of my targets. But seeing her face everywhere, seeing the spectacle the news was making out of a horrible event, was getting to me.

			The police hadn’t released much information other than she’d been murdered in her home, so the news outlets were full of guessing games. They didn’t seem to care if their reporting hurt anyone. I wanted to scream at them that her last moments were horrible, that they should stop making shit up.

			But like when I’d stood in Meredith’s study and watched the last tremors of her dying body, I did nothing.

			I pushed aside every annoying article, every tweet, every Facebook post all day long, determined to research my next job. It was an easy one—slip into one of the secure condos in a downtown highrise belonging to a CEO, or CFO, or C-something-O, and grab a pair of earrings his ex-lover had accidentally left behind. First I had to confirm the earrings were actually hers, because I wasn’t your run-of-the-mill thief. I recovered things—there was a difference, despite what Hudson had always thought.

			And that was the other subject I was trying hard not to dwell on—Hudson. Specifically how much he’d changed.

			Luckily—or unluckily—a YouTube notification left over from my research into Meredith distracted me. There was a new video from a local channel. I shouldn’t watch it—I knew it would piss me off. But I clicked Play, anyway. The video featured Meredith’s ex-wife Julia trying to dodge reporters’ increasingly invasive questions about the murder—all while bawling her eyes out—and it was the last straw for me. I closed my laptop.

			I could have stopped this. Or tried, anyway.

			Folding over my desk, I rested my forehead against the chilly metal surface of my computer. Images of Meredith’s murder flashed through my mind. What I’d not done...what I’d started to do. What I could have done.

			The coward’s way of inaction was not new to me. I’d learned that skill after getting kicked off my parents’ farm at sixteen. Backing away from confrontation, placating people who’d do me harm, finding the path of least resistance—that was how I survived in the rough environment of rural Alberta in the late 1920s. Running was always better than fighting, particularly when you were a skinny nothing of a boy. It had kept me safe more than once.

			But I wasn’t a child any longer, despite Hudson’s insinuations the night before. I hadn’t taken action to help Meredith as she died, and the information I’d provided to Hudson was less than useless. But maybe it wasn’t too late to do something.

			Like snooping. I could snoop with the best of them. Maybe if I ghosted back to Meredith’s house, I could find something the police missed. Probably not—I was no investigator. But the maybe of me being able to help lifted some of the weight off my chest, which convinced me it was something I had to do.

			 

			Meredith’s mansion looked a lot different at night. The last time I’d been here, daylight had delineated the weathered gray stone, a solid mass against the budding peridot of the grounds and the sapphire sky. Now the structure blended into the darkness surrounding it, even as it was lit from within. Every window glowed, and people in suits and white protective gear flitted in and out of sight behind them.

			The cops were still here? It struck me that I had no idea how long it took to clear a scene, particularly not one this large. Or maybe the information I’d given Hudson—the fact that the killer felt at home in Meredith’s house—had convinced them to check everything.

			It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t see me as I conducted my own investigation, anyway.

			I began in the bedroom. The study had been my original thought for a starting point, but my feet wouldn’t move in that direction. It wasn’t logical, but my brain kept asking what if he’s still there?

			I hadn’t ventured into the large master suite on my last visit, so it was free from the taint of memory. The soothing blue-gray color of the walls reminded me of Lake Ontario on a stormy summer day. The room had already been examined by the techs, if the sheen of fine fingerprint dust on every hard surface was anything to go by. The pristine white bedcovers on the king-size four-poster bed were turned back on both sides, but any dents left in the pillows or mattress had already evened themselves out. The walk-in closet was huge but neat, with everything in its place. There weren’t any obvious empty spaces, but that wasn’t surprising. I doubted anyone would murder someone for a pair of Jimmy Choos.

			Some dresses in the closet didn’t appear to be Meredith’s size. Were they Julia’s? If so, added to the lingerie I’d found the day before, it was evidence that the exes were maybe back together, but I’d already informed my clients that I was unable to complete the contract due to the circumstances. There was no way I’d be able to explain how I’d sneaked into a house crawling with cops—and besides, it was a moot point now.

			I drifted through room after room on the upper floor, but found nothing that even remotely resembled a clue. No evidence that a man shared this space—no clothes, no jewelry, no toiletries. It matched what I’d told Hudson, that Meredith didn’t have a boyfriend, but it was still disappointing. All six of the guest rooms had a stale air to them, as though the cleaning staff, and now the cops, were the only ones to venture inside them in months. Why anyone would have a house so big that some rooms never got used was something I couldn’t fathom, but I was from a very different generation and social status.

			The last room on this floor was dedicated to music. The walls sported extra sound-proofing, and instruments of all kinds hung from hooks or sat on racks—guitars, both acoustic and electric, woodwinds, even a flute. A grand piano crouched in one corner. For the first time, I spotted dust not of the fingerprint-finding variety—though there was that too. So Meredith didn’t want her cleaning staff in here. Because of the potential fragility of the instruments on the walls, or because she’d wanted this to be solely her space?

			I’d never know.

			A stack of books and single sheets of music sat on the sideboard beneath the wall-length window. With a bit of effort, I manipulated the pages and the books from the otherplane, rifling through them to find any clues. Some books were easier to flip through than others due to their degree of wear.

			In the fourth book, I found something—a pink “missed call” sticky note acting as a bookmark. It was dated January 8, roughly five months ago. The note said only “Call Jim” with a little doodle beside it. I tilted my head back and forth, trying to determine what the doodle was. The way the figure’s arms were drawn, it reminded me of the “Walk Like an Egyptian” dance from the eighties. There was no indication who Jim was or what number to call, and given that it was from so long before, it hardly counted as a clue. Obviously the techs agreed, since it was still here.

			Disappointed, I started downstairs. I was about to step into the kitchen when I heard Hudson’s voice. The low, rumbly tone froze me in place in the hallway, out of view, as surely as Lexi’s ice spell once had. (It was a good thing I couldn’t die and that my skin had healed from the frostbite, or she would have had to learn another spell to regrow toes.)

			“What’s the latest?”

			Shaking off my paralysis, I crept forward so I could peek around the corner into the kitchen and see who Hudson was talking to. Or their shadow-selves, anyway. My otherplane vision was as murky as ever—murkier, since the shadows in the kitchen were exceptionally dark and dense. But I’d recognize Hudson’s shape anywhere. He leaned back against the granite counter, looking over the people in the dining room across the hall, and the smaller figure beside him—a woman, I assumed—mirrored his posture. She was under the bright kitchen workspace lighting and her gauzy figure was paler than Hudson’s.

			“Nothing,” she said. “We’re finding prints, but the analysis so far is that they’re all people who were expected to be here. Meredith, her ex, her cook, the maid...no one out of place.”

			“What about the decanter and glasses in the study?”

			“Clean.” She shrugged as Hudson turned to her, probably to give her the evil eye. “What? I dunno where you got the idea that the dude helped himself to a drink, but the decanter and glasses were completely clean and in their place.”

			I stepped forward, an automatic protest on my lips, before I remembered it would be useless. But I knew what I’d seen. My brain wouldn’t make that up. The killer must have wiped down his trail of fingerprints. Or...had he been wearing gloves? Was that a detail the otherplane had stolen from my observation?

			The second figure moved off toward the study and I considered following her...but Hudson started for a dark room off to the side of the kitchen—probably the pantry—and that was weird enough to prompt me to trail after him. I slipped past the door as he closed it. Why would he—

			“I know you’re there, Wes.”


			Holy shit. Hudson didn’t flick on the lights, but I could feel him staring at me as though he could actually see me in the darkness, through the planes. An impossibility. I took a step back, intending to slide through the closed door.

			“Don’t you dare move.” Hudson’s voice was low but full of fire. Full of threat.

			Pfft. What was he gonna do, arrest me? I flowed back into reality and glared at him—or tried to. Dark room was dark.

			“How did you know?”

			“I saw a wrinkle.”

			“Bull.”

			Fabric rustled and I imagined Hudson rolling his shoulders in a shrug. “Maybe because I was watching.”

			“Watching for me? That makes no sense.” Especially after how we’d left things at our last meeting.

			“You know, a lot of perpetrators come back to the scene of the crime.”

			“Wha—Oh, fuck you.” I waved a hand to dismiss his insinuation. “You know there’s no way—”

			Hudson latched on to my flailing arm and jerked me toward him. “Do I?”

			For the first time, fear raced through me, making my heart pound and stealing my ability to speak.

			“Do I? A lot can change over thirty-three years.”

			“Not that.”

			“Maybe you solidified accidentally and she caught you, hmm? She was gonna call the cops, and you had to stop her, and things got out of hand.”

			“Are you even listening to yourself?”

			“Yeah, I’m listening, and I’m thinking, and most of the puzzle pieces fit into place in that scenario.”

			“They don’t.” I could feel the barest breeze of Hudson’s peppermint-scented breath on my cheek. “I’m not strong enough to hold her down, let alone strangle her with my bare hands.”

			Hudson’s grip relaxed slightly. “Yeah, that’s the piece that doesn’t fit.”

			“Then what the fuck?” I jerked my arm out of his grasp. “What was that?”

			“A taste of what hanging around crime scenes can get you,” Hudson growled. “Why are you here?”

			“I—” God, it sounded so stupid, but... “I want to help.”

			Hudson let out a bark of laughter that sounded rusty, as though he didn’t laugh often. But that didn’t fit with his crow’s-feet. “Right. Sure. Did someone hire you to spy on the investigation?”

			“What? No.”

			“I don’t believe you. Who hired you?”

			“No one. I’m not here for that. Jesus, you’re jaded.” I huffed out a breath. “And can we turn on a damned light so I can actually see you?”

			Something moved past me, probably Hudson’s arm, and the pantry light blazed. I grunted, squinting. Hudson seemed to be in the same boat, with his eyes narrowed to slits as he looked at me. We probably made quite the sight, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

			“What?” Hudson demanded.

			“Nothing. Look, I’m not here on a job. I’m here as the guy who—who saw this happen, and who feels...” I trailed off.

			“Guilty?”

			“Yeah.” I sighed.

			“Because you watched it happen and did nothing.”

			Way to twist the knife. “I’m not a fighter.”

			“You’re also not a good guy.”

			At that, I turned away. I wasn’t a good guy. I’d never claimed to be. But I was no different than when we were together, so why was Hudson harping on this so hard? “Just...find the asshole who did this, okay? The news is going apeshit and it—I hate it.” I started to fade back to the otherplane, ready to be done with this conversation.

			“Stop.”

			I could ignore him, but something in me didn’t want to. I edged back into reality. “What?”

			“You’re not going anywhere. You’re my only witness.”

			“I can’t testify.”

			“Wow, thanks for telling me. I’m not an idiot. Of course you can’t testify. But you can help me eliminate suspects. You can accompany me—ghosted—on my interviews and let me know if you see anyone whose silhouette matches the killer’s.”

			I was immediately suspicious. Hudson hated my abilities and what I used them to do, but he was suddenly willing to overlook that? “Do I get to look forward to more of your charming treatment?”

			“Look, we’ve got nothing. No trace evidence, no fingerprints, no DNA. There was also no forced entry, so we’re operating on the assumption that she knew her killer and let him in. I will bet a month’s salary the killer is one of the people I’m heading out to interview, and unless I get info from them that confirms my suspicions, you’re the only one who can tell us for sure. So...you in or out?”

			I stared at Hudson for a few moments. This was what I wanted, right? A chance to help. Even if it meant spending time with this new, not-improved Hudson. “In,” I finally said. “And, um, there’s something I didn’t tell you. Two things, actually.”

			Hudson leaned against the shelves. “Oh, this should be good.”

			I scowled and resisted the urge to give him the finger. If we were going to work together—and god help me, that was indeed what this plan entailed—I needed to be fully transparent. Uh, so to speak. “The killer’s image in the otherplane was...different.”

			“How so?”

			“Darker. More jagged than how I usually see people.”

			“And what does that mean?”

			“Haven’t a clue,” I said with a small shake of my head. “Maybe that he’s a murderer?”

			“It’ll make it easier for you to identify him, right?”

			“Hopefully.”

			“All right. And the second thing?”

			I shifted uncomfortably. “He looked right at me. Before I, um, left.”

			“Ran.”

			“Yes, okay. I ran from the scene of a brutal fucking murder. So sue me.”

			Hudson held up a hand to halt my tirade. “So you think he saw you?”

			“Maybe my mojo is getting old. You saw me too, so...”

			“I don’t think it’s anything to do with your abilities failing. I was on alert, hyperalert even, straining to find any clues. The killer would have been the same, sort of—high on adrenaline and listening hard for anyone approaching.”

			I frowned. “He didn’t seem that on edge.”

			“Looks can be deceiving.”

			Well...yeah. I knew that better than anyone, didn’t I? The idea that the murderer maybe saw the same wrinkle Hudson had—and not actually me—calmed my pulse. I let out a breath and nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

			Hudson arched a brow, as if to say like you had a choice. “Great. Meet me outside.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Four

			Our first stop was Julia Boucher’s townhouse.

			I glared at Hudson when he informed me who we were going to see. “But I already told you it isn’t her.”

			“I believe you.”

			“Then why—”

			“Because I’m the cop who just got assigned to this case, and my supervisor wants me to speak to the next of kin again.” Hudson met my glare with one of his own, daring me to challenge him.

			I obliged. “They’re divorced.”

			“So?”

			“So how is she the next of kin?”

			“Because the lawyers say she is.”

			“It’s a waste of time.”

			He barked out a laugh. “Most of police work is. We’ve still got to do it.”

			“Yeah, but see?” I waved a hand at myself. “Not a cop.”

			“And the world thanks you for that.” Hudson parked and turned off the car. “C’mon. Think of it as a dry run for the people I actually need you to observe.” Without waiting for me to respond, he got out, then bent down to look back into the cabin when I didn’t move. “You did say you wanted to help.”

			Fuck him, he was right.

			I slipped into the otherplane and followed Hudson up to the door. The townhouse was nice, with upscale materials and a well maintained front lawn, but definitely a few steps down the social ladder from Meredith’s mansion. I tried to remember what I’d dug up about Julia Boucher in my research. She used to be the CEO of a tech firm, but she’d quit shortly after getting hitched to focus on her marriage and charity work. In the magazine articles I’d found, she’d stated it was a dream of hers to be able to devote her time to charitable causes.

			That was not the mentality of someone who committed murder—or hired a murderer.

			Julia answered the door. Her silhouette did not match that of the woman who had graced the pages of multiple magazines. Instead of her hair being coiffed just so, it draped limply around her face. In photos, she was usually dressed in a modern take on fifties style to emphasize her voluptuous and abundant curves—very rockabilly with poufy A-line skirts and bright red lipstick, which made her and Meredith look like matching bookends—but now she wore oversize clothing that made her figure all but shapeless and appear a few sizes larger than she was. I couldn’t see any details about her expression, but the tissue clutched tightly in one hand told me enough.

			Hudson held out his ID. “Detective Hudson Rojas, Ms. Boucher. We spoke on the phone?”

			She sniffled. “Yes, of course. Come in.” For an instant, she looked right at me. I stilled, but her gaze continued on without a pause. “It’s just you?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Julia led the way into the townhouse and waved at the kitchen counter. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

			“Water would be great, thank you.”

			Julia busied herself with that. I let my head fall back and groaned with how painfully unimportant this was.

			“Do you have any idea when they’ll release Meredith’s house?” Julia asked as she placed a tall glass of water with a slice of lemon in front of Hudson. “My lawyer said...everything’s in order for me to...” Her voice faltered. “I’m sorry.”

			Those two words stilled my fidgeting.

			She was apologizing. When she’d done nothing wrong. I was the one who should be sorry. I was the one who’d stood there, motionless, while someone murdered her ex-wife—clearly someone Julia still cared for. I swallowed hard and directed my gaze away from her and Hudson.

			But I wanted absolution, right? I wanted to help. So here I would stand.

			“I’m so sorry for your loss. We’re doing everything we possibly can to find out who did this,” Hudson said, his low voice genuine and sincere. “I know you spoke to one of my colleagues yesterday, but would you mind going over some things with me again?”

			Julia sucked in a shaky breath and nodded. “Yes, of course.”

			“You and Meredith recently divorced.”

			“Yes. It was final six months ago.”

			“Was it amicable?”

			“I didn’t hate her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			In my opinion, there was a big gap between amicable and hate, but hey, I wasn’t the cop in the room.

			“Were you still friendly with her?”

			Julia’s form sagged. “We’d been talking about reconciling,” she whispered.

			That explained the lingerie in the laundry room and the dresses in the closet. Maybe “talking about reconciling” meant “having sex.” They wouldn’t be the first couple to only realize what they’d had was pretty good once it was gone. Now I was doubly glad I’d canceled the contract with Meredith’s lawyers—Julia didn’t need more conflict piled on top of the heartache she was already going through.

			“What was the reason for the divorce?”

			Julia sighed. “A lot of little things. As an actor, she couldn’t comprehend that I liked my shape, so she’d make digs about my weight.” She paused. “Then there were the parties, both the ones she held and the ones she went to. She spent a lot of time socializing—she definitely wasn’t a homebody, whereas I would much prefer to watch a movie on the couch, you know? And I guess the final straw was the talk of moving to Los Angeles. It was just one more sign that our relationship was not her priority.”

			“She wasn’t happy in Toronto?”


			“Oh, she loved Toronto, but it’s a smaller market for actors here and roles for someone of her age were starting to dry up.”

			“I thought she’d just had a relatively major one.”

			“A Canadian project and story with a Canadian cast will never lead to the fame Meredith has been seeking—” Her voice broke. “Had been seeking—her entire life. She wanted to end her career with an even bigger bang.”


			“Had any of those issues you mentioned been resolved before you started to reconcile?”

			“No,” Julia admitted with a wet chuckle. “I just got swept back into her orbit. She was like that. A magnet. You couldn’t look away from her.” She twisted the tissue in her lap. “But I loved her. Love was never really our problem.”

			Yeah, I knew how that felt.

			“Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt her?”

			To her credit, Julia didn’t immediately respond, but took her time to consider the question. “She didn’t get along with her half brother, Edward Harris. He felt she should share her good fortune, but she didn’t like him and wouldn’t give him the time of day, let alone any money.”

			“Do you think he could be violent?”

			“I don’t really know him, to be honest. I’ve seen him a few times over the years, but Meredith avoided him as much as she could.”

			That wasn’t a no.

			“Anyone else? A stranger, someone she mentioned as being questionable?”

			“She’s had her share of negative comments online and elsewhere, but nothing out of the ordinary. Certainly nothing threatening. I’m sorry, Detective. I can’t think of anything else.”

			Hudson wrote something in his notepad. “And her estate—”

			“She didn’t change her will, so I’m—I’m the beneficiary. She had no one else—her half brother, maybe.” Julia shrugged. “I can’t see her leaving him much, if anything.”

			“Ms. Boucher—”

			“Julia is fine.”

			“I hate to ask, but where were you the day Meredith was killed?”

			The tissue in Julia’s hand tore and she absently put the pieces on the counter, smoothing them. “Of course you have to ask. In the morning, I was at the office—The Sky’s the Limit offices, the charity I work for. I can give you the names of people I met with or who saw me there. In the afternoon, I—” Her voice faltered again. “I was at the spa. Treating myself. I was getting pampered while Meredith—while she—”

			And there they were, the waterworks. Hudson patted her shoulder, looking about as uncomfortable as I felt. My throat clogged up, in sympathy to the emotion Julia was displaying but also with guilt and shame.

			What if I’d acted sooner? What if I’d fucking stopped it?

			The quiet but intense sobs lasted only a few minutes, and Hudson closed out the interview by getting the names of people who could confirm Julia’s alibi. I headed out to the car to wait for him and get my emotions back under control.

			By the time he sat down, I’d pushed the self-recrimination out of the forefront of my brain. It was still there, but focusing on it served no purpose. I knew I’d fucked up, and Hudson had made it clear that he was the last person who was going to offer me sympathy.

			I didn’t have club-clothes armor to pull out this time, so I employed snark instead. “Waste. Of. Time.”

			His grimace told me he agreed, but of course he wouldn’t admit it out loud. “Anything?”

			“I know you’re going to be shocked at this, but—wait for it.” I paused for dramatic effect. “Her shadow figure looks nothing like the murderer’s.”

			“If that was all an act, she deserves a fucking Academy Award,” Hudson grumbled, putting the car into gear and pulling into traffic.

			“I couldn’t see her expression, only her body language.”

			“Eye contact, her eyes and nose were red and swollen from lots of crying, and—You’ve seen pictures of her, right?”

			“She was definitely not as put together as she usually is.”

			“Exactly. Everyone’s reactions are different to traumatic events, but my gut says she’s not involved.”

			I lifted my hands and gestured at myself. “Uh, hello? Didn’t I already call that?”

			“Shut up, Wesley.”

			 

			Dave Galway, the director on Meredith’s last movie, was not the killer. I could tell immediately. He had a slight beer gut on an otherwise slender frame and he was far shorter than the man who’d taken Meredith’s life. On top of that, he didn’t have the presence the killer had exuded. That confidence, or entitlement, or... I don’t know what it was, but whatever had prompted the killer to help himself to a drink, so casually, as Meredith lay dead on the floor.

			The memory was enough to make me shudder.

			Dave had graciously greeted Hudson despite the hour—it was almost 9:30 p.m., which I thought late for this sort of detective work, but what did I know? His interview was going in the same direction as Julia’s. He was much less emotional—shocked, sure, but it was easy to tell his relationship with Meredith had a professional distance. His voice was soft and a little shaky here and there, but I thought it was more from disbelief than anything else.

			I tuned him out and looked around. There wasn’t anything truly interesting about the living room. It wasn’t as light and airy as Meredith’s, but the furniture and art definitely had the same “Look, Ma, I got money!” sense as her house had, only richer, darker, with leather and rough-grained wood. More man cave and less airy beach house. I wondered if Dave had six unused bedrooms too.

			Pfft. Rich people.

			Well, that passed a good, oh, two minutes. And Hudson hadn’t even gotten to the alibi portion of the questioning.

			Ugh.

			I wandered into the hall. It was decorated with posters from all of the movies Dave had directed, from Cracks in the Ice, the movie Meredith had starred in, back to his first film, Lycan Ridge—a movie made famous because of a tragic accident on set. I paused for a moment, wondering if Meredith’s last film would see a bump in popularity now that she was dead. Could that be motive for murder? Dave hadn’t been the figure I’d seen in Meredith’s mansion, but he could have hired someone.

			Except Cracks in the Ice had actually done a decent number at the box office, if I remembered correctly. Particularly for a Canadian-set movie. Maybe not enough for Meredith’s ego, if Julia was to be believed, but both audiences and critics had enjoyed the story. So how much of a boost could the film get from its star’s death?

			At the end of the hall, I found Dave’s study. Instead of movie posters on the walls, there were pictures of Dave on set, Dave accepting awards, Dave with crew and cast members. I eyed his desk, noting the agenda opened to today’s date with Hudson’s appointment scheduled in, and a copy of a local paper with news of Meredith’s murder splashed across the front page.

			Gathering energy to manipulate the living plane from the otherplane, I nudged the touch pad on Dave’s open laptop. The screensaver shut off, revealing his icon-scattered desktop. Messy, ouch. Dave needed to take fifteen minutes and organize his stuff. I scanned through the items, but I didn’t see anything weird. Beyond folders with placeholder project names, I mean. One was called “Basilisk,” another was “Cyclops,” and yet another was “Medusa.”

			At least, I assumed they were project names.

			Maybe I should have a quick look through them. You know—since I was here.

			 

			As I ghosted through the closed front door an indeterminable time later, I wasn’t surprised to find Hudson’s unmarked cruiser absent from the front drive. Okay—I might have let time get away from me. I found the car sitting dark and silent on the road about a block from the Galways’, and Hudson’s ire was palpable as he sat in the driver’s seat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. Very. Slowly.

			I passed through the passenger door and popped into the real world. “Hi.”

			Hudson arched a brow in my direction. “Guess how long I’ve been waiting here.”

			“Hudson, I—”

			“Go on. Guess.”

			“Five minutes?” I chanced.


			“I was still in the driveway at the five-minute mark and getting weird looks from Galway’s wife.”

			“Ten?” Silence. “Uh, fifteen?” More silence. Shit. “Twenty. I couldn’t have been longer than—”

			“Thirty-four minutes.” Hudson shifted so he was partially turned toward me. “I didn’t think I had to specify that you were invited along solely for the purpose of viewing people’s shadow forms.”


			“Right. I know that. But—”

			“You snooped, didn’t you?”

			I became very interested in what was outside my window. Oh hey, there was the moon, hanging over the city in some phase of not-fullness. “You should probably get moving. Don’t want to get a ticket. Oh wait—cop.”

			“For fuck’s sake. I thought you wanted to help!”

			“I did. I do. Dave’s not your guy. I could tell right away.” I sighed. “I got bored, okay?”

			“You got bored.” Hudson started the car and put it into gear, but turned to me instead of pulling away from the curb. “You got bored? Are you fucking kidding me?”

			I winced, both at Hudson’s volume and my actions. He had a point. This wasn’t a social visit and I wasn’t getting paid to stick my nose where it didn’t belong—I wasn’t getting paid at all. Which, actually, was something I should bring up with Hudson. But...uh, maybe not right now.

			Before I could respond, Hudson hit the gas and the car leaped forward. “God. Did you ever think you were brought back for a higher reason than spying?”

			I made a dismissive sound. “No.”

			“Because you’re kind of a miraculous thing.”

			That might have been a compliment, except for the “thing” designation. Regardless, he was wrong. “The word you’re looking for is mistake.”

			“Oh, come on. You don’t think there was something else at work? God?”

			“We had this conversation before.”

			“Perceptions change.”

			“Not about this. I don’t—and never will—believe in God.”

			It was a topic we’d covered extensively when we’d been dating. Hudson was a lapsed Catholic, with all the rules and rituals ingrained into his psyche, so he looked at me and saw proof of God. Me? My mom and dad had been too focused on keeping our farm running and food on the table to go to church, and the community had judged them harshly for their lack of attendance, a situation that didn’t endear me to organized religion. Who needed that sort of bullshit in their life?

			That opinion didn’t change after I died. Dying had been pain and confusion and blackness and nothing. Whatever came after—and I believed something did, just not that it was tied to any god or religion—it remained a mystery to me. If I’d learned anything about the realms beyond the otherplane, that knowledge had been struck from my brain when April had brought me back. It wasn’t God who had returned me to Earth, and He-She-They had no say in how I used my abilities.

			“You’re squandering this gift—”

			“If I promise not to wander off again, will you please stop talking about this?”

			He glanced over at me, and I knew he wasn’t going to leave it alone—except he did. “We’re going to see Meredith’s estranged brother next. He works the 7:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m. shift at a factory up in Vaughan and he agreed to speak to me on his break.”

			Stunned, I stared at him. “That’s it?”

			“You wanted me to shut up about it. This is me shutting up about it.”

			“Yeah, but—” The Hudson I’d dated wouldn’t have let it go. When something bugged him, he was like the proverbial dog with a bone—chewing, tugging, refusing to give up any sliver of suspicion until he’d eradicated the problem in question. I’d admired his dedication and determination...until I didn’t. Until I completely understood that his determination to do his job outweighed any dedication to me. I slouched in my seat. “Never mind.”

			“Either you want me to talk about it, or you don’t.” Hudson aimed a smirk in my direction.

			“I don’t.”

			“You sure? Maybe talking it out—”

			“Shut up, Hudson.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Five

			Meredith’s estranged younger half brother worked as a machinist at a factory not too far from the Canada’s Wonderland amusement park. Hudson navigated through the industrial area, following one wavy, winding street after another, and before long, I was completely lost. I hated cookie-cutter streets like this, where every building looked like the last. The parking lot Hudson eventually pulled into was only half full, though whether that was because the night shift had less staff or the factory on the whole didn’t employ enough people, I had no idea. The building was big, gray, maybe two stories in height. Security lights were positioned at each corner. They didn’t do a great job at pushing back the gloom, but at least it wasn’t completely dark.

			Again, I faded from view as Hudson parked. Before I could exit the car, he said, “This time, stick close.” He paused. “But not too close. I hate it when you make my hair stand on end.”

			As we approached the not-well-lit front entrance, a man pushed away from the building, dropped a cigarette to the concrete, and crushed it with his work boot. “You the cop?”

			Hudson flipped open his badge wallet. “Detective Rojas. You got some ID on you?”

			I hovered at the side, trying to get a good look at the man as he retrieved his driver’s license and handed it over to confirm that he was indeed Edward Harris, Meredith’s half brother. That done, Hudson shifted them over to the side, away from the main door leading into the warehouse and eavesdropping ears. Unfortunately, this put them deeper into the shadows and both Hudson’s and Edward’s forms blended into the night surrounding them. But I didn’t think this was the guy. To start, he had a ponytail, and a couple of loose strands hung around his face. His body shape was all wrong too. He was taller than me—who wasn’t—but built more like a runner. Lean and fast. The killer had been broad and bulky.

			“I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Harris.” Hudson pulled his notepad out of his pocket, and I wondered how he could even see to write anything down.

			Edward shrugged. “Meredith and me, we weren’t close.”

			“You’re her only surviving relative, correct? Other than her ex-wife, Julia Boucher.”

			“That’s right. But you’d never know it.”

			“Oh?”

			Edward pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. “You mind?” When Hudson waved in permission, he lit up and blew out a cloud of smoke. “Meredith wasn’t too keen on anyone knowing about me. She had an image to maintain. Blue-collar working class wasn’t it.”

			“You believe she was ashamed that you were her brother?”

			“Believe it?” Edward chuckled. “I know it. She told me to my face.”

			“And when was this?”

			“I dunno. A couple of years back. Maybe five. Stuck with me, though.”


			But had it stuck with him hard enough, festered badly enough, to make him want to murder her? Well, I already knew the answer to that. Unless Edward Harris had hired someone to do his dirty work, and the chances of that were slim given he probably didn’t have a ton of cash to throw at a hitman, he wasn’t involved.

			Another dead end. Bouncing on the balls of my feet, I considered heading back to Hudson’s car. I could get caught up on some emails while Hudson asked Mr. The World Hates Me every question under the sun. I was about to start in that direction when something at the corner of the building caught my eye.

			A little girl.

			My heart jumped. This was not the place for a child. She looked no older than eight, maybe ten. Her curly medium-brown hair hung down to her shoulders, brushing the worn fabric of a much-loved T-shirt featuring a unicorn with...rainbow cupcake poops? I wrinkled my nose—

			Wait. It might be mid-May, but it was close to ten thirty at night, and it was too damned cold for a T-shirt.

			And she was staring right at me.

			Ghosts—actual ghosts—were real. I knew this. I’d run into a few in my not-life. They were rarely intelligent. Usually they were echoes of energy carrying out the same actions over and over again, like an ectoplasmic rut with all the accompanying sounds of footsteps, unintelligible whispers, or the briefest glimpse of a figure. That’s what the ghost hunting shows captured, because intelligent ghosts—the ones who knew they were dead—stayed hidden until they ran across someone sensitive enough to be aware of their presence.


			Like this little girl.

			I took a step in her direction and she lit up. Huge smile, excited bounce, as though I were the answer to her prayers. Or maybe she was lonely. Being stuck on the otherplane had to be a horrible, solitary existence. As I drew closer, I noticed other details—since she was as clear to me on this plane as Hudson was on the living one. There was dirt smeared on her cheek, a dark brown stain against her lighter brown skin, and a ragged tear split the side of her shirt. The neck of the shirt was stretched, as if someone had pulled on it. Her jeans were ripped too, though that might have been fashionable—depending on how long she’d been here, waiting for someone to see her.

			Please let it not be long.

			When I got close enough, she couldn’t contain herself any longer and leaped at me to wrap her arms around my waist. “You can see me!”

			I smoothed my palm against her hair, feeling the knots and dirt hidden by the voluminous waves. Poor thing. How long had she wandered here, trying to get someone’s attention? No wonder she was thrilled I acknowledged her. “I sure can, sweetheart.”

			For a few minutes, she just shook. Then she whispered, “I want to go home.”

			My heart ripped out of my chest and fell at her feet. I was done. I was hers. Whatever I had to do to make that happen, I would.

			I knelt so I could look her in the eye. “What’s your name?”

			“Amrita. Amrita Bhattacharya.”

			“And what year is it, Amrita?”

			“Twenty-seventeen?” She bit her lip, like she knew that was wrong, but that was the only answer she had.

			“Okay.” At least she hadn’t been in limbo for eons. “I’m Wes—Wesley Cooper.” I held out my hand for her to shake, which she did. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Are you—are you dead too?”

			“Sort of.” I wrinkled my nose and crossed my eyes, which made her giggle. “It’s a long story. The important part is that I can tell people you’re here.”

			“They won’t believe you.”

			I looked over my shoulder and pointed at Hudson’s shadow figure. “That man will.”

			“Who’s he?”

			“He’s a policeman. I’ve known him for a very long time.”

			Stretching the truth a little, but it made her shoulders relax.

			“I’ve been so scared.”

			“Oh, honey. I know. But I’m here now and I promise I’ll do everything I can to help, okay?” I gave her an encouraging smile. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			“I was at Canada’s Wonderland with my older brother.”

			And that quickly, I knew who she was. The little girl who went missing from the amusement park had been big news at the time. They’d closed the park to search for her, questioned hundreds of people, and the papers had basically convicted her brother of being a shitty human being for not keeping a better eye on her, if not her killer. The story had dominated the news for weeks, but ultimately, they’d found no trace of Amrita.

			God, my throat ached. I clenched my jaw to keep my emotions in check as she continued with her story. Her eighteen-year-old brother had told her to wait for him while he lined up to ride the Leviathan, the biggest coaster in the park. Amrita had been too little to accompany him, but he’d drilled her about what to do to stay safe. Don’t move from the bench. Don’t talk to strangers. If she got scared, go see a security guard.

			Eighteen was a legal adult, but still young enough to make stupid, self-centered decisions. Christ. The line had been incredibly long—last long weekend of the summer, hello—and Amrita had waited and waited and waited. Finally, she got up from the bench and turned her back to the crowd to watch the people riding the other coaster a little distance away. Suddenly she’d felt a presence behind her and a prick in her side, and that was all she remembered.

			She woke up dead behind the factory.

			Which—fuck, probably meant that was where her body was.

			“Thank you for telling me all of that,” I said softly.

			“I don’t know how to get home from here.”

			Her family lived in North York, not too far to the south, but far enough that a ten-year-old would be hopelessly lost. If she could even leave her body. I wasn’t sure how the actually-dead-ghost thing worked. “I’m gonna help you. I made a promise, right?”

			She nodded, wiping at a tear on her cheek.

			“So I’m gonna go tell my friend all about you. We’ll make sure you get home.”

			I went to stand, and Amrita grabbed my hand. “You promise promise?”

			“Cross my heart.” My finger traced the sign of the cross over my heart, echoing my words.

			She swallowed and reluctantly released my hand. “Okay.”

			I dashed across the parking lot and encompassed Hudson’s figure. His pen jolted across the page he was writing on and he gave a slight nod. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Harris.”

			Edward stubbed out his cigarette. “Do you know if there’s a reward for information leading to Meredith’s killer?”

			Hudson paused in closing his notepad, the slightest hitch in movement. “Not that I’m aware of.”

			“Oh. Because that would be good, right? Incentive?”

			For Christ’s sake. I walked over and through Edward, satisfied when his entire body shuddered.

			“Jesus, it got cold quick. I’m gonna head back in.” Edward flipped up the collar of his jacket, gave Hudson a half wave, and started back to the factory entrance.

			I trailed Hudson to his car and slipped past him through the driver’s door so he knew I was there. We went less than a block before I rematerialized. “Stop the car.”

			“Was that our guy?”

			“What?” Oh, right. Edward. “No.”

			“Then what—”

			“I found a ghost. The little girl who disappeared from Canada’s Wonderland.”

			Hudson’s eyes widened. “Shit. Really?”

			I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat. “She ‘woke up’ behind the factory.”

			“Aw, fuck.” Hudson inhaled deeply. “Okay. I’m going to have to have a look, see if I can find a legitimate reason to call it in. Did she tell you who did it?”

			“She never saw him. He drugged her, I think. And I think maybe he used too much.”

			Hudson gave me an unreadable look. It was as though a blank, emotionless mask had slipped over his face—and I remembered it. His Asshole Cop look, when all his emotions got boxed into a corner of his mind so he could focus on what needed to be done.

			“That might have been a blessing,” he said quietly.

			“Fuck.” He was right. I leaned against the headrest. “And you wonder why I don’t believe in God.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Six

			The factory backed onto a vacant—but not empty—lot. Large construction equipment hunched to the side, the machines’ yellow paint muted in the dark but still discernible when a stray headlight beam brushed against it. In the opposite direction, a copse of trees stood blacker-than-black against the night sky, some coniferous, but most of the deciduous trees were still skeletal with new foliage that was little more than a whisper of a promise along bare branches. At a certain angle, you might be able to pretend you were in an actual forest, the trees around you untouched by men.

			Hudson and I stared at them, silent. I didn’t know what he was thinking—hell, I barely knew what I was thinking. On the one hand, I wanted to find Amrita’s body here so she could be at peace. On the other, I never wanted to find it, because then her death would be true.

			It wasn’t anywhere close to logical, but hey, that was me.

			“Any thoughts as to where she might be?” Hudson asked softly.

			“I don’t want to ask her.”

			“Wes—”

			“Don’t make me ask her. Please.” I couldn’t imagine anything worse than a tiny ghost leading us to her tiny body.

			Hudson drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. I’ll—I’ll go have a look, see if there’s anything obvious.” He hesitated for an instant, then popped his door and got out.

			As he marched into the trees, I slipped halfway into the otherplane. I wasn’t surprised to see Amrita standing beside the car, her eyes on Hudson’s retreating back. I didn’t say anything—what could I say? I was too wrecked to offer gentle emotional platitudes, and I got the sense that she was beyond that, anyway. Her entire form vibrated with pent-up hopes and wishes. Then, suddenly, she relaxed and smiled—an expression that carried with it the radiance of the sun.

			“Now I can go home,” she whispered—and was gone.

			Of course. She hadn’t meant home as in where she lived with her family, but home—whatever came after death.


			Hudson walked back out minutes later, his expression grim, and called it in.

			Cops swarmed the scene. Hudson got out to fill them in, while I slouched low in the passenger seat of his cruiser. I stayed partially in the otherplane so no one would see me in the shadowed interior, but enough in the living plane so I could keep track of what was going on. Uniformed officers cordoned off the area with yellow tape and helped set up lights, while others in white overalls carried cases into the trees. A coroner’s van pulled up a few minutes later. No lights, no fuss, only a cold, silent vehicle of death.

			A pair of plainclothes officers walked past. Like everyone else, they didn’t notice me.

			“I can’t believe Rojas caught another weird one,” one of the suits murmured to the other. His voice slipped easily past the window I’d cracked open before the crowd arrived.

			“Guy’s a magnet for this shit.”

			My brows rose. He was?

			“Pretty sketchy, if you ask me. Finding a crime scene randomly like this?”

			“Right? Who thinks to venture into a vacant lot on the off chance there’s a clue about a year-old missing persons case?”

			The cops moved on, but it made me think Hudson’s cover story needed some work.

			I don’t know how much time passed before Hudson returned. He collapsed into the driver’s seat, and he looked like the mass of his body had tripled, as though gravity was pulling on him with extraordinary strength. He didn’t start the car, but instead leaned back and closed his eyes.

			“We’re pretty sure it’s her,” he said softly. “Confirmation will be up to the ME, but...yeah. The clothes you described—they were on the missing person’s report and there was still enough left to—” His voice caught and he didn’t bother picking up the thread of what he’d been saying.

			My hand itched. I wanted to reach out, to rub his arm or brush his cheek, to remind him he wasn’t alone, but that wasn’t my place anymore. “She’s gone. From the otherplane, I mean.”


			Hudson rolled his head toward me. He suddenly looked fifty-eight—weary, exhausted, and worn down by the passing years. “Is that good?”

			I thought of her happy, peaceful expression just before she disappeared. “Yeah. She’s moved on, to whatever comes after.”

			Hudson squinted. “I thought you didn’t believe in God.”

			“I don’t have to believe in God to know there’s something that comes after this.” I waved my hand at the world beyond the windshield. “Another dimension, another realm of existence, something.”

			Someplace where maybe Amrita could live another life, one without such a tragic ending.

			Hudson watched me for a moment, his face unreadable. His jaw ticked and his lips twitched, as though he wanted to say something but was holding himself back. Finally, the words escaped in a low, almost-growl. “That—what you did, finding her—it was a good thing.”

			Hudson’s praise filled cracks in my chest I hadn’t realized were there. “Yeah?”

			Despite his rough words, he looked at me like he might have when we’d been dating. His brown eyes promised warmth and comfort. A home. God, I’d forgotten how much I wanted that.

			“Yeah.”

			I clenched my jaw and directed my gaze out the passenger window at the milling cops. I’d helped. Maybe not the case I’d intended to help with, but I’d helped. It didn’t erase the guilt I still felt at doing nothing while Meredith was murdered, but it felt good to pay back some of that karmic debt.

			I wanted to do more. “So what’s our next stop?”

			An icy, emotionless shutter slammed down behind Hudson’s eyes. “I need to head back to the office. I’ve got paperwork to fill out.” By his tone, paperwork was one step above walking across hot coals. “And I need to look into Edward Harris some more.”

			“He’s not our guy.”

			“I’m not so sure.”

			“You brought me along to tell you if someone’s otherplane shadow matched what I saw, and I’m telling you, Edward is not your guy.”

			“I understand what you think you saw, but—”

			“What I think I saw?”

			“—but this guy suddenly has two murders connected to him,” Hudson continued coldly, undaunted. “Tangentially, yes, but two slightly connected murders are more than most people have in their lifetime, let alone in such a tight time span.”

			I hated to admit it, but he had a point. “Under that logic, you need to consider Dave Galway too. An actor died in the first movie he directed. And now Meredith.”

			“That was over the span of what? Twenty years? Not quite the same.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“Who’s the detective here?”

			I bristled at his sharp tone. “And who asked me to help?”

			“Who said he wanted to help?”

			“Are you—Did you just throw that back in my face?”

			Hudson looked away. “Good news for you, you’re off the hook. You can go back to not giving a shit.”

			“Not giving a—” I bit off the angry echo. “I don’t want to be off the hook.”

			“Luckily I don’t have to care about what you want anymore.”

			I sucked in a breath. Ow. When had Hudson learned how to wound so deftly with nothing more than words? Had he been this harsh when we’d dated? I didn’t think so, but maybe those days were more rose-colored in my memories than I thought.

			“If this is how you treat people who help you out, it’s a wonder you have anyone you can call a friend.”

			Hudson barked out a humorless laugh. “Who says I do?”

			Strangely, that statement hurt more than any of the barbed ones he’d directed at me, because it was so anti who Hudson used to be. Where was the warmth I remembered for a stranger in a grocery store? Where was the joy?

			What had happened in the past thirty-three years to make Hudson so harsh, so cynical?

			 

			The next day, I showed up at the hospital with Lexi’s favorite concoction—a giant lactose-free mocha with an extra shot of espresso and a dash of cinnamon. Let it not be said that I didn’t know how to make an apology—though I knew there would be more phases to this one.

			When I got close enough, Lexi snatched the cup from my hand and cuddled it to her chest. “Baby.”

			“That kinda day, huh?”

			“You have no idea. Hon, I’m good to take my break now, right?”

			The nurse at the desk waved her hand. “Yep. Go. I got it covered.”

			When we found a seat in the cafeteria, I leaned over the table and extended a hand. “I owe you a week of mochas. I’m sorry I screwed up.”

			It had been eating at me since she’d left my apartment. We’d texted since—Lexi wasn’t one to pull out the silent treatment if she was pissed—but I hated that I’d flaked on my commitment to her. Even if I had a good reason.

			Lexi gave me an apologetic smile and squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry I got mad. I just—”

			“I understand. You were hoping to get answers.”

			“I should confront her.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe? I mean...it’s pretty clear you don’t trust her anymore.”

			“I don’t.” She let out a wry little chuckle. “Maybe it’s less about her and more about me. Even if I’m wrong and she’s not cheating...what’s it say about me that I’m so convinced she is? Am I looking for an excuse to get out?”

			“I don’t think your suspicions are wrong. But yeah, sometimes you get to a point when you’re done.”

			“Is that what happened with you and your cop?”

			Oh, I knew that innocent look. That was the “share your life’s knowledge, o wise one” expression she used, mostly to get me talking shit about things I had no business talking about. It worked when I was drunk, not so much when I was sober.

			I wagged a finger at her. “Uh-uh. Nope. Out of bounds.”

			“How is it out of bounds? I need relationship advice.”

			“You want details.”

			“That too,” Lexi admitted shamelessly. She leaned over the table, her weight braced on her forearms. “Did you end up calling him?”

			“Yeah.”

			I’m not sure if there was something in my voice, or if it was how I wouldn’t meet her eyes, but Lexi gasped. “Oh my god—did you see him? Did you go on a date?”

			“Whoa—a date? Hell no.”

			“But you saw him.”

			Crap. “Yeah.”

			“And?” When I didn’t answer instantly, she growled. Actually growled. “Wes.”

			“Gah. Why do I like you?”

			“Because without me you would be a little bundle of constipated thoughts and feelings.”

			I snorted out a laugh, because good god, it was true. So I told her everything—about that first, awful in-person conversation with Hudson, deciding to help, and Hudson recruiting me to identify the killer via his otherplane shadow. Then I shared the news about finding the little girl’s body. When I was done with that bit, the sparkle in Lexi’s eyes had diminished.

			“Was it her?” she asked softly.

			“Yeah. Hudson texted me before he went off shift.”

			“That was a good thing you did.”

			Hudson had said the same, and it had warmed me at the time—but over the intervening hours, I’d realized something. “Anyone else who could have seen her would have helped.”

			My actions weren’t special, or heroic. They were merely the morally correct ones. What did it say about me that Hudson and Lexi were praising me so effusively? That they’d never expected me to take that sort of action?

			“But you’re the one who did see her, and you’re the one who rescued her from limbo.”

			Rolling my shoulders, I let out a shivery breath. “I feel unsettled.”

			“Understandable. You’ve had a lot thrown at you over the past couple of days.”

			“Does it make me an awful person if the part that’s affecting me the most is how much Hudson’s changed?” And not witnessing a murder?

			“No. He’s the one part of things that’s connected to you, personally.”


			True. “I mean, he looks different—of course he does. But not so different that he isn’t Hudson anymore. So there’s this silver fox Hudson running around, doing un-Hudson-like things.”

			“Like?”

			My plastic chair creaked in protest as I leaned back. “Deliberately provoking me.”

			“Well...” Lexi drew out the word as she tilted her head. “You’re kind of provokable.”

			“I am not.”

			She arched a brow.

			“Okay, maybe a little. But he never used to be so mean about it. Like, in Meredith’s house, he went on like he thought I could have murdered her. For a few minutes I thought he seriously believed I had.”

			“Maybe he was trying to put you off balance to make sure you didn’t do it.”

			“Except he already knew I couldn’t have. He admitted as much—that he knew I didn’t have the strength to overpower her. So the only reason for him to try to intimidate me was—”

			“To intimidate you. But why?”

			I looked out the window for a moment without seeing anything. “Do you think...he might resent me?”

			“Resent—Oh. Because you’re...you.” She grimaced. “Maybe? Even though he knew you wouldn’t age, seeing it might be tough.”

			And hadn’t he said pretty much the same thing when he’d first appeared in my apartment doorway? Resentment could lead to lashing out—attacking me for doing nothing more than existing. It sucked—it sucked hard. But I couldn’t blame him. If our roles were reversed, I couldn’t say I wouldn’t be bitter.

			Except I’d always thought Hudson was better than that. Better than me, if I was going to be completely honest. I’d always had this quiet voice in my head questioning why the hell he was with me. A cop and a recovery specialist—thief?

			“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. He’s got a suspect and he doesn’t need me anymore.”

			Lexi’s crooked smile reminded me of Hudson’s. “Then the more fool him.”

			I checked my phone as she finished her mocha and frowned at a new email that had come in on my work account. I didn’t recognize the address, which wasn’t unusual, but it had a recognizable reference number, so it was a legit inquiry.

			Your presence is required to discuss a lucrative job opportunity. Come to the address listed below at five p.m. today and details will be provided. Your discretion is paramount; you must attend alone.

			I considered not responding—the “thou shalt” tone of the message raised my hackles—but the referral had come from one of my most consistent clients in the past few years, an investigator employed by a Mississauga law firm. He didn’t use my skills lightly—he only brought me in on his toughest cases, where all other, more legitimate courses of action had failed to achieve whatever he needed to achieve. I could count on one hand the number of codes he’d given out in the past five years, so to see one of his on this message was...interesting. In a maybe not-so-good way.

			Against my better judgment, I typed out a quick reply to let them know I didn’t do in-person meets, but I would be happy to provide a drop box where they could leave instructions if they didn’t want to do it over email.

			Lexi left me at the front doors with a hug and a promise to call later. I headed out to the parking lot and my decrepit old Camry. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the pavement. Out of habit, I checked my phone before I got moving.

			The potential new client had replied with a wordy, rambling message which basically boiled down to “I insist.” I read through the email twice to see if I could shake the sense of hell no I had on the first reading. If anything, my gut screamed even louder on the second go-through that this was not a client I wanted.

			My self-preservation instinct was pretty strong. In fact, I’d only ignored it once—because I’d been stupid(er), in love, and convinced that whatever I had to do to stay with Michael, I would. Even if it meant not staying at all. But since then, following my gut had turned into something of a religion for me.

			I typed out, “Not interested” and sent it. Time to burn another email address—I was about due for that, anyway. I had no illusions that changing my email every few months would keep the authorities off my trail if I ever showed up on their radar—which, if I kept my clients happy, probably wouldn’t happen—but it helped me be a little less accessible. You couldn’t hop on a website and find my contact info—you had to know someone who’d been a client of mine long enough to gain a referral code, which I changed frequently too. It wasn’t a failsafe system, but it had worked since I started using tech instead of doing the clandestine meeting thing in dark corners of questionable restaurants.

			Since I hated talking on the phone while I drove, even if it was on Bluetooth, I waited until I got home to call Iskander Hassan, the law firm investigator who’d referred Mr. High-and-Mighty.

			I barely let him get out his first name in his typical greeting before I said, “What the hell, Isk?”

			“Ghost?”

			Yeah, it was a little on the nose, but that’s what my clients knew me as. I mean, it was accurate.

			“You know I hate those types of clients.”

			“Hold—wait—back up.” I could picture Iskander pinching the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d seen far too often in our in-person meetings. I never shared my real name—no one needed it—but unlike the random referrals, my regulars got to see me face-to-face. Not sure it was a bonus, but whatever. “What client?”

			“The one you just referred to me.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“They had your code.”

			“They had my code?”

			“What’s with the echo?”


			“Ghost. Take a breath and let me think.”

			I stopped pacing and sat, giving him a minute to collect his thoughts.

			Or a few seconds, anyway. “If you didn’t give it out, how did they get your code?”

			Iskander let out a breath that sounded suspiciously like Hudson’s can’t react don’t react noise. “I don’t know. I—” When he spoke again, his voice was almost a whisper. “What the hell is this?”

			“What?”

			“There’s a meeting in my calendar for twelve thirty today.”

			“And...?”

			He was quiet for a beat. “I can’t remember meeting anyone at twelve thirty.”

			“Were they a no-show?”

			“No, I—They showed.”

			“So you do remember.”

			“I remember...being annoyed that Rene scheduled a meeting for my lunch hour. I hate when he does that. So I asked him to pick me up lunch to have after the meeting. He wasn’t here when the client came in, and I...” Iskander huffed out a breath. “And nothing.”

			All of my twitches had disappeared by now, washed away by the concern in Iskander’s voice. He wasn’t playing me—I’d known the guy for too long, and he’d always been up front, honest, a good addition to my network. “That’s fucking weird, Isk.”

			“Tell me about it. I don’t even have a name on the agenda.”

			But he’d been comfortable enough to give out my referral code. A code he rarely shared. None of it made sense. “How’s your workload? Are you overwhelmed?”

			“I didn’t think I was.” Iskander chuckled without a drop of humor in it. “Shit.”

			If it wasn’t work stress...what was it?

			Magic?

			Despite having a family of witches as my closest relatives in all but blood, I didn’t know a hell of a lot about magic. After coming back to life—and freaking out, because resurrection was not supposed to be a thing—I’d tried to ignore the weirdness in the world as much as possible. At first I’d done it to protect my sanity, but now it was a habit. Pretending I didn’t know other paranormal creatures—people—existed made the world less overwhelming. It was enough that I had to deal with my own abilities. I knew bits and pieces about magic—like how it couldn’t be used reliably for personal gain. There was a karma thing April had told me about way back when—what you sent out into the world, good or bad, you got back—but magic rebelled when the witch used it for their benefit. April had always wondered if that’s why the spell she cast to bring me back had gone wonky—there’d been a personal element there, an effort to absolve herself and her family of guilt that was never theirs to shoulder to start with.

			But would this usage count as personal benefit? I had to guess it would—which meant it shouldn’t have worked. If they’d somehow cast a spell to make Iskander compliant for the sole purpose of getting access to his referral code and then another to make him forget...

			Okay, but what the hell? Why would they want to contact me so badly? And then, once they got my coordinates, why be all bull in the china shop with their emails?

			Whatever the reason, it was clear Iskander was compromised. Which—fuck.

			“Isk, you know what I’ve got to do now,” I said solemnly. “I appreciate all the business you’ve sent my way.”

			Iskander sighed. “I appreciate all the wins you’ve helped me tally up.”

			“Take care of yourself.”

			“You too.”

			I hung up, popped the back off my phone, removed my SIM card, and broke it in two. Recreating my electronic network was not how I’d pictured spending my evening, but it was the nature of the game.

			And once I’d gotten my professional stuff back up and running, I needed to call Lexi to determine what the limits of magic truly were.

		
	


		
			Chapter Seven

			After staying up all night to wipe my presence from the web, resurrect my business with new IPs and email addresses, and then reach out to my remaining network to inform them of the change in contact information, the worst possible thing happened just as I was eying my bed and fantasizing about how good it would feel to be horizontal.

			Someone knocked on my door.

			My internal—and okay, external—grumbles faded as soon as I saw Lexi in the hallway, eyes red, nose stuffed, and looking absolutely wretched.

			“Did you break up?” I asked gently.

			She shook her head and walked forward into my arms. I kicked the door shut behind her and listened as she explained in a broken voice how she’d confronted Marissa, and they’d argued, but hadn’t actually said the words that they were done.

			Privately, I thought it would have been better if they had, but I got it. Three years was hard to throw away, especially since it hadn’t always been this fraught between them. I ushered Lexi to the couch, got her set up with a blanket cocoon, and made tea.

			I could’ve used the caffeine from coffee, but this wasn’t about me.

			When I got back to the living room, Lexi was rifling through the papers scattered on my coffee table. “You burned another network?”

			Although I changed emails frequently, I’d only burned an entire network twice in the past ten years. She’d seen me do it before, so she recognized the signs. “Had to.”

			I let out a heavy breath as I sat on the couch beside her, close enough that our hips touched, and shared the story about Iskander and the mystery visitor.

			When I was done, she echoed my pronouncement of the day before. “That’s fucking weird.”

			“Tell me about it.” I shifted on the couch so I was sideways, facing her with my legs crossed, and leaned against the armrest. “So, messing with someone’s mind—is that something you can do?”

			She wrinkled her nose. “Technically? Yes. But I never would.”

			“Of course not.”


			“It brushes too close to personal gain, and if the magic goes wonky...” She grimaced.

			“Are you saying the spell shouldn’t have worked?”

			“If it’s a spell,” Lexi said with a raised brow. “You have no proof.”

			“Let’s say we know for a fact it’s a spell.” I ignored her eye roll. “How difficult would it be to cast? On a scale of one to ten.”

			“Fifty.”

			“Be serious.”

			“I am serious. This isn’t something people mess around with. Where’s your computer?”

			“Why?”

			“Let me do some digging on the TWW and I’ll get you some better answers.”

			The TWW—TechnoWitchWeb—was Lexi’s favorite online playground. It was like the dark web, but with fewer bomb recipes and more magic. Lexi relocated to the kitchen table with my machine and I stretched out on the couch, hoping I’d actually be able to nap. Even a catnap would be welcome. But my body was booking on bedtime or nothing, so I ended up lying there with my eyes closed in some weird non-sleeping purgatory while Lexi tapped away on the keyboard.

			After an indeterminate amount of time, she crowed, “Personal gain.”

			Maybe I had actually fallen asleep, because it took me a moment to make sense of her words. “What?”

			“Personal gain,” she repeated. The kitchen chair scraped against the linoleum and she appeared in the living room a second later. “That’s the general consensus. No matter the reasoning behind spells that mess with the mind, they always have an element of personal gain. They’re not reliable.”

			I rubbed sleep dust out of my eyes and tried to get with the program. “Except this one worked.”

			“If it was a spell.” She braced her butt against the arm of the couch. “Are you absolutely sure?”

			“Iskander’s a good guy.”

			“Yeah, but stress could have made him act strangely. Or...” She shrugged one shoulder. “Drugs. Alcohol.”

			“He’s not like that.”

			“How well do you know this guy?”

			And that was the rub, wasn’t it? I didn’t really know him, just as he didn’t know me. But my instincts said he was good people, and I tried to listen to them as much as possible. “Well enough to know this has never happened before.”

			She brushed a hand over my messy waves in acknowledgment. “Fair enough.”

			“Regardless of the how, there’s still the why. Why go through all that trouble just to get a referral code to meet with me?”

			“I think that’s the question you should be scared of.”


			My heart thumped hard, because—yeah. She was right.

			 

			Lexi left around dinnertime to have a follow-up talk with Marissa, which I hoped would go better than the first. I considered heading to bed, but figured if I did I would be up at 3:00 a.m. So I held off, thinking I’d go to bed right before my usual time, and get myself back on schedule.

			The best intentions and all that.

			It seemed like I’d barely closed my eyes before something woke me. Thuds on my door. I thought for a second it might be Lexi again, but she never knocked on my door like that, all authoritative and belligerent. I flung the blankets away from my face long enough to yell, “You’ve got the wrong apartment!” before diving back into my fluff pile.

			The bursts of heavy knocks slid into something more rhythmic, an indication that whoever was at my door had settled in for the long haul. I kicked the blankets off with severe prejudice. Who the fuck made that kind of noise at—I squinted at the clock—midnight? I scrambled out of bed and marched to the front door, bouncing off a doorjamb on my way. And banging my knee on the end table. And almost tripping over the edge of the throw rug.

			I did not function well without sufficient sleep. I also did not think clearly, or else I might have checked the peephole in the door before flinging it open with a harried, “What?”

			Hudson stood there in dark jeans and a black leather bomber jacket open over a plain gray T-shirt, revealing his badge on a chain. His gun sat on his hip, an unusual choice for him, and his hair was...not mussed, but definitely not as styled as when he wore a suit. Five o’clock shadow peppered his jaw, silver glinting among the darker shades.

			“You’re not wearing a suit,” I observed. Call me Captain Obvious.

			“Night off,” he said distractedly, his gaze traveling from my head down...down...down. The tip of his tongue emerged to wet his lips. “You’re not wearing clothes.”

			I jerked my gaze away from him to look at myself and—yep, naked. “Christ,” I muttered, and darted back toward the bedroom.

			“You know I’ve already seen it,” Hudson called after me. His voice was ragged, strained, as though he had to fight to get the words out. The door clicked shut behind him.

			My dick suggested it might be attraction roughening his tone, but my dick was an idiot and way too interested in Hudson—always had been. I flicked the head before it got any grand ideas about standing up further and hissed at the flare of pain.

			“That doesn’t mean you get free admission!” I shouted back.

			The bite of pain and the shot of adrenaline burned off the sleep fuzzies, so I pulled on jeans, a T-shirt and a U of T hoodie. I didn’t bother trying to clean up any more than that.

			When I reentered the living area, Hudson’s eyes widened. “Holy shit.”

			I glanced behind me—because, okay, there was not enough adrenaline in the world to make me fully functional after the tiny amount of sleep I’d had. Of course, there was nothing there, and I realized Hudson had been reacting to me. “What?”

			“I—It—” He shook his head. “Sometimes it’s like you walked out of my memories. You look—There’s nothing different about you. Like, at all. It’s...creepy.”

			Well, there was my answer about how Hudson felt about me returning to his life. It was a short flight from being creeped out to resentment, right? They were at least in the same hemisphere. A different one from happiness and welcome.

			See, Little Wes? No attraction.

			Oblivious to how his words were pummeling me, Hudson continued. “It’s weird. I know, you know? That you haven’t changed and won’t ever change. But it hits me sometimes. Anyway, it’s not important.”

			Not important? Way to twist the knife.

			“Why didn’t you call like a civilized person?” I demanded, perching on the arm of the couch. At least then I could have ignored him until I’d gotten a nice eight hours of shuteye.

			“Because someone changed his number and didn’t give me the new one.”

			“Oh. Right.” I gave him a sheepish look. “Sorry. I had work stuff I had to deal with.”

			“We’ll talk about that on the way.” He gestured at the door.

			“On the way where?”

			All humor fled Hudson’s expression. “There’s been another murder.”

			Standing in my building’s small parking lot, I stared at Hudson’s ride.

			Never a car guy, I couldn’t tell you what it was, other than big and red, with a black hood and jagged stripes running along the front fenders across the door on either side to the rear quarter panels. I assumed this was his personal vehicle, since the car he’d driven earlier was dark blue, staid and practical, and screamed cop.

			“You realize there’s nothing in the guy code that says you have to drive the loudest vehicle, right?”

			Hudson started the car and revved it. I was right—the thing’s engine and exhaust were deafening. “Sorry, what? What was that?”

			“I have neighbors, asshole.”

			Was that a little flush of shame coloring Hudson’s cheeks?

			“So who’s dead?” I asked as Hudson pulled out onto the street. Maybe more blunt than I should be, but damn it, I needed coffee. Or more sleep.

			It didn’t look like I was going to get either.

			“Cyril Horacek,” Hudson said, watching the road. “He’s—”

			“I know the name.” Surprisingly, but in that vague where have I heard it before kind of way. “Isn’t he a photographer?”

			“Bingo.” Hudson began listing off details and as he spoke, my memory filled in the blanks.

			A Breath from Death. That exhibition was the reason his name still lingered in my brain. Everyone who’d been in Toronto in the midnineties—and of a decent age—would remember the controversial show, which featured photographs that captured subjects’ expressions in the moment before they thought they were going to die violently. The papers had had opinion pieces on it for weeks, feeding and being fed by copious amounts of letters from the public on how inappropriate and disgusting the concept was, and I couldn’t say they were wrong. How twisted do you have to be to let someone think you’re going to kill them so you could get that moment of horror, of ultimate truth, on film?

			I wasn’t sure if I should admit I found the exhibit fascinating. It had made me wonder what I’d looked like in the moment before my own death. I remembered a flash of panic, an instant of regret. Had it appeared in my expression? Had Michael pulled the trigger despite it?

			Cyril, a Czech immigrant, never married but had a string of girlfriends. He hadn’t had a new exhibit for years, so his name wasn’t quite what it had been in the nineties. According to Hudson’s extremely brief background check, he lived in a converted warehouse near Cherry Beach that served as his studio as well as his residence, and that’s where his body had been found by his agent. She’d been concerned that he hadn’t returned her call within a few hours, which was abnormal behavior for him, so she’d let herself into his apartment and received the worst shock anyone could have.

			On the surface he had no connection to Meredith Montague beyond them both being members of Toronto’s wealthy and famous, so why the hell was Hudson dragging me out to this scene?

			When I asked the question, Hudson kept his eyes on the road. “I heard the call—”

			“Of course you were listening to your radio on your night off.”

			He ignored me. “And something just pinged. A hunch.”

			“Uh-huh.” I squinted at him. “Where’s Edward Harris?”

			His jaw worked for a moment. “He had a rock-solid alibi for Amrita’s murder. He was being held on a drunk and disorderly when she went missing.”

			“And Meredith’s?”

			“He was at a pub near his house. Multiple witnesses.”

			Which meant that Edward’s supposed connection to two murders was nonexistent. I made a triumphant noise.

			Glancing at me, Hudson warned, “Don’t say it.”

			“I—”

			“I’m serious, Wes. Don’t.”

			“—told you so.”

			He growled. I grinned.

			Cyril’s neighborhood was not the sort you’d expect a rich guy to live in. It was kind of run down, actually—a testament to a bygone era of industry that no one was interested in preserving. In fact, the city had been studying and planning for years how to redevelop and modernize the area. The only real difference between this stretch along Cherry Street and the industrial park where Edward Harris worked was that this was on the lake rather than landlocked in a suburb. Cyril’s warehouse looked like the oldest of its compatriots, with red brick worn enough in places to shine kind of pink in the streetlights, and huge rectangular windows that looked to have their original leaded glass—or a close approximation. A small parking lot was filled with police cruisers, both marked and not, an ambulance and a coroner’s van. None of them had their lights on, and there was no crowd of curious onlookers.

			Hudson pulled to a stop a short distance from the other vehicles, and I shifted to face him. “What exactly do you expect me to do here?”

			“I’m not sure,” he admitted, tapping a finger on the steering wheel.

			“Because I didn’t find anything at Meredith’s when I did my ghost investigation thing.”


			“I know.”

			“And there’s no killer hanging out here—unless he’s completely crazy.”

			“I know.”

			“So... I could be sleeping right now.”

			That snapped Hudson out of his thinking milieu. “Christ. I thought you wanted to help.”

			“I do, but this?” I waved a hand at the cop cars parked haphazardly in front of the warehouse. “This is your world, not mine. I’m no detective. So I don’t know what you’re expecting, but—”

			“I’m expecting that you’re going to go in there and look at things from a perspective that no one else has. Maybe you’ll find something, maybe you won’t. Hell, maybe this murder isn’t connected to Meredith Montague’s at all, and I’m going to look like an idiot showing up on my night off for a case I shouldn’t be involved in. All I know is that we’re at a standstill with her murder, so I’m going to use any advantage I have—anything, anyone, including you—to help me solve this.” He unbuckled his seat belt, got out of the car, and slammed the door.

			Mic. Drop.

			I leaned back against the headrest and watched Hudson stalk away. He was frustrated, and I wasn’t helping. I needed to get my head out of my ass, because I did want to help. Looking after number one and only number one—with the occasional expansion to look after Lexi—had become a habit. A nasty one. I was used to living my not-life according to whatever rules I had set up for myself, and ignoring or circumventing anything that challenged me in a way I didn’t want to be challenged. Self-interest had been a habit I learned early and often—it was difficult to expand your focus when you were trying to survive, whether as a teenager among rough out-of-work men or a newly minted not-ghost in an unfamiliar city.

			Maybe there was more than a kernel of truth to the comments Hudson had made about me not changing. Not only physically, but mentally. Emotionally.

			It was a scary thought.

			I slipped into the otherplane and followed Hudson. Noise and light led me up a set of stairs, away from the dark first floor—Cyril’s studio, I assumed—and I found Hudson in the foyer of the apartment, now wearing gloves and booties and talking to the same figure he’d been speaking to at Meredith’s house. I recognized her voice and her slim but curvy shape, but I couldn’t discern any other details about her features. I brushed past Hudson, making him shiver, and he gave the barest of nods.


			My presence wasn’t enough of an apology, but that’s all I could do for now.

			I left Hudson and the other detective in the foyer—which was no more than an area delineated by a sturdy, natural-fiber area rug in the open space of the loft. A quirky red tin watering can stuffed with flowers sat on a nearby table, next to an oddly shaped bowl containing a set of keys and a couple of loonies and quarters.

			So far the space gave off no weird vibes—but hey, Meredith’s hadn’t, either.

			Framed photographs covered the walls—and I mean, covered the walls. The two-story brick wall next to the entrance held nothing but pictures of various sizes and color treatments. One in particular must have been four feet tall and six or seven feet wide, depicting Toronto’s skyline. God knew how he’d produced a photograph that large, but it was stunning.

			Crime scene techs were investigating the flat, hard surfaces in the living room, but it didn’t appear that they were making any headway. Nothing seemed to be out of place—no empty glasses on the coffee table, no magazines waiting for someone to pick them up and read them, no books, not even a remote control for the wide flatscreen TV. The coffee table was one with drawers, so probably everything was put away—which was an insight into Cyril’s character. Often people equated quirky and creative with messy and chaotic, but that wasn’t the case here.

			I followed the dark-washed hardwood floors past the modern kitchen—also immaculate—toward the gentle spiral of cast iron stairs leading to the sleeping loft, where I could hear multiple soft voices. A familiar tread on the stairs behind me indicated Hudson was heading for the bedroom too. Given the lack of evidence elsewhere in the apartment, I assumed something unpleasant was going to greet me when I reached the top of the staircase, and I wasn’t wrong.

			The massive loft bedroom stretched nearly the entire length of the apartment, capped on one end by what I assumed was a bathroom, from the glimpse of tile I could see at this angle. A king-size bed crouched against the wall opposite the bathroom, but the room’s expansiveness dwarfed it. A seating area formed a vague semi-circle in front of three huge rectangular windows—I’d noted them from outside. Like the spaces downstairs, everything was incredibly neat and tidy, nothing out of place.

			Except for the dead body beside the couch.

			My gaze slid over him—I really didn’t want to see this—but I forced myself to look. Dead body. Yep, that was a dead body lying in a pool of congealed blood, with discolored skin, and open, glazed eyes and everything. The otherplane obscured nothing, since there was no life left in him. I could see him as easily as I could see the birdcage with its cascading bunches of fake flowers on a nearby bookshelf.

			Swallowing hard, I tried to focus on individual details instead of the whole picture. He had short, dark hair. He sported three gold rings on the one hand I could see. He wore a knee-length robe with a weird gradation—oh, Christ, because it had soaked up his blood. I gagged and stumbled back a step. Thank god smells didn’t transfer from the real world to the otherplane, because I would have likely vomited ghostly puke all over the floor.

			Okay, so, I didn’t need to look at the body. I’d let Hudson take care of that part—which he was, crouching down to get a good long look at Cyril’s face. Gah. How could he do this every day? Was he that numb inside? Maybe I’d been all wrong about his resentment for me. Maybe he didn’t feel enough to have any emotions where I was concerned.

			I turned away from Hudson and the body and focused on everything but. More pictures peppered the walls here, all with Cyril’s stamp. Portraits rather than the landscapes featured downstairs—oh, and some explicit portraits too. Wow. I tilted my head as I tried to assign limbs to one black-and-white photo’s entangled subjects, but I quickly gave up.

			Absolutely nothing stood out from an otherplane perspective. There were no spirits, no lingering miasmas—violence like this left a mark on the energy of the world and beyond. But... I didn’t feel anything.

			I should have.

			The urge to run had been present at Meredith’s—and yes, it had been mostly my instinct to get the hell away from the scary, shadowy killer, but in hindsight, my need to flee had been partially fed by the viciousness of the attack imprinting on the otherplane. I should have recognized it, since I’d felt it in other places where violence had happened, sometimes recently, sometimes years before. I should be feeling the same aversion here, well beyond the discomfort brought on by the proximity to the gory body a few feet away. The fact that I didn’t meant...

			I didn’t know what it meant. Probably nothing good. Retreating to Hudson’s car so we could talk it out—later, and at a good distance—was the best plan. I started for the stairs, only to stagger to a stop when I heard a sibilant whisper behind me.

			I glanced over my shoulder at Hudson, but he was still crouched by the body, nodding as a fuzzy figure explained something to him. I wouldn’t have heard a whisper from this distance anyway, so what...?

			Another whisper drew my feet forward, almost of their own accord. If I could get a little closer, I’d be able to make out what was being said. Was it a name? Was Cyril trying to communicate with me? That would be odd. Any spirits I’d encountered in the otherplane had been fully in the otherplane, visible to me and able to interact with me via speech, touches, whatever. Being able to hear a whisper but not see the spirit making it was beyond weird.

			And compelling in a way I couldn’t quite explain.

			I moved closer to the body. Something was hovering in the air above Cyril’s still form. A glint, or...a wrinkle. I’d never seen anything like it. I leaned closer, reaching out, cognizant of Hudson’s proximity but needing to touch it—


			My fingers brushed the nebulous something and all hell broke loose.

			Sparks flashed through both the otherplane and the living realm. The cops in the room cried out in surprise—but I couldn’t check if anyone was hurt. I couldn’t even look around.

			Because a force had latched on to me.

			I jerked back, fully expecting that whatever it was would give way at the first sign of resistance. It didn’t. Instead, it held on tighter. Not only my hand, but my chest, my neck, my head, my legs—imprisoning every bit of me as it dragged me inexorably forward. I struggled, hard, but the grip only tightened. I screamed, then regretted it, because I couldn’t draw in another breath to scream more as a dark portal opened in front of me.

			Whatever this force was, it was dragging me through the otherplane. To the other side. I didn’t know if what I thought of as the beyond was heaven or hell or another version of Earth, and I didn’t fucking care. I didn’t want to go.

			It wasn’t giving me a choice.

			I kept struggling. I kept trying. Black spots speckled my vision, but I wouldn’t go without a goddamned fight, and when I got there, wherever it was, I’d scream bloody murder until they sent me back for being such a pain in the ass. I’d make them regret every moment I was—

			Something grabbed me from behind and yanked. Again. Harder. And, suddenly, the inescapable motion toward the other side washed away. I popped into the real world for an instant and all pressure ceased, but I instinctively sought the otherplane again—part of me was intent on staying hidden from Hudson’s fellow cops, though a panicked glance around assured me there was no one else left in the loft. I turned to face whatever it was that had pulled me from harm...

			And everything stopped.

			Standing in front of me, highlighted by the glow of the streetlights pouring through the windows at my back, was the jagged, sharp-edged shadow figure I’d seen straddling Meredith’s body, strangling the life from her. Dark, bottomless eye-holes stared at me, unwavering. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t make sense of—

			“Wes?”

			That was Hudson’s voice. Coming from the figure. I blinked, and his shadow self shrank, the edges smoothing out, growing lighter. In moments, all of the jagged-edged darkness was gone, and his shadow form looked like it always did. Murky, but normal.


			I—Was I imagining things? Did I see what I thought I saw? I couldn’t have—but did I? Ice shot through my intangible veins, and even though I shouldn’t feel warmth or chill on the otherplane, I was suddenly as cold as I’d ever been. It was all I could do to keep my teeth from chattering.

			Why the hell did Hudson have the same shadow form as Meredith’s killer?

		
	


		
			Chapter Eight

			When in doubt, run.

			Hudson called after me, probably seeing my “wrinkle” moving, but I ignored him. I ignored all of it, because none of what had just happened—fucking none of it—made any sense. Something trying to suck me into oblivion? Hudson grabbing me out of the otherplane?

			Hudson looking like the murderer?

			I slipped through the floor, into Cyril’s first-floor studio, and streaked out through the wall toward home. Moving through the otherplane was a lot easier and faster than walking in the real world, so I didn’t make any attempts to rematerialize. I kind of wished I could feel air rushing past me, though—it would be a welcome distraction. And maybe it would blow all of these whirling, unanswerable questions out of my brain.

			Hudson wasn’t the murderer. That fact reverberated in my head over and over again. I refused to consider that he could have changed so significantly, so fundamentally, in the time we’d been apart. I’d know, wouldn’t I? There’d be some clue? Even when he’d been prickly as hell with me, there’d been an underlying, if weak, emotional current that reminded me of the idealistic, noble man I’d loved.

			Pushing emotions aside, logic also said he wasn’t. Hudson wasn’t stupid enough to invite me to accompany him in the otherplane if he thought I would identify him as the killer. So that meant he didn’t know. And that meant he wasn’t the killer.

			But none of that explained the—the thing waiting for me over Cyril’s body. If Hudson hadn’t been there...if he hadn’t...

			God, I wanted to throw up.

			I half expected Hudson to be waiting for me at my building, since his monster car beat my otherplane walking speed easily, but there was no sign of him. Instead of heading upstairs immediately to hole up in my sanctuary, I stared at the place I’d called home for nearly forty years. It was a good place—a safe place. But it wouldn’t protect me from my thoughts.

			And I really, really didn’t want to think tonight. Thinking would lead to acknowledging that I’d almost—I’d—

			Yeah. No. I was done thinking.

			I turned on my heels and headed for Lexi’s place a few streets over. The houses were newer than the ones on my street—by about eighty years or so—smaller, and they definitely had less character. But the tiny front yards were generally well kept, and though some of the houses were worn, they weren’t in disrepair. Lexi would be the first to point out that all she needed was a place to crash between shifts. Oh, and a comfy couch to watch movies on.

			I passed through the front door and paused, my brain catching up to my actions. What the hell was I doing? It was well past midnight, and Lexi and Marissa were probably in bed—an educated guess based on the fact that the main floor was quiet and dark except for a pale light emanating from the kitchen. I should have called, or at least fucking knocked. But as usual, I’d been focused on me. What I needed.

			“You are such an asshole, Wes,” I muttered as I turned back to the door.

			Something thumped hard on the ceiling and someone yelled. Without thinking, I darted upstairs and emerged into Lexi and Marissa’s bedroom to find Lexi standing beside the bed with a cellphone in her hand. She gestured wildly, a silk scarf protecting her microbraids, and Marissa blinked up at her with a befuddled, half-asleep look on her face. Her short brown hair was mussed, and thank god both of them were wearing T-shirts.

			“What the fuck is this?” Lexi grabbed a book from the nightstand with her free hand and tossed it against the wall. It flopped down next to another casualty—the sound I’d heard from downstairs. “Wake up, goddamn it!”

			“I’m up, I’m up, Jesus. What the hell, Lexi?”

			“You got a text while I was in the bathroom.” Lexi shoved the phone at Marissa. “‘Remember this, baby?’” she said in a sing-song voice dripping with ice. “‘How long did we keep each other on the edge that night? I never came so hard in my life.’”


			Even in the dim light cascading in from the bathroom, I could see Marissa’s face grow pale. “That’s not—”

			“That’s you in the video, right? Taking that guy’s cock from behind? Fucking bareback?”

			“I—That’s not—Someone’s screwing around.”

			“I recognize your sounds, Marissa! Jesus Christ.” Lexi was shaking, she was so mad. I wanted to wrap her in my arms and share some warmth, but I didn’t dare appear now. “How long?” Marissa stared at Lexi, and Lexi lost it. “How long have you been fucking around?”

			“A year, okay?” Marissa sneered. “What did you expect? You’re never home. And when you are, you’re always too tired to do anything fun. Or you’ve got plans with Wes.”

			“Oh no, don’t you turn this around on me. I did nothing wrong.”

			“You did something wrong, or else I wouldn’t have had to go looking elsewhere.”

			“You—” Lexi bit back whatever she was about to say. “Did you get tested?”

			“He said he’s clean.”

			I winced. Lexi hated that term, since it implied anyone who had HIV or another STI was dirty. I’d had the lecture once and I couldn’t say I disagreed with her arguments, so I made a point of changing my terminology. I imagine Marissa had had the same lecture, and the fact she didn’t change her words? That said a lot about her lack of respect.

			“He said? He said? Did you see a test result? Anything?”

			Marissa rolled her eyes. “Why would he lie?”

			“Why would he—” Lexi dashed a hand against her cheeks, wiping away tears. “Get out of my house.”

			“Oh, fuck you, Lexi, it’s 2:00 a.m.” Marissa kicked off the sheets and pushed herself out of bed. She was bigger than Lexi, taller and more muscular. Lexi stood her ground even as Marissa tried to intimidate her. I couldn’t remember what Marissa did for a living, but in that moment, she reminded me of the new Hudson.

			Fuck, I didn’t want my brain to go there.

			“You need to leave. Now,” Lexi said through gritted teeth.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” Marissa growled.


			“I said, get out.” Lexi grabbed Marissa’s T-shirt and tried to yank her out of the bedroom. Marissa’s larger hands banded around Lexi’s biceps and tossed her toward the bed without much of an effort.

			Marissa loomed over her, her stance threatening, and I had had enough.

			I moved toward Marissa, letting her body and mine occupy the same space. The skin of her arms pebbled into goose bumps, and she staggered back a step.

			“What the—” Her breath emerged as a puff of vapor.

			I gathered energy and shoved her. She jerked back and her eyes darted around the room, trying to see her assailant. Of course, she couldn’t—so her attention turned back to Lexi.

			“W-what’s going on?”

			“You should have left when I asked,” Lexi said with a shrug.

			I took that as my cue to let loose. I shoved Marissa again, and poked her stomach, her arms, and, when she spun around, her back. Expanding my energy outward, I manipulated the lights, making them flicker. I even managed to trigger the video on Marissa’s forgotten cellphone, and turned up the volume until her moans and the sound of fucking reverberated throughout the room.

			Marissa was breathing heavily now, panicked. “You’re doing this somehow.”

			She didn’t know Lexi was a witch, but it was a logical conclusion that Lexi had somehow set up...what, a remote control to mess with the lights? Though I didn’t know how Marissa’s little brain was dealing with the whole bodiless touching thing.

			“How?” Lexi countered, motionless on the bed except for a gesture of I’m not doing anything, see?

			I sidled up to Marissa and materialized enough to whisper in her ear, “Get. Out.”

			“Fuck this shit.” Marissa scrambled forward to grab her jeans and yanked them on, nearly falling on her face. She reclaimed her phone—the video still moaning away—and darted down the stairs.

			“I’ll leave your shit on the porch tomorrow!” Lexi called after her.

			“Fuck you!” The slamming door punctuated her final words.

			I rematerialized fully and turned to Lexi, my lower lip caught between my teeth. “I, uh... I’m sorry, Lex.”

			All of Lexi’s bravado dissolved, and she crumpled in on herself. I hopped on the bed and gathered her close.

			“I believed her,” she whispered.

			“I know,” I replied, and I held her as she cried.

			 

			The next morning we packed up Marissa’s shit and left it on the front porch as promised. I’d thought the act would be an emotional trial for Lexi, but she never wavered, never hesitated. Things she identified as Marissa’s went into boxes without so much as a tear shed. There was no revisiting memory lane, nothing except getting the job done. I was proud of her, but also a little heartbroken that she had to go through this.

			Breaking up with Hudson had been less explosive but similarly painful. There’d been arguments at the end—lots of arguments, despite the fact that we hardly spent any time together. I always went into one of Hudson’s days off with the idea that this time, I’d keep my mouth shut. This time, I’d enjoy his company. But he’d get called in for an overtime shift, or I’d get a job I couldn’t pass up, and either situation would always provoke comments from the slighted party. And then on the days when we were together without interruption, all the shit from all the other days weighed on us. Finally, we stopped connecting.

			I wished I’d had the balls to walk away, but I hadn’t. I kept hoping, kept dreaming the happy, joyful man I’d fallen for would dig himself out from under the pressures of his job and reappear with an apologetic smile crinkling the corners of his eyes, but that never happened. One day, when he announced he was going on yet another undercover assignment and had no idea when he’d be back, I couldn’t take it anymore and gave in to a stupid fucking impulse. I gave him an ultimatum—put me down as his next of kin or don’t bother coming back when the work was done.

			There wasn’t even an argument, then, only a cold acknowledgment that we’d lost the magic of what we’d once shared.

			I hated that he chose his job over me, but I couldn’t fault his integrity. He had values he held in his heart, ideals and beliefs that guided his every move and made up the unshakeable core of who he was. Last night, I was ninety-five percent convinced that Hudson wasn’t Meredith’s killer, but with my adrenaline burned off and the sunlight warming me, that certainty had jumped to one hundred.

			He couldn’t have done it. I might not know Hudson anymore, but I knew that.

			Lexi’s request to accompany her to a clinic wasn’t a surprise. I held her hand in the waiting room and when she returned from the cubicle where they took samples of her blood, I pulled her close. She trembled in my arms, and nodded when I whispered everything would be okay.

			If it wasn’t, Marissa could look forward to a regular haunting from me as payback for the rest of her motherfucking life.

			Lexi didn’t want to go home yet and chance running into Marissa as she retrieved her things, so we went to a local coffee shop. It wasn’t busy—we’d missed the lunch rush, and that gave us plenty of quasi-privacy to enjoy our drinks. We cuddled together on a love seat, and I caught the baristas shooting adoring looks in our direction...at least until they noticed me scowling back at them.

			“You’re like an angry bunny.”

			I turned to regard Lexi, my brows lifted. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Fluffy and cuddly—”

			“Until I go for the throat?”

			“‘The most foul, cruel and bad-tempered rodent you’ve ever set eyes on,’” she said in an awful British accent.

			I grinned, recognizing the Monty Python quote. “I love that movie.”

			She smiled too, the lightest expression I’d seen on her face since we’d woken up that morning. I’d held her for hours after Marissa had left, until she eventually crashed, and my own exhaustion tugged me into sleep right after her. Lexi nudged my shoulder with her own. “We’re due a rewatch.”

			“Name the time and place, baby. We’ll do The Holy Grail and The Life of Brian too.”

			“Why were you there last night?”

			Crap. I knew that would come up eventually. Actually, I was surprised it hadn’t been the first question out of her mouth this morning. I’d been planning on telling her—telling her everything, like I always did—but now that the opportunity had presented itself, I couldn’t do it. For once in my not-life, I was going to be unselfish. Lexi had enough shit going on—she didn’t need the weight of mine on her shoulders too.

			I shrugged. “I had a hunch.”

			“A hunch.”

			“Yeah. I hoped your talk with Marissa would go well, but just in case...”

			“You decided to pay a visit in the middle of the night?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Hours after the talk.”

			“Well...yeah. I didn’t—you know.”


			She snorted. “You’re such a shitty liar.”

			I really was. With a sigh, I said, “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

			“Now all I’m gonna do is worry.”

			“Don’t. Please. Everything’s fine.”

			She looked at me, her hazel gaze intense and inescapable. “You swear?”

			“Yes.” I looked at her unflinchingly as I lied my ass off, and maybe Lexi was too tired to argue or maybe I’d found some unknown capacity for fibbing, but she accepted my assurance with a nod.

			I could figure out what to do about Hudson and his freaky shadow and the thing that had tried to drag me through the otherplane on my own. I could.

			Everything would be fine.

		
	


		
			Chapter Nine

			Everything was not fine.

			To start with, Hudson should not have been waiting at the hospital when I dropped Lexi off for her evening shift. Escorting Lexi to work was a bit of overkill, but it had made both of us feel better. Not that we thought Marissa would be violent or anything, but she had a history of forcing confrontations in environments where Lexi couldn’t react as freely as she would like.

			Hudson was dressed casually again—jeans, the same leather jacket from last night open over a T-shirt, this one a faded red. The pop of color took me off guard. He’d been a gray, navy blue, black, and brown kind of guy when we’d been dating, and that was one thing I thought hadn’t changed. The sun rose in the east, set in the west, and Hudson Rojas wore dark neutrals.


			Except not right now.

			I shouldn’t be freaking out so much over a shirt, but I was. Because it reminded me that Hudson had changed. Something had made his shadow form resemble the killer’s, and I had no idea how, or why.

			“What are you doing here?” I snapped as he stepped forward to greet me.

			Lexi’s brows rose and she gave me a WTF look, which quickly transformed into a giant smile with sparkling eyes as she put two and two together. “Oh my god, are you Hudson?”

			“I am.” Hudson gave her his trademark crooked smile. “You must be Lexi Aster.”

			Had I mentioned Lexi before? I didn’t think I had. I crossed my arms as he extended his hand to Lexi for a shake. He didn’t pretend to misunderstand why I was scowling, and his lips twitched, threatening to grow into a full smile.


			“How’d you find me?” I demanded.

			“You might recall I’m a detective.”

			“A detective who needs to find a hobby,” I shot back. “Tracking Lexi down and waiting for me here—that’s kind of extreme, don’t you think?”

			“Well, if someone had given me his new phone number like he said he was going to...”

			Right. Crap.

			Lexi’s gaze bounced between us, her grin never dimming. “Man, I would love to stay and watch this, but I’ve got to check in. Nice meeting you, Hudson.”

			“Same.”

			“Don’t let him pull the airhead thing with you,” she said as she walked away.

			“I never do.”

			I flipped her the finger, which made her laugh as she turned and raced off to her shift, then I angled the gesture in Hudson’s direction.

			His eyes crinkled. “What did I do to deserve that?”

			“Stalked me.”

			I turned and walked back out the main entrance. Hudson followed, as I suspected he would. His lengthy stride meant he caught up to me easily. “I wouldn’t have to stalk you if you would’ve called to let me know you were all right. Jesus.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“I can see that now.” Hudson caught my arm and tugged me over to the side, away from the crowd of people going in and out of the front entrance. “What the hell happened?”

			I gazed up at his golden-brown eyes, reminded again that the Hudson I’d known was gone. The man in his place had the wrong color eyes and wore the wrong color shirts, and I didn’t know him. Wrapping my arms around my chest, I broke eye contact. “I don’t know.”

			“Bullshit.”

			The harsh word jerked my attention back up. “How about you explain it, Detective? How did you—how did you grab me?”

			Hudson opened his mouth, closed it, and his jaw flexed as silence stretched between us. “I don’t know.”

			“Bullshit,” I tossed back at him with a smile I didn’t feel.

			“I reacted. Instinct.”

			“Oh sure. You randomly discovered the ability to reach into the otherplane because reasons.”

			“Wes—”

			“Why does your shadow form match the killer’s?”

			Hudson froze. “What?”

			“For a few seconds after you grabbed me, it was the same as the killer’s. Dark, spiky, and terrible. Why?”

			Hudson made the noise—the huffed, strangled breath he always made when he was trying not to react. That, more than anything, told me he knew something. Maybe he didn’t know what he knew, either, but I bet if we put our two pieces together, we’d come up with at least part of the puzzle.

			Except Hudson’s expression closed down, like storm shutters descending over vulnerable windows. Right, because sharing information would be asking too much, wouldn’t it?

			“I don’t know what you’re—”

			I turned away.

			He grabbed my arm—not hard, just enough to halt my steps. “You think I did it?”

			“I never said that.”

			“I didn’t.”

			My gut had been screaming at me this whole time that he hadn’t, and maybe that made me naïve, but my gut rarely led me astray. It’s when I didn’t listen that I fucked up. “I know you didn’t.”

			That took some of the wind out of Hudson’s sails. The tense set of his shoulders relaxed—a minute fraction, but still—and he let go of my arm. “You still want to help?”

			I shuddered, a full-body response to the idea of being anywhere near a dead person again.

			Hudson correctly interpreted my reaction. “Stakeout. Following someone. That’s all.”

			I eyed his clothes. They were far too casual for him actually being on shift, and this time I didn’t spot his sidearm or his badge. “You have weird hobbies.”

			“Me? I’m just driving around town. Now, if you wanted to venture into certain places at certain times, that’s your right. You’re a private citizen who is in no way obligated to justify your excursions.” He put on his best innocent look. It had worked better when he was twenty-five.

			But those guileless eyes and that open, hopeful expression were still damned effective—even when I knew it was all an act.

			“Fine.”

			“Yeah?” Okay, that enthusiasm was not an act, and it was...cute.


			“Yeah.”

			“Cool.”

			I squinted at him. “As long as you promise no dead bodies this time.”

			“Uh, homicide detective? You know I can’t make that promise.”

			Yeah. Shit. That’s what I was afraid of.

			 

			After an hour of sitting outside a lakeside condo apartment building, I was almost ready to concede that finding a dead body might be preferable to this interminable boredom. At first, watching people walk by and waiting for Gemma Pander, Cyril Horacek’s agent, to appear had been exciting. Then as the minutes dragged on, at least the crowds were kind of entertaining.

			Now I was just ready for the torture to end.

			“What if she never comes out?” I whined.

			Hudson shrugged, unflappable. “Then we’ve wasted a few hours.”

			“Hours? Ugh.”

			My partner in crime—or justice, as the case may be—settled deeper into the leather driver’s seat. “Or days. I once spent four shifts in a row on a stakeout where absolutely nothing happened.”

			“In the cop shows, they always catch their guy in the first few minutes. Can’t we just fast-forward to the foot chase?”

			“I keep telling you, life isn’t—”

			“A cop show. I get it.” I thought about putting my feet on the dash again, but the look Hudson had given me when I’d done so shortly after we parked was still fresh in my head. “What I don’t get is why we’re watching for Cyril’s agent. She found the body.”

			“Exactly.”

			I frowned. “You think she did it because she found the body?”

			“Statistically, the person who reports the murder is often the killer.”

			“Huh.”

			“And her alibi is shaky. She was driving around—to ‘de-stress,’ she said.”

			“In Toronto?” I made a dismissive noise. Yeah, right. Toronto traffic was so not conducive to relaxation, particularly if you ventured onto the 401. Or the Don Valley. Or anywhere, really.

			“My thoughts exactly.”

			“So how come your partner isn’t here?”

			“She’s not my partner—she’s my superior. And she’s at home, with her kid and husband who don’t see her enough. But she’s on days this week so—”

			“Oh, days. Can I expect you to request my help at a reasonable time for a change?”

			Hudson’s eyes slid toward me, then back to the windshield. “I don’t work days.”

			“Isn’t there a shift rotation or something?” Lexi had one, but I could never keep it straight.

			“I’m on permanent nights.”

			“But you hated the night shift,” I said incredulously. “You whined about it.”

			“I didn’t whine.”

			“Oh, you so whined. ‘I can’t sleep when it’s light out’ was my favorite. You brought that one out a lot.”

			“The curtains in the apartment didn’t make it dark enough.”

			“Uh-huh. So why permanent nights? Did you get better curtains?”

			Hudson was silent for a moment. “My last undercover assignment—it went bad. It was long-term and—” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “And I had to take things. Stuff.”

			“Drugs?”

			He pointed at me. Bingo. “The mix fucked with my system and made me super sensitive to the sun. It was a rare and weird reaction.”

			A laugh escaped me before I realized Hudson wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even smiling. “No shit. You’re serious?”

			“Anaphylactic shock serious.”

			“Jesus. That sucks. I’m sorry.”

			“Better than being dead.”

			Well...yeah. True, even if it was a weird thing to say. “But they kept you on as a cop anyway?”

			“I have to work nights and shorter, more frequent shifts in the summer, but those are things that can be accommodated. I’m never gonna go higher than detective, but I can still do my job, and I’m damned good at it.”

			I lifted my hands in surrender at his abrupt tone. “Fair enough.”

			“Sorry. It’s a—I’ve had to defend myself more than once.”

			“So is the sun thing why you’re single? Or the cop thing?”

			That yanked his attention over to me quick. “What?”

			“You are single, right?”

			“Yeah.” He turned back to watch Gemma’s condo. “We should pay attention to—”

			“And kids?”

			“We need to—”

			“We don’t have to look at each other to talk.” To make my point, I turned my gaze back to the empty front entrance too.

			Hudson didn’t respond, and he was quiet for long enough that I thought he really wasn’t going to share anything. But then he said, “We talked about this.”

			“Yeah. But it’s been thirty-three years. I figured some things were bound to change.”

			He’d been—well, adamant wasn’t too strong of a word. No kids for Hudson. His upbringing hadn’t been the best, with an alcoholic father he hated to talk about, a series of stepmothers who rarely lasted more than a year, and a half brother named Lance who was ten years his junior and lived overseas with his mother—or at least, he had, back in the eighties. Hudson had called him every Christmas we’d been together. He’d shared that there were some good memories of his parents from his childhood, back before his mother had died in a car accident. After that, his family life had descended into something less than tolerable.

			So yeah, I got the no-kids thing. Hell if I wanted spawn of my own. I didn’t even know what they’d be—human? Not-ghost? Something else? It was probably best I never find out, and I couldn’t see that attitude changing. But then, like Hudson had pointed out, I was constant and unevolving. My perspective was set. His could have easily changed as he grew older.

			“Not about kids,” Hudson said definitively.

			“But a husband?”

			“Why?” he demanded. “You fishing? You want to get back together?”

			I gave up all pretense of watching what I was supposed to be watching, and turned to look at him. “Don’t you ever think about the good times?”

			Off and on throughout the day, the happy moments we’d shared had been on replay in my brain, maybe as a way to try to convince myself that Hudson was still Hudson. I wasn’t sure if they were successful or not, but damn, they were some good memories.

			“Of course I do.” His expression softened. “Like going up to Algonquin Park and camping under the stars.”

			I smiled. I’d hated the obnoxiousness of Hudson’s El Camino, with its noisy engine and excessively large aftermarket tires, but the truck bed had been pretty sweet. Throw an air mattress back there with a few sleeping bags, and...yeah. “Hearing the wolves was pretty magical.”

			Hudson laughed. “You were terrified.”

			“I was n—” I scrunched up my nose. “Okay, maybe I was. A little. They sounded really close.”

			“They weren’t.”


			“But they sounded like they were and that was all that mattered.”

			“You were...” He paused before voicing the rest of his thought. “So honest.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You were scared and you didn’t try to hide it. You wanted me to comfort you, so you asked for it. You were...you are a lot braver than you give yourself credit for.”

			I snorted. “Like that small shit matters.”

			“Of course it matters. You’ve always been unapologetically you. It was something—something I aspired to.”

			“Then why did you leave?”

			“Because you weren’t happy, and I sure as hell wasn’t happy, and we were never going to make each other happy. I wasn’t what you needed.”

			“That’s bullshit.”

			“Is it? Think about it. You needed someone to accept you, to welcome you, to love you as openly as they could, and that wasn’t me.”

			“It could have been.”

			“Not a chance. Not in 1985.” Hudson lifted his hand as though he were going to cup my cheek.

			Despite the questions that still lingered between us, I wanted to feel his skin on mine. I wanted to feel the roughness of his hands, the calluses that had always made his touch that little bit more interesting. I closed my eyes—

			“And not now.”

			I blinked my eyes open, the verbal knife twisting in my heart, but Hudson wasn’t looking at me. A petite woman—and I mean petite; she couldn’t have been taller than five feet, even with her platform heels—was exiting the condo and getting into a taxi. I had a glimpse of short blue hair, skinny jeans and a flowing tunic top before she disappeared from view.

			“That’s Gemma?” I was expecting a badass woman in a power suit, not a hippie throwback.

			“Yep.” Hudson checked his mirrors and pulled into traffic a little ways behind the cab. “She’s fashionably late.”

			“For?”

			“A charity thing at the racetrack.”

			“You knew where she was going to be all along? Then why the hell—”

			“In case she didn’t go. In case she makes a stop on the way there. In case someone decided to visit her instead. There’s a ton of reasons.”

			“Fine,” I grumbled, slouching—and then I straightened and dug out my phone as I remembered something. “What’s the charity?”

			“Pixies. It’s a wish fulfillment for sick kids thing.” He glanced over as I flipped through windows on my phone. “What are you looking for?”

			“This.” I held up my phone to show him the screen.

			“I’m driving, Wes.”

			“Right. Okay, so, Pixies is doing a series of these small, exclusive events. One a month for six months. This is the third. They’ve each got themes—oh, tonight’s is a modern fairy ring. That’s cool.”

			Hudson made his trademark noise.

			“Irrelevant, got it. So, this series of events came up when I was researching Meredith. She attended the first two.”

			“And Cyril was on the list to attend tonight—that’s why Gemma is going, to honor his commitment.” There was a flash of excitement in Hudson’s voice. “Do you have the complete guest lists for the last events?”

			“I think so. Why?”

			“Because you might have just uncovered the connection we needed between Meredith and Cyril.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Ten

			Of course it wasn’t that easy. Contrary to what he’d said earlier, Hudson opted to follow Gemma into the casino so I could work on getting the guest lists for the previous events out of my cloud-hosted research files. I was able to confirm that Meredith and Cyril had been on the list for all of the events, and I skimmed the other fifty or so names on the list, but none stood out. I forwarded it to Hudson and when he returned to the car, he understandably wore a scowl.

			It wasn’t the metaphorical smoking gun he’d hoped it was, but it was something. A very small something.

			It was almost midnight by the time Hudson pulled up to my car in the hospital parking lot. I didn’t make any move to get out, oddly unwilling to let our night end. “So it turns out I like hanging with you better when there aren’t any murder victims involved.”

			Hudson chuckled. “They kind of deaden the fun.”

			I stared at him. “That was horrendous.”

			“Dead-on terrible, huh?”

			“Stop. Dear god.”

			“I’m glad our outing wasn’t a total dead end. The investigation isn’t quite dead in the water anymore.”

			“I will pay you to stop.”

			“I—”

			Before he could utter another terrible pun, I pressed my hand to his mouth. I meant it in a fun, joking sort of way, but as soon as my eyes met his, things slid sideways on me. The tension that had kept me from getting out of the car immediately snapped between us, and after a moment, I recognized it.

			Thirty-three years. I’d missed his companionship and his presence. I’d missed having a partner to lean on, to share with, to seek comfort from—and to give comfort to. And now my body was speaking up—it had missed more than Hudson’s cuddles and closeness. The bubbles I’d felt when we’d first met were long gone, replaced by taut bands of lust and desire fueled by memories of what being with Hudson had been like. How he’d kissed me, held me, brought me to heights of sensation I hadn’t known existed. How I’d connected with him in a physical way that I hadn’t experienced since we’d split up.

			I wanted, damn it.

			As if he’d read my mind, Hudson opened his mouth and captured my thumb. I’d forgotten how sensual that could feel, as though the digit were directly connected to my dick. Hudson’s tongue caressed the pad of my thumb, teasing, playing, and I bit my lower lip. Without my permission, a moan escaped, and I—


			Was left staring at Hudson as he shoved my hand away. “Out,” he ordered, his voice short. He wouldn’t look at me.

			“Hud—”

			“We’re not revisiting this. Us.”

			I bristled. “Does this hot and cold shit work on other guys? Because, god, you’re giving me whiplash.”

			“Stop hitting on me and I won’t have to say no.”

			“Stop—” I blinked. “Seriously? Who the fuck just fellated my thumb?”


			“Get out.”

			“Fine.” I stabbed the seat belt release button and yanked it off me. “You’re fucked up, Hud. I hope you know that.”

			He chuckled, and there was no humor in it. “Oh, I know.”

			I watched his red beast disappear around the corner, and I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. Confused, mostly. Maybe a little horny too, which yeah, totally not used to that. It certainly wasn’t helping me think, and that was something I needed to do.

			I had so many questions. So many. And no answers.

			But I knew of one way I could start to unravel the mystery that was Hudson Rojas.

			 

			After moving to Toronto, I’d received regular letters from April. They consisted of town gossip and updates about her life, and although I scoffed at them to start, they were a connection to the world I sorely needed. I couldn’t let anyone get too close—particularly when my lack of aging became apparent—so without those letters, and then those from her daughter and granddaughter, it would have been far too easy to drift away from humanity altogether. Then Lexi had cannonballed into my life as an eighteen-year-old student who’d moved to Ontario to get away from her mother and to get to know this weird family friend who’d been around longer than forever (as a teenager knows it), and yeah, I was firmly rooted in the real world now.

			About five years or so after my original move across the country, April’s regular update had been shadowed by a two-sentence paragraph about the difficulty of her first (and only) pregnancy. Though she didn’t say as much, I could read between the lines that she was beyond worried. In fact, her terror at the idea of losing the baby came across loud and clear. Or maybe I was projecting my own worries onto her words. Whatever the case, I desperately wanted to be with her, to offer reassurance in person.

			And suddenly, I was.

			I called it haunting, though that wasn’t the best description. It was more like directed teleportation, using the otherplane to skip instantly through the real world from point A to point B. All I had to do was picture someone I knew and—zoom, through the otherplane I went to emerge into the living plane wherever they were. The effort always drained me, no matter the distance traveled, so I didn’t use it often.

			It didn’t work on places, only people, so when I haunted April by accident, I couldn’t get back the same way. That was a valuable lesson learned. Always have enough money for a train fare—or plane, as the years progressed.

			Tonight, I was going to haunt Hudson.

			I mulled it over on the drive from the hospital to home. It was the quickest way to get an insight into what made him tick. Fuck this cryptic bullshit. This hot and cold back and forth. He was keeping secrets—and okay, maybe I didn’t have a right to know what they were, but he knew my secret, right? My biggest one, anyway. Or...part of my biggest one. Regardless, whatever his secret was, it might be the thing that tied everything together. If we knew what he and the killer had in common that made their shadows look the same, we would have a starting point.

			And if he wasn’t going to share that knowledge, I was going to take it.

			I stood in my living room and took a deep breath as I rubbed my hands together, trying to psyche myself up. It had been a while since I’d done this. “Okay, Wes. Like riding a bike,” I muttered.

			Closing my eyes, I reached into the core of myself, a little deeper than I normally went to access the otherplane. That was as natural as breathing. This? It was natural too, but more like breathing while running. You had to put some effort into it to get the rhythm right. I kept the image of Hudson, my sense of his essence, at the forefront of my mind—his integrity, his sense of justice, the deeply buried joie de vivre that hadn’t been so deeply buried when I’d first met him. And... I extended myself.

			My apartment faded. There was a sense of rushing, then—music.

			Really loud music.

			Shocked, I blinked and staggered sideways, shaking my head as I tried to acclimatize to the strobe lighting. I bumped into a figure beside me and they pushed me back, but I caught a grin on their androgynous face, so I gave a tentative smile and a thumbs-up. That seemed to be all the apology they needed.

			Thank god, because between the flashing colors, the overwhelming noise, the effort of haunting and the crowd, I was reeling too much to offer anything more.

			Where the hell was I?

			A club, obviously. A loud, over-the-top, riotous club—exactly the sort of place Hudson hated. And I mean hated. He’d always grumbled—loudly—whenever I wanted to go dancing. Some of that was because he didn’t want to be seen heading into the sorts of clubs where we could enjoy each other’s company freely, but mostly he despised the headache-inducing lights and ear-shattering music.

			So why would he be here?

			I scanned the crowd, looking for him—and surprisingly found him easily. Not too many people had his height and build, and this place seemed to be populated with guys more my stature than his. He was standing by a man who was leaning against the wall on the other side of the dance floor—younger, smaller, with hair that was too dark to be blond and too light to be black. I couldn’t make out anything else about him. Hudson’s head was crooked downward so he could talk to him—

			No...not talk.

			My mouth dropped open at the sight of Hudson nuzzling the shorter guy’s neck. They were pressed together, and Hudson had one arm braced against the wall, keeping the guy caged. The younger guy didn’t seem to mind. In fact, his expression was rapturous, as though this was exactly what he’d been looking for when he came out tonight.

			That made one of us.

			I should...uh. Go. I should definitely not continue to stand here and watch Hudson make out with another guy, but I felt like I was rubbernecking on the highway. It was a bad thing to do, but irresistible—especially since the desire Hudson had aroused in me earlier was still thrumming through my veins. The memories might be decades old, but were still strong—how his kisses and nibbles had felt on my skin, how he’d whispered into my ear, how I’d felt when he’d loomed over my smaller frame.

			Haunting him to get a better picture of the new Hudson crossed a line—I’d known and accepted that. But standing here with a half chubby as carnal memories flooded me while he made out with another guy? A whole ’nother line was being crossed.

			Hudson tongued the guy’s ear and leaned back with a grin I’d only ever seen on his face in the bedroom—it was sultry, seductive, enticing, and cocky as fuck. An expression that said, I know you want what I’ve got...so come get it. It wasn’t even directed at me, and I was practically panting, so it was no shock when the guy grinned and nodded.

			I expected Hudson to lead the kid to the front of the club, to his monster of a car and then home, wherever that was these days—but he headed for the back. Was he...were they going to fuck in the bathroom?

			I trailed behind them, too curious for my own good, and slipped into the otherplane when they started down a corridor with only a few other people in it. Hudson tugged on the guy’s hand and led him to the back door, propped slightly open.

			So, not a bathroom fuck—a back alleyway one. “Classy,” I muttered.

			Of course I followed. Why stop now?

			By the time I passed through the door, Hudson had the young guy pressed up against the alley wall. The area was none too clean, which made me thankful that odors couldn’t cross into the otherplane. I was sure the concrete was rank—but if you were horny enough, it didn’t seem to matter.

			There was no one else in the alley but Hudson and his, uh, date. The guy let out a particularly loud moan and Hudson shushed him, murmuring something I couldn’t make out. Or maybe it was wordless, who knew. He licked the guy’s neck at the same time that his hand reached into his pants, and the kid whimpered.

			Yep. Those hands. Big, rough, warm, callused—the perfect amount of friction and texture that always got me off in record time.

			I closed my eyes as my stomach twisted. God, I shouldn’t be here. Watching Hudson fuck a rando wasn’t what I’d had in mind for the night, and I’ll admit it saddened me. Partly because I’d had what this kid was experiencing and, yeah, I was envious. Partly because I’d kind of been offering him the same thing not an hour before, and he hadn’t been interested. But mostly because I wanted more for Hudson than this. Even though we’d parted on not the best terms, I’d wanted him to be happy. To be fulfilled, not only by his job but in his personal life too.

			I was starting to get the picture that the new Hudson had nothing but the job, and that made my heart ache.

			The young guy’s breath caught and I opened my eyes. One last look, and I’d—

			I’d—

			Hudson was...sucking on the guy’s neck. Sucking hard, like he wanted to leave the mother of all hickeys. That had never been Hudson’s kink, but hey, things changed. Tastes changed. Whatever worked...for everyone...

			Except the kid was getting loose-limbed. Boneless.

			And Hudson wasn’t only sucking. He was swallowing. I could hear it, hear him—gulping—

			I lost my grip on the otherplane and slammed back into the real world. “What the fuck?”

			Hudson jerked at my shout—and two long, incredibly sharp fangs ripped out the kid’s throat.

		
	


		
			Chapter Eleven

			“No!” Hudson pressed his hands to the wound, but blood spurted between his fingers. “Shit, shit...no no no.”

			Oh my god. His eyes—they were yellow. And glowing.

			“What the—What were you—Hudson!”

			“Shut the fuck up, Wes!” He lowered the kid to the pavement and bent over him, fastening his mouth onto his wound.

			“What are you—” I darted forward, half thinking I’d pull him off the kid—his victim—but Hudson fended me off with one hand. One incredibly strong hand.

			As he sucked the kid dry.

			“This can’t be happening,” I whispered.

			It was a nightmare—had to be. A very detailed nightmare, complete with odors of rancid piss comingling with coppery blood and the ever-present miasma of exhaust fumes from the street in front of the club. Conversation from the distant, unseen sidewalk was a constant buzz, and the bass beat escaping through the cracked door almost camouflaged the sound of the young man’s dying breaths.

			Tears stung as I witnessed my ex-boyfriend take another person’s life.

			You’re fucked up, Hud.

			Oh, I know.

			Hudson lifted his head from the guy’s neck and I got a good look at his fangs. His canine teeth had...grown, descending over his bottom teeth like miniature stilettos. They glistened pink in the small but powerful light over the door. He glanced at me, his expression unreadable—and for a moment I thought I was next. No murderer likes witnesses, after all. I was immortal, in theory, but in reality, could I withstand an attack from a—from a—

			No. I was not going to say that word. I was not going to label Hudson that. Because then it would be real.

			Hudson bit his own wrist and held it over the guy’s torn throat, then his mouth. “Come on,” he murmured, his tone compelling and urgent. “Drink, goddamn it.”

			“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded.

			“Turning him.”

			“Turn—” God, I was breathing too fast, but I couldn’t help it. My heart was pounding, and the rushing of blood in my ears drowned out every other noise. I hugged my chest, squeezing hard, but it wasn’t going to stop me from falling apart. I was going to shatter right along with my reality, and fall to the floor of the alley in a million pieces—

			“Wes!”

			I refocused on Hudson, who was looking at me with an expression stretched thin. Probably not the first time he’d called my name, then. “What?”

			“You need to hold it together.”

			A laugh burst from me, high-pitched and tripping on the edge of hysteria.

			“I’m serious. I need your help.”

			I waved a hand at the kid attached to Hudson’s wrist. He was sucking on the skin—no, the wound—hard, and I gagged. “You killed him.”

			“By accident.”

			“By accident? You—you—you were—you were—”

			“Drinking, yeah, but not enough to hurt him.”


			“You ripped out his fucking throat!”

			“Because you startled me!” Hudson glanced at the back door, and when he spoke again, his voice was lower. “Do you have your car?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. I need you to go get mine.” He dug his keys out of his pocket and tossed them at me. I let them fall at my feet.

			I shook my head. “I’m not—I’m not going to help you cover this up.”

			Hudson’s eyes narrowed. “Oh yes, you fucking are. You’ve got some responsibility here.”

			“Are you saying—This isn’t my fault!”

			“Not totally, no, but things were fine until you unghosted and scared the shit out of me.” Hudson sighed, a noise that telegraphed his utter exhaustion. Well, yeah, I supposed accidentally killing a guy and then saving him with your blood had to be tiring.

			The scary laughter was bubbling up again.

			“Look, I need to get him somewhere safe, okay? Not a hospital, and if someone finds us back here like this, that’s where we’re gonna end up.” He seemed to wilt. “Please go get my car, Wes.”

			I stared at the keys brushing the toe of one of my sneakers for a full ten seconds before I scooped them up. “Where’d you park?”

			 

			From the back seat, Hudson directed me to a modest bungalow in Little Italy. It was brick and looked like every other house on the street—if a bit smaller—except for the six-foot steel fence surrounding the property. Including the driveway.

			I raised a brow as the driveway gate opened to let us in as we approached—he must have had a sensor or something in the car. “Expecting a siege?”

			Hudson grunted.

			The driveway stretched along the surprisingly deep front yard to the house located at the rear of the property. The door of the oversize detached garage opened in invitation, and I pulled the monster car into the dark interior. It closed behind us, pitching the garage into utter blackness.

			“You want to get the door?”

			“Right.” Two-door cars sucked when you were trying to transport an unconscious person. The strained laughter almost broke free again at that thought, but I beat it back.

			The interior dome light came on as I opened the door, and provided enough illumination for me to get a sense of my surroundings. The garage was neat and tidy—typical Hudson—with immaculately stocked shelves that held all manner of tools and car things. I couldn’t name half of them. On the side closest to the house was what appeared to be a tiny vestibule, complete with a door armed with a numerical lock. A closet? Oh—maybe that’s where Hudson kept his guns. Made sense.

			I held the driver’s door wide as Hudson maneuvered the young guy out of the car. The guy’s pale skin was nearly gray, and Hudson’s wasn’t much better—it looked like all the life had been drained out of him. Which wasn’t too far off. Because—


			Yeah, not thinking about that word yet.

			Hudson tugged the guy into a fireman’s carry and nodded at the closet door. He rattled off a series of numbers that I assumed was the lock code.

			“And we’re going into the closet why?”

			“Just open the goddamned door.”

			I punched in the code. The keypad beeped and the lock disengaged. I opened the door and gaped at the sight of a narrow flight of stairs. “What the—”

			“Nosy neighbors.” Hudson started down the steps carefully, making sure not to bump his passenger.

			Right, because who doesn’t dig a subterranean tunnel to avoid being seen by their neighbors?

			“This is so fucked up,” I muttered as I closed the door behind me.

			“Keep it together.”

			“I’m not screaming yet.”

			“Yet being the keyword.”

			The tunnel wasn’t long. Another keypad-locked door capped it, a different code this time. With the fence and the multiple keypad codes, I was getting the sense that Hudson took his security seriously.

			We stepped into a master bedroom.

			To say it wasn’t what I expected would be an understatement. I thought we’d emerge in a workshop or a furnace room or—and my excuse was that I’d been primed by all the security tech—some sort of dungeon. And not the play sort, either. But no, this was a normal-looking master bedroom, complete with a king-size dark-wood sleigh bed, hardwood floors, recessed lighting, and a large bathroom off to the right. The door directly across from the tunnel also sported a keypad, and there were no windows in either the bedroom or the bathroom.

			The reason struck me hard enough that my knees almost gave out. No windows meant no sun.

			“Holy fuck.”

			Hudson glanced over from where he was arranging the young guy on his bed. “You couldn’t wait five more minutes?”

			I gasped for breath. “You’re a—you’re a—”

			“Vampire.”

			“Vampire,” I repeated, and swallowed hard. “You’re not going to kill me, right?”

			Hudson growled and marched out of the bedroom. I followed him upstairs to the kitchen, where he fixed himself a mug of something I didn’t want to think about. It steamed, and it smelled like—like the alley, minus the piss and the exhaust. Hudson stood in front of the sink and stared out the small window at his neighbor’s dark house, but I doubted he was actually seeing it.

			I glanced at the basement stairs. “You’re sure he’s okay down there?”

			“He’s safe,” Hudson said without looking at me. “He’s not going to wake up for a while, anyway.”

			“Is he a prisoner?”

			“No. But he’s going to have some things to learn before he leaves.”

			Things to learn. Uh, yeah. When the kid finally woke up, he was going to be in for a shock. “So. You’re—” My voice gave out and I coughed. “You’re a—”

			Hudson shot me a look over his shoulder. “It’s not a bad word. You can say it.”

			“A v-vampire.”

			“There you go. Now again.”

			“Vampire.”

			“Louder now, for the folks in the back.”

			“Jesus Christ.” My hands started to tremble, so I clasped them together. “How can you be so casual about this?”

			Hudson shrugged and looked out the window again. “I’ve had twenty years to get used to the idea.”

			“Twenty—twenty years?” The urge to hyperventilate rose, but I beat it down. “You’ve been like this for twenty years?”

			“Yep.”

			I’d half wondered if this was something he’d hidden from me while we’d been together—but now I didn’t know if the idea he was changed long after we separated hurt more or less. “Was it...was it like what happened tonight?”

			Hudson turned around, bracing his backside against the counter. One of his hands gripped it, the knuckles white, and I realized that this conversation might be as traumatic for Hudson as it was for me. Any warmth in his eyes had been replaced by ice. “No,” he said, his voice harsh. An instant later it softened slightly. “Tonight was an accident. If you hadn’t come along, I would’ve gotten that kid off, taken him out front, and poured him into a cab with nothing more than fuzzy memories of a good time. No one would have died.”

			“But you—When you were—” I grimaced. “Made?”

			“It was deliberate. And no, I didn’t consent.” Hudson put down his mug with a sigh. “That last undercover stint I told you about, the one that went bad? I was undercover with a biker gang, working my way up, and I found out too late that the gang leader, Pike, had a particular way of keeping his lieutenants in line. He turned them.”

			My mouth dropped open. “He made them into vampires?”

			“That way they couldn’t harm him. I couldn’t. Our instincts demand we protect our sire, and if we try to harm him—it hurts.” Something in his voice made me think it hurts was the understatement of the century. “I dropped off my handler’s radar for about nine months—nine months when blood was the only important thing. I remember bits and pieces. Flashes. They had me on surveillance, so they knew I wasn’t dead—” He laughed humorlessly. “But no one could contact me. It took my handler confronting me at a club to jolt me out of it, and another three months before I could break free.”

			Every line of Hudson’s body screamed his tension and begged for comfort, but I stayed right where I was. A part of me wanted to hug him, hold him—but a much larger, much louder part shouted that I didn’t know what Hudson was capable of. Not anymore.

			A year. He’d spent a year or more with the asshole who’d stolen his humanity.

			“How did you—”

			“I trained myself to wake up before the sun set. My sire’s—Pike’s—hold wasn’t as strong when he was sleeping and I was able to betray him. Eventually. A shotgun to the face works as well as a beheading.”

			Bile rose in my throat. “Hudson,” I rasped.

			“I took a leave of absence after that. There were questions about—about my integrity and trustworthiness. About whether I could even be a cop again. I didn’t even know if I wanted to be. I needed to get my head on straight.”

			I nodded, amazed that he hadn’t packed up and moved.

			“But I liked being a cop,” he said, his voice low and fierce, “and I refused to let that asshole take it away from me. So I came back, jumped over some hurdles, and transferred to homicide.”

			I suspected those hurdles were more significant than he made them seem. “No more undercover?”

			“None. I can’t work days, only nights—”

			“Because of your ‘sun allergy,’” I said, finger quotes and all.

			“Yeah.”

			Only took him dying to—

			Oh my god.

			“You died.”

			Hudson held my gaze for a moment, then solemnly nodded.

			My heart hitched. “You died. And I didn’t—I didn’t know.”

			“It’s okay, Wes.”

			I jolted to my feet, the kitchen chair squealing as it shot across the linoleum, and stormed over to Hudson. My finger found one of his pecs and poked it, hard. “It’s not okay! That’s not what I—That wasn’t supposed to be what happened when we broke up. You were supposed to live a long, happy, contented, wonderful life.”

			Hudson tilted his head to one side. “Well, I got the long part right.”

			“That isn’t funny. You died!”

			“So did you.” The barest hint of a smile turned up one corner of Hudson’s mouth. “Didn’t slow you down much, either.”

			“Yeah, but I died before you were born. Before you knew me. This is different.”

			“How?”

			“Because—” I flailed a hand through the air. “Because I should have known!”

			Hudson grabbed my waving hand, captured my other one, and held them both together in between us, his grip as secure as manacles. “It happened. It’s done.”

			Tears rose and threatened to choke me. I sniffled—loudly—and rested my forehead on his strong chest.

			“You can let it out, you know,” he said softly.

			I rolled my head back and forth against his pecs. The last time I cried in front of him, when we’d broken up, he’d berated me for the show of emotion. Macho cops didn’t cry. He could admit now that he liked my honesty and openness with my emotions, but back then?

			Maybe he was thinking of the same thing, because he said, “I was an asshole.”

			The admission jolted a watery chuckle from me. “You were.”

			“It took me crying a lot of tears after—after Pike for me to realize that.”

			And that, the thought of big, strong, unflappable Hudson breaking down, mourning his humanity, was what wrecked me. The first sob made my shoulders crumple, and Hudson jerked me forward and held me.

			This man, this good, amazing man had almost been taken away from the world—from me—and I would never have known. God, my heart ached, reminding me that the break down its middle had never completely healed—I’d just gotten proficient at ignoring it.

			“You weren’t supposed to find out,” Hudson murmured.

			I pulled back to look up at him. “What?”

			“I wasn’t going to tell you. I—” He looked uncharacteristically unsure of himself. “It wasn’t something you needed to know.”

			“That’s bullshit.”

			“Maybe.” Hudson shrugged apologetically. “But I didn’t want to dim your shine.”

			“Huh?”

			Hudson chuckled softly. “Your shine, your—your presence. You’ve got this light inside of you. I don’t know what it is. Hope, humor, optimism, joy? All of the above? But it’s always been there, despite everything, and I didn’t want to be the one to tarnish it.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that. Optimism and joy—that was what first drew me to Hudson, that energy and laughter as we kept bumping into each other in the grocery store. Hearing him describe me like that... I was just me. Awkward, tongue-tied, a liar, really. Maybe I sucked at verbalizing lies, but lies of omission? I was a master of those. I didn’t know how all of that added up to any sort of shine.

			I cleared my throat and moved on, flicking a finger at the copious amounts of silver in Hudson’s hair. “You started to go gray early.”

			“Early thirties,” he confirmed. “Which turned out to be a good thing.”

			It let him hide in plain sight for two decades. I usually had a decade, tops, before I had to move on from any casual circles of acquaintances. The excuse of “good genes” could only go so far. Cutting casual relationships from my life was much easier than going through the pretense of fake moving and adopting a new identity.

			Though maybe not healthier.

			I let out a shaky breath. “So...vampire.”

			“You said it without stuttering. Awesome.”

			I punched Hudson in the upper arm—not hard, but I still regretted it immediately. “Jesus Christ, are you made of rock?”

			“No.” Hudson laughed. “You need to go to the gym more.”

			His twinkling gaze made my gut quiver, and I pulled gently out of his arms to stand by the kitchen table. A little space would be good here, because these weren’t going to be fun questions.

			At least, that’s what I told myself.

			“You drink blood?”

			Hudson raised one brow and looked deliberately at the mug he’d left on the counter.

			“Okay, right, stupid question.”

			“I need human blood once or twice a week. Animal blood will do in a pinch—it helps take the edge off, but it’s like eating chips when you want a full meal. I have to eat regular food too.”

			“Oh.” That was different than any of the vampires I’d seen in the movies.

			“Yeah, I was shocked at that. We need the blood to sustain our magic, but regular food for our bodies.”

			“You’re magic?”

			“So are you.” Hudson sniffed the air, like he’d caught a particularly lovely aroma. That was a mannerism he’d kept well under wraps—if I’d seen it, I would have wondered. Maybe.

			Probably not.

			“Did you, uh, smell me?”

			Hudson smiled. His teeth were back to normal. “Predator. My senses are heightened.”

			“That’s how you saw me when I was in the otherplane.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Magic, blood, heightened senses... What else?” At Hudson’s puzzled look, I continued. “Can you turn into a bat?”

			“Jesus.”

			“I’m serious! It happens in the movies.”

			“No. No bats, no wolves, no mist. I can’t fly, either. I’m stronger, tougher and faster than a human, with better senses and sharper teeth. Daylight’s a problem—I didn’t lie about that. It makes me sick.” He paused, considering. “Yeah, that’s about it.”

			“That’s about it?” I echoed disbelievingly. “You’re a thing out of legend.”

			“Pot, kettle.”

			“Hell no, there are no legends about me. I’m a mistake.” I hitched my butt up to half-sit on the kitchen table. “How many vampires are in Toronto?”

			Hudson’s eyes lost some of their light. “A few hundred.”

			“Holy shit. That many?”

			“As far as I can tell, they like to congregate in big cities. Places that never sleep.”

			I didn’t miss the “they” in that sentence and I wondered if the ease Hudson displayed about his nature was nothing more than an act. “Do you have... I don’t know, vampire buddies?”

			The laugh Hudson let out was dark and dry. He turned to pull a glass from the cupboard, got some ice, and proceeded to fill it up with water. Keeping his hands busy when faced with a difficult topic—something else that hadn’t changed. He handed it to me and I sipped it gratefully.

			“No,” he said. “Vampires who kill their band are not looked upon favorably.”

			“Band?”

			“Their group—led by their sire.”

			“You...killed all of them.” I should have clued into that earlier, but he’d only mentioned killing Pike.

			Hudson retrieved his mug and took a long swallow. “I had to, or they would have hunted me down.”

			Kill or be killed. Christ. What a world.

			“Vampires are...” He huffed out a breath. “We’re not nice. We’re not out there looking for our soulmates or whatever the fuck the romantic fiction insists of us, okay? We’re animals. We’re territorial, we fight, we kill.”

			“I’m pretty sure that’s like saying all the gays wear pink, have lisps and sashay when they walk.”

			Hudson spun around. “You have no idea—”

			“Oh, stop. You’re right, I don’t know vampires, but I know you.”

			And I did, I realized. For all my wondering about the new Hudson and the differences that had cropped up in the years we’d been apart, I hadn’t seen anything that truly went against the values and morals he’d had back in the eighties. Even with the whole killing vampires thing. He’d always had an incredibly strong sense of right and wrong, but it wasn’t always what the law said. Most of the time, yes, but there were exceptions—like the exception he made for me and my less-than-legal career. He didn’t like that I was a thief, and he wasn’t shy about telling me that, but he recognized that I was trying to help people—in my own way, which was why he didn’t kick me to the curb after he found out what I did for a living. Taking out Pike and his band was necessary, not only to protect Hudson himself, but to protect the city. I mean, what else could he have done? Arrested them? And then what would have happened if Pike regained control over him? No, in Hudson’s mind—in mine—he’d done what he’d had to. His integrity was intact and he was a good man—a knight in dented and scratched armor, but still a knight.

			“I know the core of you,” I continued. “So if you’re trying to convince me you’re one bad mood away from ripping out my throat, fuck you. That’s not going to work on me.” I squinted at him. “So all this hot and cold, back and forth bullshit—that was to keep me at a distance?”

			“And it worked awesomely.”

			I chuckled at his sarcastic tone. “You like me too much to pretend to hate me.”

			“No.”

			“Oh yes. You like me.”

			“You’re crazy. And I mean that sincerely.” He stared at me a moment. “Did you see my fangs? Here—take a good look.” He opened his mouth, and his canine teeth extended.

			“That’s...” I tilted my head. “Weird, but kind of cool. Can I touch?”

			“Are you serious?” The words weren’t quite as crisp as his normal speaking voice. I guessed talking around fangs was tough.

			I walked over and angled my head so I could get a better look at those fascinating and deadly parts of him. I pressed a finger to one—not the pointy part, but the front of it. It felt...like a tooth. “So, like, do they grow? Or is this whole thing just retracted into your jaw?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Are they like straws?”

			“You ask the strangest questions.”

			“Well, I mean, it would be a lot less messy if you just stuck them in and the blood went—” I made a sucking noise. “Like a giant mosquito.”

			“Thanks. That comparison makes me feel so much better about myself.”

			I patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’re much less annoying than a mosquito.”

			Hudson smiled and his fangs retracted. “You—I don’t get you. You should be terrified of me.”

			“Why? You’re Hudson.”

			His next breath sounded none too steady, and then he turned to retrieve his mug. He sucked back the remainder of its contents, and when he spoke again, his voice was rough and uneven. Gone was the openness of a moment before—clearly we were back to the emotionally distant portion of his personality. I bit back a sigh.

			“I need you to stay here today.”

			“Okay, I’ll bite—” I winced. “Sorry. Bad choice of words. Why?”

			“I’ll be asleep, but the kid might wake up.”

			“I thought you had to train yourself to do that?”

			“Right after turning, your system is messed up. Usually a new vampire is out for a good twenty-four to thirty-six hours, but I’ve seen newbies wake up within a few hours of the change.”

			“And?”

			“I’ll be in the same room with him, but that doesn’t mean I’ll wake up if he does.”

			“What’ll happen if he wakes up during the day and you don’t?”

			“I doubt he’ll kill me, but it could get messy.” At my grimace, he gave a cold smile. “Animals, remember? All that’s going to matter when he wakes up is blood.”

			“What the hell do you expect me to do if—”

			“Bring blood. There’s some in the fridge. It’s pig’s blood, but it’ll do. He’ll be hungry enough not to care. Warm it up in a mug and—”

			“That’s disgusting.”

			“Not to me or him.”

			I stared at him for a few moments, and then wrinkled my nose and gave in. “Ugh. Fine.”

			“Thanks.”

			Yeah, a simple thanks wasn’t enough. I wasn’t sure what would be, though.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twelve

			In theory, I retreated to Hudson’s guest bedroom to get some sleep in the last few hours before dawn. In reality, I stared at the dark ceiling as my mind whirled through...well, everything. The murders, the stakeout, the almost-something moment in the car, the haunting, the death of the kid.

			But mostly, my mind was stuck on Hudson. Hudson with blood on his mouth. Hudson’s sharp and deadly fangs. Hudson’s eyes glowing yellow.

			When I was standing in the kitchen with him, musing on the differences and similarities between the old non-vampire Hudson and the new blood-sucking version, it had been easy to deny my shivers of fear and focus on him. What he needed, which was reassurance and understanding. And his teeth had been kind of cool. But now, in the dark? My lizard brain was fully awake and making very important, very pertinent observations.

			Hudson had killed the kid in the alley. Accidentally, yes, but the fact was he’d killed him with the weapons in his mouth. And he’d admitted to killing his—his sire, and all of the other vampires in his group.

			So by his own admission—and the actions I’d witnessed—Hudson was a killer. And he had the same spiky, awful silhouette as Meredith’s murderer. Despite all my arguments in his favor earlier, all my attempts to convince myself he wasn’t responsible—was I wrong? Was I that far off? Had Hudson changed that much?

			I’d seen the darkness in him—the negativity I chalked up to resentment at my unaging appearance. How egotistical. It had never been about me. It had been about him resenting himself, hadn’t it? That was clear from his body language when we’d spoken in the kitchen, the way he’d referred to other vampires as “they,” and his confession that he’d never wanted me to know.

			Hudson hated what he’d become.

			I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed the back of my hand to my lips. After a minute spent shoving the emotions down, I sniffed and opened my eyes, dashing away the wetness that had escaped. I had to look at this logically.

			Everything I’d thought about Hudson’s possible involvement in the murders still rang true. He was too smart to invite me along if he thought there was any chance that I’d recognize his shadow form. Therefore, he didn’t know his shadow form would match the murderer’s. Therefore...

			He didn’t know the murderer was a vampire?

			I bolted upright just as a knock sounded on the guest room door and Hudson poked his head into the room. When he saw me sitting up, he pushed the door open wider. “What is it?”

			“The killer’s a vampire. It makes total sense.”

			But Hudson was already shaking his head. “Not possible. When did Meredith’s murder happen?”

			“Afterno—” I grimaced. “Shit.”

			“After you told me my shadow form matched the murderer’s, it crossed my mind too. But the timing doesn’t work.”

			“Could he have trained himself to be awake during the day? Like you did?”

			Hudson leaned against the doorjamb. “I was highly motivated. And I never tried to be awake during the middle of the day, or for any length of time, only for an hour or so before Pike woke up.”

			“He might have—”

			“Instead of strangling her, he would have drained her.”

			“That would be way more notable than strangling her,” I pointed out. “Maybe he didn’t want to leave that sort of clue.”

			Hudson made a dismissive noise. “That murder was always going to be high profile. It didn’t matter how he killed her—exsanguination would be weird, yeah, but it’s not like anyone would scream ‘vampire’ if he’d done it. And she was prey. Food.”


			I frowned. “I don’t get it.”

			He moved into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, a good distance between us. “Vampires don’t walk away from food, because they never know when they’ll find more prey. Get it now? He would have sucked her dry because she was there.”

			An image of Hudson doing just that to the kid rose in my brain. I don’t know if I made a noise, or if Hudson had weird vampire brain-reading mojo now, but his expression fell. In an instant, he went from the confident, I know my shit cop to a man who wouldn’t meet my eyes.

			“I was just coming to let you know I need to head downstairs. Sun’s almost up.” He stood.

			“Wait.”

			“It’s okay, you know,” he said, his back to me. “I figured your reaction in the kitchen was an anomaly. Once you had time to think—”


			“Once I had time to think, I came to the same conclusion I did before. You’re not a monster.”

			“I ripped out the kid’s throat.”

			“By accident.”

			He spun back to face me, one arm gesturing at nothing. “It doesn’t matter! I should have been more aware of my surroundings. I shouldn’t have taken him into the alley, for fuck’s sake. I should have treated him like—” His voice broke. “Like a person, brought him home, showed him gratitude beyond just—” He closed his eyes, his breath ragged. After a few moments of quiet, he whispered, “I fucked up. I fucked up so bad.”

			I kicked off the covers and got out of bed. I’d taken off my pants, but I was still wearing my shirt and underwear—and I didn’t care about that bit of vulnerability I was showing Hudson. He was showing me so much more.

			I cupped his cheeks and tugged until he looked at me. “Listen,” I said softly. “You did fuck up. There’s no getting around that. You picked that kid out of the crowd knowing what you were going to do was a risk.”

			The acceptance of my words, the truth in them, shone in his eyes. “I did,” he admitted.

			“I fucked up too.”

			“I know I said—I accused you of—but I didn’t—”

			“No, you were right.” I felt it in my gut—this wasn’t solely on Hudson. There were so many things I could have done differently. Like not following them into the alley in the first place. Not letting my surprise and fear override my common sense. “We both had a hand in what happened tonight. We’ve both got to try to—” I sighed. “Fix it isn’t right. I don’t think there’s any fixing this. But we need to help him.”

			“I know.” Hudson swiped a hand over his face. “I will.”

			“We will,” I corrected. “How much time have you got before sun up?”

			He glanced at his watch. “About fifteen minutes. Why?”

			“Just stand there for a second.”

			I slipped into the otherplane and eyed his shadow form. It was murky—maybe a bit darker than other people I’d observed from this plane, but not jagged or horrible. I was kind of relieved to discover I wasn’t completely unobservant.

			“It wasn’t a vampire,” Hudson insisted when I rematerialized.

			“Uh-huh,” I said dismissively. “Now go all vamp.”

			He arched a brow. “Vamp?”

			“You know.” I waved a hand around my face. “Glowy eyes, fangs. Vamp.” When nothing about Hudson’s appearance changed, I sighed. “Humor me.”

			He drew in a breath, and suddenly his brown eyes were yellow, and his fangs poked over his lower lip.

			“Perfect. Hold that thought.”

			I slipped into the otherplane again—and triumph had never been so terrifying. My heart skipped a beat as I took in Hudson’s jagged, awful shadow form, with the deep, dark holes where his glowing eyes should be. When I stepped back into the living plane, I was trembling. I couldn’t help it.

			Hudson dropped his vampness immediately. “What?”

			“Argue it all you want, but he was definitely a vampire. You could be twins.”

			Hudson opened his mouth—to protest no doubt—when an alarm on his watch chimed. “Shit.”

			“Bedtime?”

			“Yeah. We’re not done talking about this, though.”

			As I said, we could talk about it all he wanted. Argue it too. But it wouldn’t change the facts.

			Meredith Montague had been murdered by a vampire—a vampire who not only had been abroad during daylight but had also ignored his instinct to feed. But why?

			What could a vampire want more than blood?

			 

			I waited until it was a decent hour and the coffee I made kicked in before calling Lexi. When she picked up, I said, “Vampires are real.”

			There was a long pause. “Have you been drinking?”

			“What? No. Why would you—Did you hear what I said?”

			She stifled a yawn. I couldn’t remember what her shift was this week, but I suspected nights. I’d probably caught her just before she headed to bed. “You said vampires are real. Yeah, and?”

			I blinked. And blinked again. “You knew?”

			“Of course I knew.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Well, Great-Grandma tried to have The Talk with you, and then Grandma, and then Mom. By the time my turn rolled around, I figured there wasn’t any point, so I didn’t bother.”

			“What talk?”

			“‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’” Lexi quoted.

			“Oh. That talk.” I squirmed uncomfortably. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want to know, it’s just that...”

			“You didn’t want to know.”

			“No,” I insisted.

			“Yes,” she tossed back at me.

			“Fine. Maybe. But now I do want to know.” Mostly.

			“Why? How’d you find out about vampires?”

			“Hudson.”

			“Okay, how’d he know?”

			“He is one.”

			There was a pause. “I’m sorry, what?”

			I told her about the night’s events, and she was appropriately shocked. That made me feel a little better.

			“I don’t know much about vampires,” she said, “but I do know newbies can be unpredictable. Watch yourself with Vamp Junior. And find out his name. Jesus.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“And make sure he’s properly fed when he wakes up. Also check his wound—I expect it’ll be healed but—”

			“I got it.”

			Suddenly Lexi chuckled. “It just hit me. Hudson’s like this guy from an old TV show about a vampire detective trying to recover his lost soul—”

			“Vampires don’t have souls?”

			“No, that’s bullshit. Vampires technically aren’t dead, either—they trade their natural human life force for a magical one the instant before they die.”

			“Hudson said he died.”

			“Well, he’s wrong.”

			“You can go ahead and tell him that.”

			“Sure, next time I see him.”

			“So do you think it’s possible that a vampire killed Meredith in the middle of the afternoon?”

			“I honestly have no idea, hon. I’m sorry. Vampires are notoriously secretive—”

			“You don’t say.”

			“—and not much for socializing with non-vampires.”

			“I’m shocked, I tell you.”

			“It’s all about survival, right? The less anyone knows about them, the harder it is to defend against them or hunt them down. I know there are some vampire bars in town, but I wouldn’t recommend visiting one. They can be kinda rough.”

			An image of Hudson’s fangs flashed through my brain and, yeah, okay. No visiting a vampire bar.

			“If Hudson says it’s not possible,” she continued, “then it’s probably not. He’s now the resident expert on vampires.”

			I scrunched up my nose. “Except he’s been living in vampiric isolation for twenty years. Maybe he’s just going by what we all ‘know’ from movies and books and shit. Because it was a vampire, Lex. Had to be.”

			Lexi sighed. “If you say so. How are you doing? Feel better?”

			“Yeah.” I let out a slow breath. “Okay, so...if I wanted to learn more about paranormal stuff...”

			“I’ve got a book you can read.”

			“Cool. Thanks.”

			I still wasn’t sure I really wanted to know, but I had a feeling I was going to have to learn about all of this shit, anyway.

			We chatted for a little longer about how things were going with her. No Marissa sightings, thank god, and she said she felt pretty good. Not a hundred percent, not perfectly happy, but content with her decision. Accepting of it. She sounded lighter than she had in ages, which told me that the breakup had been the right call. Especially after the extent of Marissa’s betrayal became clear. I didn’t mention the pending lab tests and neither did Lexi. I think we were both pretending they didn’t exist until the results were in.

			What else could we do?

			After saying goodbye and promising to call later, I explored Hudson’s house. I took my time, since I had the luxury of snooping in corporeal form without any chance of interruption. I found a small wooden box of photos in the dining room—but despite my desire to unearth more about this new version of Hudson, I discovered I didn’t have the fortitude to rifle through them. What if I saw pictures of Hudson with other men? What if I saw pictures of Hudson with me?

			I wasn’t sure which scenario would be harder to take. Being reminded of the good times—particularly when I now knew how his life developed—would be wrenching. Discovering that his life had evolved and moved on without me would be even harder.

			I mean, I knew it had. Hell, I’d gotten an eyeful last night. But Hudson’s tryst with the kid didn’t bug me too much, probably because it had been so casual. Nothing about the encounter had had permanent written on it—until I startled him, anyway. Pictures of Hudson with another guy would mean they shared a relationship, which meant in-jokes and shared history. Dreams and secrets.

			It was easier when I’d all but forgotten about him. I didn’t have to confront the weight of all those missed years, missed opportunities, missed connection.

			Eventually I worked my way into his home office. Unlike the rest of this house, this room was a mess, but a mess with a sense of purpose. No doubt he could find anything he wanted in this space, despite the haphazard piles of paper and multitude of sticky notes on everything. Up on one wall was a map of Canada, with a blown-up map of Ontario and one of the GTA—the Greater Toronto Area—tacked beside it. Each map sported a rash of red pushpins, with more sticky notes bearing vague references. Some were dates, some were names, and none of them meant anything to me.

			I stood in front of the maps and I tried to figure out what I was seeing. It looked like a detective’s tool from TV—which, duh. Of course it was. But what crimes was it tracking? A quick check of Meredith’s and Cyril’s neighborhoods confirmed neither bore a red pin, so whatever this was, it had nothing to do with their murders. I tilted my head as I eyed a sticky note bearing a cryptic message: Raver = Nash.

			It might as well have been written in Russian for all the sense it made to me.

			I decided not to search through the papers stacked on top of his desk. If his notes were anything like the map, I wouldn’t be able to interpret anything, and I risked fudging with his filing system.

			As the shadows grew long, I heard water rush through the pipes as someone used the toilet in the basement, followed by the constant susurrus of the shower. Once that shut off, I made my way downstairs and tapped lightly on the door.

			When Hudson opened it, I almost swallowed my tongue.

			Skin. So much light brown skin. His pecs were large and flat, with nipples a darker brown than the rest of him. His body rocked a barrel shape, most of it dusted with brown, wiry hair still damp from his shower. Silver glinted among the darker stuff here and there, and good Christ, I wanted to lick him. The urge rolled through me with the force of a tractor-trailer coming out of a fog bank. Unexpected, startling, devastating. I wanted to feel the texture on my tongue. Trace the muscles and learn their shapes. Dip below the waistband of his fitted boxer briefs and—

			This so wasn’t like me—at least, not like the me I’d gotten used to in the past thirty-three years. It was like Hudson had turned a key and unlocked feelings and wants and desires no one else could ever touch. It was astounding. Breathtaking. And it made me tremble on the edge of something I had so rarely experienced in my life, I didn’t know what to do with it.

			“My eyes are up here.”

			I jerked my gaze upward as my cheeks heated. “Yeah. Hi.”

			“Hi.” Hudson’s golden-brown eyes twinkled.

			I had to fight to keep my gaze from venturing downward again. Like, it was a real struggle. I hadn’t seen this body in thirty-three years and all I wanted to do was take it all in. Absorb it.

			He stepped back into his bedroom and held the door open for me in invitation. I glanced at the bed, but the young guy hadn’t so much as moved an arm.

			“Are you sure he’s alive?”

			“Getting there.”

			Right. Well, that was a weird thought. “I talked with Lexi. She already knew about vampires.”

			“She’s like her mom, right? A witch?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Makes sense, then.” Hudson started getting his shaving supplies together in front of the mirror in the bathroom.

			I leaned against the door. “I didn’t know.”

			Hudson shot me a look—one that could have meant anything from empathy to well, duh. “You didn’t have to know about fairies and demons and shifters and...everything else.”

			Truth. But that situation had changed. “Lexi’s going to loan me a book.”

			“That’s a place to start.”

			“Yeah. It’d be good to get operating instructions for you. Like, don’t feed your vampire after midnight. Keep them out of water. If they turn all scaly, run for the hills before they kill you...”

			Hudson snorted. “Just don’t call me Gizmo.”

			“Eh, you’re more a Gizmo than a Stripe.”

			He started his morning ritual as I watched, fascinated, that not a single thing had changed. Okay, that wasn’t quite true—a few things had, like the brand of razor and shaving cream he used, or the dollop of product he smoothed through his hair to help tame it. But the motions, the faces he pulled as he tried to get the closest shave possible, how he looked at himself in the mirror as he prepared for his day—hey, that was one vampiric legend disproved, wasn’t it?—they were all exactly as I remembered them.

			How many times had I watched him get ready? Getting in my last few minutes before he was out the door and off to confront potentially dangerous criminals. In the early days, I’d simply wanted a few extra minutes in his presence. Later, I’d been consumed by worry, trying to figure out how to express my fears in a way to make him listen.

			When Hudson turned to the door, ready to leave the bathroom, I didn’t move. He stepped close, closer, and still I held my ground. I was operating on instinct in that moment, instinct that was telling me to let him get close. Everything used to make more sense the closer he got to me.

			He didn’t tell me to move. He looked down at me, memories as fierce in his expression as they were in my mind. His toothpaste-scented breath caressed my nose, my cheeks, my lips.

			When he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper. “What do you want, Wes?”

			You. But the simple answer was too complex to be voiced. Despite the way my body screamed at me to touch him, I couldn’t. Scratching the physical itch would plunge us into a deep, dark swamp with no discernible bottom. I longed for him—but I didn’t know if I had the guts to risk a second broken heart care of Hudson Rojas.

			Did he?

			I took too long to answer. Hudson shuttered his emotions and leaned back, breaking our intangible connection. “I need to get ready for work.”

			All I could do was nod and move aside.

			 

			Somehow I got wrangled into staying at Hudson’s for the night to babysit. I was pretty sure he used a vampire mind trick to convince me.

			There’s no such thing as a vampire mind trick, Lexi texted in response to my question about it.

			R U sure?

			Pretty sure.

			That’s not 100%.

			Okay, I am 100% sure vampires don’t have mind powers.

			I glanced up at the hockey game I’d turned on. I didn’t care about either team. It was something to have on so the unfamiliar house didn’t feel so ominous. I mean, there was a fucking vampire asleep in the basement who could wake up at any minute.

			I hoped he was a hockey fan.

			What else do I need 2 know?

			Ask Hudson.

			He’s @ work.

			So am I.

			Then stop texting me back!

			Sheesh. I tossed my phone on the table and focused on the game. I liked hockey, though my interest in the sport had waned after the amazing Edmonton Oilers dynasty years in the eighties. Wayne Gretzky, man. Wayne Freaking Gretzky. This match didn’t measure up, even if it was a playoff game. After a couple of minutes, I switched the channel, but channel surfing bore no entertaining fruit, so I turned off the TV.

			Now what?

			I could snoop some more. Maybe get up the guts to go through Hudson’s photos. Or I could carefully sort through the notes on his desk and try to puzzle out what a Raver was—

			A thump against the bedroom door in the basement derailed my thoughts.

			Oh shit. The kid was awake.

			I fumbled with my phone, unable to grab it in suddenly uncooperative fingers, but I took a breath and forced my hands to obey and call Hudson.

			He answered after only one ring. “Rojas.”

			“He’s awake.”

			“How do you—”

			“I heard thumping.”

			“He’s trying to break down the door.” His voice was oh so casual and I could hear keys typing in the background. Like he dealt with newly made vampires every other day.

			Another thump, this one louder, and I swore I heard cursing. “Yeah, I think so.”

			“He won’t.”

			“So what, I have to listen to this until you’re off shift?” How fun was that gonna be? Good god.

			“No, I’ll take my dinner break soon and swing by, see if I can get him to calm down. In the meantime, do like I said.”

			“The mug of blood thing?” I whined.

			“Yeah, that.”

			I let out a long, drawn-out groan.

			“Oh my god, you’re like a toddler. Go help the guy out, and I’ll be home in less than an hour.”

			I raspberried Hudson and hung up.

			Right. Mug of blood. Blood mug. I could do this.

			Five minutes later, I was convinced no one but a vampire could do this. The blood out of the container that was in the fridge didn’t smell too bad, since it was cold—it emanated a vague metallic odor that teased the tongue—but heated up?

			I was gonna throw up all over Hudson’s floor, I swear to god.

			I retched and swallowed it back, and focused on breathing through my mouth for a moment or two, until the worst of the urge passed. Yep. Totally under control. Maybe I could hold my nose...and...and not look at the thick, red, gooey liquid—

			Okay, so I ended up puking in the kitchen sink. Better than the floor.

			Take two. To be on the safe side, I stuck the mug back in the microwave for a few seconds. This time, when the micro beeped, I grabbed the damned thing and ran. Well, walked quickly. The thumps and bangs from the basement had intensified while I fought my blood battle, so Vamp Junior seemed to be losing patience with his situation.

			I paused a couple of feet from the door and called out shakily, “Hey.” Clearing my throat, I tried again. “I’ve got what you’re looking for right—” Good Christ, it sounded like I was hitting on him. “Uh, a snack. I’ve got you a snack.”

			Nothing collided with the door as I stood there with the icky gross mug, which had to be progress. Maybe he smelled the blood?

			“It’s—” I swallowed hard. “Uh, yummy. Real yummy. Ready?”

			Oh my god, I had to open the door before I drove myself nuts with the baby talk. Okay—punch in the code, open the door, shove in the mug, slam the door shut, re-engage the lock. I supposed I could do the otherplane thing and walk through the door, but I didn’t know if it would mess with the blood—and on top of that, I’d have to fully rematerialize in a locked room with a potentially animalistic creature. Not my idea of a good time. I could slip back into the otherplane fairly quickly, but there was always the chance I wouldn’t be quick enough.

			“Here goes,” I muttered, and entered the code.

			I half expected the door to get jerked wide open, but it didn’t. I was able to push it ajar—only to find Vamp Junior wasn’t in sight. Well, shit. My plan only worked if he was present to take the mug.

			“Hey. Here it is.” I wiggled the white mug and tried not to gag as the viscous liquid sloshed against the sides. “Yummy, yummy...” I sighed. “Do me a frickin’ favor and take the blood, damn it.”

			“B-blood?”

			I couldn’t see the kid, but his hesitant, thready voice was clear enough. I edged forward a smidge. “Yeah. It’s what you’re craving.”

			“Are you fucking insane?”

			“Look, you don’t know what I went through to get this ready for you. Take it.”

			“No! God, what is wrong with you?”

			I pushed the door open all the way and finally saw the kid huddled against the wall near the bathroom. He looked terrified—and why wouldn’t he be? He’d woken up locked in a strange bedroom and now some asshole was trying to force a mug of blood on him. I took a deep breath—and promptly gagged.

			“Ugh—just—here.” I held it out to him. “Smell.”

			“I don’t—”

			“Take a deep breath. Trust me.”

			My arm was starting to get tired when he finally sucked in a breath through his nose. His nostrils flared, and he breathed in again. “What is that?” he gasped in wonder.

			Good. Now the train was rolling. I gestured with the mug. “Blood.”

			The kid stepped away from the wall and moved closer. His eyes were half closed and his nostrils didn’t stop flaring with every breath he took. He swallowed, as though his mouth had filled with saliva. Gross, gross, gross. I moved the mug so it was directly in his path.

			And he brushed by it. Heading for me.

			“It’s you,” he murmured.

			His eyes flashed yellow—

			And suddenly his teeth were buried in my neck.

		
	


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“‘Watch the new vampire for me, Wes,’” I muttered. “‘It’ll be fine, Wes.’” I lifted the bloodied gauze away from my neck. “This isn’t fine, Hudson!”

			Hudson turned his attention away from the young vampire sitting against the wall in the hallway between the kitchen and the living room, where he’d collapsed bonelessly when Hudson had dragged the two of us upstairs. Vamp Junior was still moaning about colors having smells or something. I wasn’t sure if that was a usual thing—I was going to go with not, since Hudson hadn’t seemed high after he’d snacked on Vamp Junior before he was Vamp Junior.

			Hudson stepped toward the kitchen table where I sat and angled his head to get a better look at the two puncture wounds in my neck. “It’s already healing.”

			“That’s not the point!”

			“Drink some more water.”

			“Fuck you!” I stood up, determined to ignore how the room started spinning. “I’m going home, and you can’t—you can’t—”

			Gentle hands guided me back into the kitchen chair and pushed my head between my knees. “Take it easy.”

			I slapped at Hudson’s hands. “Don’t help me. I’m pissed at you.”

			“I can tell.” Hudson sighed and gave me an apologetic grimace. “I miscalculated.”

			“I’ll say.”

			“There are stars in my skin,” Vamp Junior whispered.

			Hudson cast a glance at him, but the kid was still fascinated by something neither of us could see. “I thought the container of blood would overpower your natural, uh, aroma.”

			I frowned. “Think real hard about how you clarify that statement.”

			“I can smell your magic, okay? And it—” His eyes fell to half-mast as he inhaled deeply. The look was disturbingly similar to the one Vamp Junior laid on me right before turning me into his midnight snack. “It smells good.”

			A shiver raced through me, and I wasn’t sure if it was fear—or another emotion. Because the near-ecstatic expression on Hudson’s face was definitely doing something to my lower regions, despite the pain in my neck and blood-loss-induced dizziness. “I’m not food.”

			“You’re going to be fine. I’m more worried about him.” Hudson jerked his chin at Vamp Junior.

			Oh sure, I was the one who got injured but yeah, let’s worry about him.

			Hudson pulled out a chair, swung it around, and straddled it. It was a familiar move—he’d once confessed that he didn’t know what to do with his hands when he was sitting in a chair, having a conversation, so that position gave him something to hang on to. “The kid got a stomachful of magic for his first meal as a vampire. I’m not sure what that’s going to do to him.”

			“Other than make him high as fuck?”

			“My blood is singing!” Vamp Junior proceeded to hum along with the harmony. I could only assume that his blood was a poor singer, since it was wildly off-key.

			I waved a hand at him. “Exhibit A.”

			Hudson leaned his chin on the chair. “I don’t know. He was a lot stronger than he should have been after drinking from you. I had trouble pulling him off.”

			“Great. So my blood is like...whatsit, PCP?”

			Hudson tilted his head, which I took to mean “Maybe—chances are good.”

			I removed the gauze from my neck and examined it. Finding no fresh blood, I tossed it on the table with a sigh and tentatively investigated the wounds with my fingers. They were mostly closed already. By morning, they’d probably look like nothing more than a pair of hickeys. “So why haven’t you tried to bite me, if I smell so good?”

			“Same reason I’m not going to steal someone’s hot dog on the street, no matter how much I might be craving one. It’s not mine.”

			My brow furrowed as I tried to figure out if I should be offended that he compared me to street meat.

			“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

			“You—What?”

			He scowled. “Don’t give me that look. I can apologize when it’s necessary.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Wipe that smug look off your face.”

			“No way. I need to enjoy this rare apology from Hudson ‘I’m never wrong’ Rojas.”

			“I wasn’t that bad.”

			It was my turn to tilt my head.

			“Really? I was?”

			I leaned back in my chair. “You sure didn’t want to consider any other points of view.”

			“Because you wanted me to quit.”

			“See? That’s a good illustration. I never wanted you to quit. Did I ever ask you to stop being a cop?”

			He glared at me. “Yes.”

			I pointed a finger at him. “No.”

			“Uh, yes. You did.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“Wesley—”

			“I asked you to cut back on the undercover. I asked you to put me down as next of kin. That’s what I asked. What you heard was ‘tell everyone you’re gay’ and ‘find another job.’”

			“And what you didn’t understand was that if I wanted to move up—and I did—I couldn’t even hint that I was gay and I had to take the opportunities when they came up.”

			“All of them? Did you have to be gone more than you were home?”

			“Yes.”

			I nodded, watching my finger as it traced the grain of wood in the kitchen table. “Was it worth it?” I asked, my voice more than a little choked.

			“What part?”

			I cleared my throat and looked up. “Everything. All of it. Was it worth it?”

			Hudson met my gaze and his mouth opened—and then he closed it. His expression darkened. “Are you asking me if I’d change anything?”

			“I’m asking if—” fuck me, I was not going to get emotional over this; I coughed around the lump in my throat “—if you have any regrets.”

			Hudson held my gaze for a long moment—it felt like ten minutes, but it was probably no more than ten seconds. “No,” he said, and his tone was final. End of discussion. The door slamming on our past was clear as day.

			Was this part of his hot and cold shtick? I thought that—now that I knew his big secret—we’d left that behind us. Apparently not. Either way, that denial hurt.

			I pushed to my feet, thankful that we’d progressed past the spinning-room portion of the evening. “I’m going home,” I said, my voice thick.

			“Wes—”

			I held up a hand to forestall any more words from Hudson and slipped into the otherplane.

			“I’ll call you later,” Hudson said.

			I didn’t care if he did or not.

			That’s what I told myself, anyway.

			 

			I’d done a hundred jobs like this one. Enough that if someone had asked me an hour ago how easy they were, I’d have boasted I could slip into someone’s house blindfolded and with one hand pinned behind my back and still manage to retrieve the thing I was paid to retrieve. In this case a pair of earrings.

			Of course, I usually take the time to plan out every step, visualizing my success.

			Not this time. I’d returned home and rested, only to wake up around lunch determined to make my life normal again. Or as normal as it ever got. I spent the day reviewing the notes on this job I’d made a few days ago—a lifetime ago, it felt like—though even as I did, I knew I wasn’t focusing my full attention on them. Partly because I was still dwelling on the Hudson problem, and partly because I kept hearing whispers at the edges of the room. Whispers like the ones I’d heard at Cyril’s. As much as I tried to ignore them, they messed with my concentration.

			And now I was paying for that.

			Invisible in the otherplane, I stood in the corner of the lavishly appointed study as the condo owner spoke to a cop while another checked the windows to make sure they were all sealed shut. I understood why they’d verify it, but seriously? We were on the thirty-fifth floor. As far as I knew, Spider-Man didn’t do cat burglary.

			“Let’s go over this again, Mr. Ahmed.”

			Tawfiq Ahmed, the C-something-O owner of the condo, shoved a hand through his hair. “The motion detector went off and woke me up.”

			Yeah, because I was dumb and forgot to check for security measures before materializing to rifle through the desk drawers. But in my defense, who turned on motion detectors when they were home?

			“I came downstairs and turned on the light, but there was nothing here.”

			“You didn’t see any movement at all? No indication of where the intruder went?”

			“I didn’t see anything except the open desk drawer. And I know it wasn’t open before I went to bed.”

			“And you’re sure nothing is missing?”

			Nothing was missing, because I hadn’t had a chance to grab the earrings. I sighed. Maybe it was time for a break. A staycation. It wasn’t like I needed to work at this point, not for a while, anyway. My stomach never used to twist and wrinkle at what I did, but then there was Meredith. And now Tawfiq, who I’d scared without intending to. I liked to think I could read the flashing neon signs the universe was putting up.

			Eventually the cops concluded their investigation, recommended Tawfiq leave the alarm disengaged until he could get a technician to inspect it, and cleared out. Instead of heading back upstairs, Tawfiq collapsed into his chair and stared at the drawer, which he had yet to close. Slowly, he slid it shut. Then he pulled a cellphone out of his robe’s pocket, typed in a number, and held it up to his ear.

			“Your scare tactics aren’t going to work.”

			My brows rose at his confrontational tone. Who the hell was he talking to? Not my client—though they were ex-lovers, she hadn’t let on that there was any animosity between them. Not that it would be the first time someone kept something like that from me, but my impression of her was that her reluctance to come out and ask for the earrings back was due to her broken heart, not any desire to scare him.

			“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Tawfiq continued. “I don’t know how you did it, but being woken up by an invisible intruder is not going to endear me to your offer. If you’re at all invested in your own health, I would suggest you abandon any future plan that involves me in any capacity. Am I clear?”

			Tawfiq jabbed the phone and tossed it on his desk, and finally vacated his study.

			The lights on the main floor of the penthouse condo were extinguished and there was no indication Tawfiq had gone against the cops’ suggestion and armed his alarm, but I didn’t move for a long time. Tawfiq’s words kept running through my head. He was involved in something—something he wasn’t willing to share with the cops, since he’d made no mention of any potential suspects. Blackmail? Something illegal? His side of the phone conversation was too vague to even allow me to guess.

			One thing was sure, though—I wasn’t interested in being in this guy’s condo any longer. I slid the desk drawer open again with my gloved hands and grabbed the earrings, even though at this point, I was beyond truly caring about them, my client or my reputation. There would be other jobs...or there wouldn’t. For the first time in a long time, I thought that might not be such a bad thing. Maybe it was time for a change—a big one.

			If I had the guts to follow through.

		
	


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Meet me for coffee.

			I stared at Hudson’s text with a roil of emotions in my gut. On the one hand, it was an excuse not to go home to my empty, lonely apartment and dwell on shit. I’d spent the previous day alone in my apartment with my research and the ubiquitous whispers, and, call me whatever names you wanted, I wasn’t ready to expose myself to whatever it was again just yet. Even sitting in my parked car, with traffic humming along the road next to me, I imagined I could still hear them, nonsensical and enticing.

			Maybe it was nothing more than my imagination, but it still made me shiver.

			On the other hand, Hudson’s last words to me still stung. No regrets? Ha! Liar. I mean, he had to be lying, right? Because who wouldn’t regret losing his humanity to a manipulative asshole and nine months to bloodlust? Who wouldn’t regret hating what he’d become?

			The sting couldn’t outweigh the need to see him again, though. I berated myself for it, but decided not to pretend that I hadn’t been thinking about texting him even before his message came through.

			OK. Where do u want 2 meet?

			You text like my grandmother.

			I’m older than your grandmother.


			Ew. A pause, and another message popped up, containing an address and I’ll be there in 15.

			I was a bit farther away, so it took me twenty-five minutes to get to the little hole-in-the-wall...diner? Café? Eh, diner was probably more accurate, though I didn’t see a name anywhere, only a neon sign with a personified coffee cup happily smiling and steaming, a laminated poster of a huge plate of steak and eggs, and another poster featuring a hamburger platter and strawberry milkshake. The interior was a weird combination of diner, with vinyl seats and benches, and pub, with dark wood paneling on the walls.

			It was...unique.

			And filled with cops.

			A few heads rose as I stepped inside, probably expecting to see someone in a uniform instead of my scrawny ass. I had never been more thankful that my abilities meant I didn’t need to dress in all black to carry out my jobs unseen. Even in my dark wash jeans and blue button-down under a maroon sweater I felt as though I had Recovery Specialist tattooed somewhere.

			A raised hand caught my attention. Hudson, sitting at a booth...with a wide berth of empty tables around him. His choice? Or had his brothers in blue migrated away when he entered the joint? I still remembered what the cops at Amrita’s scene had said, and the vibe of suspicion they’d given off. I felt more than one watchful gaze on my back as I made my way toward his table. A mug of coffee was waiting for me, with what looked to be the right amount of cream.

			The small, unexpected gesture made my heart twinge.

			“It should still be warm,” Hudson said with a nod at the mug.

			“If it isn’t, it’ll go down faster.” I slid into the booth and wrapped my hands around the ceramic. “It’s good.”

			“Good.”

			“How’s your night been?”

			He shrugged. “We finally cleared Julia’s alibi. Everything she told us checks out.”

			“I told you—”

			“She didn’t do it. Yeah, yeah. I also started looking at the vampire angle.”

			“Oh?” I glanced over my shoulder, but the cops on the other side of the restaurant weren’t paying any attention to us.

			He leaned closer and his voice dropped. “You were right—according to my contacts, older vampires can move around in daylight.”

			“How old?”

			“About a hundred years.”

			I let out a low whistle. “That seems like something more people should know.”

			“Not too many vampires reach that age,” he said with a humorless smirk. “Remember—”

			“Animals. Right. Got it.” I leaned forward too, an automatic gesture, and tried not to notice how much closer it put me to him. I could smell his smoky, woodsy scent, blended in with the rich aroma of the mugs sitting between us on the table. It combined to remind me of mornings we’d shared, our breath tinged with coffee and cream. I shook myself out of the memories and refocused on the conversation. “So if there aren’t many older vampires around...”

			He scowled. “My contact wouldn’t give me a number. Or any names.”

			“Why not?”

			“I’m not exactly a popular guy.” He arched a brow.

			Oh—right. Because of the killing-his-band thing. “So how’d you get any info at all then?”

			“I walked into Lana’s bar and asked.” His smirk widened into a self-satisfied grin. “She used to be one of Pike’s regulars—not his girlfriend, but someone to fuck when he couldn’t find a human who interested him.”

			“Oh.” I couldn’t imagine needing to have sex so badly that you’d seek out a random hookup—even if it was more about food than sex—let alone have a backup reserved. Sure, I lusted after Hudson, but that was all about Hudson being Hudson, not just about the sex.

			“She laughed, told me I had balls, let it slip that I’d find out in eighty years or so if I could walk around in the sun again, and had one of her bouncers show me the door.”

			“So I guess a follow-up chat is out of the question.”

			Determination flared across his features. “If I need to, I will. But I doubt I’ll just be able to walk in again.”

			My gut clenched at the thought of Hudson getting into a fight. To find answers, I knew he would, but I did not want that. At all. “What about Raver?”

			I’d caught him off guard, judging by the jolt that ran through his body. “What?”

			“Raver.” I gave him an apologetic look. “I snooped.”

			“Of course you did.” He let out an exasperated sigh and drank some more of his coffee. Then he busied himself with looking over at the cops, but his gaze wasn’t focused—as though he wasn’t seeing them at all. Finally, he ran his hand over his face and sighed, turning his attention back to me. “Raver’s not a contact. He’s one of Pike’s lieutenants who wasn’t there that night.”

			“Oh.” My eyes widened. “Oh.”

			“He’s changed his name a few times, stays under the radar, and makes sure he doesn’t end up arrested, so there’s no good paper trail for me to follow.”

			I lowered my voice. “Is he...you know. After you? For revenge or—or something?”

			Hudson huffed out a breath. “To shake my hand, maybe.”

			“So he is after you?”

			“No. It was—never mind. He’s got no reason to come after me, and if he’s pissed at me, it’s only because I—” he glanced in the other cops’ direction and continued in a murmur “—killed Pike and the others first. But he’s someone who needs to be taken down.”

			That sounded suspiciously close to someone with an obsession, but I’d already suspected that, hadn’t I? Someone didn’t flood their personal study with maps and pushpins and case files because it was a hobby.

			Or hey, maybe they did. Maybe I was behind the times on hobbies.

			“Are you sure?” I ventured.

			“What do you mean, am I sure?”

			“Like...” I bounced my head back and forth, trying to keep my words casual. “Maybe he’s not appearing on your radar because he’s gone straight? Legit?” I frowned. “What’s the right lingo?”

			“This isn’t a fucking cop show. It doesn’t—”

			“Yeah, but you have certain jargon, right?” I put on my best pompous, official-sounding voice. “Place of residence, the suspect was detained—”

			“Please stop.”

			“Okay, but my point—”

			“I’ve only got flashes of memory from the months after I was turned,” he said quietly. “Half the time I don’t know if they’re actually real, because I have no ownership of the thoughts. I can see Pike’s lieutenants and Pike...drinking, killing. I can see myself—” His voice cracked and he slammed his mouth shut, his jaw flexing as he gritted his teeth together.

			Oh god. Suddenly all of Hudson’s reticence about me—the hot and cold interactions, the attempts to keep me at a distance—they all made sense. I’d clued in earlier that he hated himself, but it went so much deeper than that.

			He was afraid of himself. Of what he’d done, of what he could do.

			I grabbed one of his hands and squeezed it. “You weren’t you.”


			The cup of coffee held all of Hudson’s attention. “Just because you unknowingly break the law doesn’t mean you aren’t responsible.”

			“Well, yeah, if I don’t know what the speed limit is, that’s my problem. But entering into an altered state of being where your brain isn’t totally your own anymore? There’s gotta be a loophole that covers that.”

			“Oh sure. They teach that at the academy.”


			Okay, I had to admit that I was liking the bite and snark of the new Hudson. The edge, even the cynicism. As long as I got jokey Hudson too.

			“So Raver is a bad guy, is what you’re saying.”

			“And there’s no way he’s reformed. He was Pike’s second, and a lot smarter.”

			So Hudson went through hell in the name of the job and came out on the other side still on the job. Paid and unpaid, apparently. How amazing would it be to be that confident in who you were? For the longest time, I thought I was. But in the past week, everything I thought I knew about myself—who I was, what I wanted—was turned upside down.

			Was I overreacting with the thought that it was time to hang up my recovery specialist hat? If Hudson stuck with his career after all that...why shouldn’t I?

			Hudson nudged my hand. “I can hear the wheels turning in your brain. What are you thinking about?”

			“After...you know...what did you do?”

			“I took time off. Saw a therapist.”

			“A vampire therapist?”

			“A cop therapist. I had to dance around the truth, but it helped more than I thought it would.”

			“But you went back to the job.”

			“It was what I was meant to do.”

			“You didn’t think about finding something else?”

			“Wes, what’s going on?”

			The concern in his voice was what undid me. Sarcasm I could meet head-on with sarcasm, but concern? Nope. “I did a job tonight.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“It should have been simple, but I overlooked the motion detectors.”

			“Shit. Do I need to—”

			“No one saw me.”

			Some tension dropped from his shoulders. I was touched he’d even make a half-assed offer to help. “So? What’s got you all twisted?”

			“I scared a guy.” It didn’t sound like a big deal—I’d done more to Marissa, on purpose, than I did to Tawfiq. But she deserved the scare; Tawfiq hadn’t. “And I got to thinking...what the hell am I doing?”

			Hudson looked at me expectantly, silent, so I continued, “I know you’ve never agreed with my job, but I always felt like I served a purpose. I was helping people in a way no one else could.”

			Hudson’s expression clouded, but he said nothing.

			“I played in this morally gray area, I know that. I’m a thief—a thief with reasons, but—”

			“A recovery specialist.”

			“What?”

			“You’re a recovery specialist.”

			I grimaced. “But what if I don’t want to be one anymore?”

			I half expected him to simply say, “Then don’t be.” I mean, it was an easy answer, right? Plain as day. I could walk away from my clients—all I would have to do is delete the email address and change phone numbers. Again. It would take me ten minutes, tops, to erase Ghost from existence.

			But he surprised me. “You’re not asking about your job—you’re asking about you.”

			I sucked in a shaky breath and nodded.

			“If you’re not your job anymore, then who are you?”

			“Exactly.” Oh my god, he got it.

			“If you find the answer, let me know.”

			I let out the breath I’d inhaled in one big huff. “Some help you are.”

			He shrugged, but he was smiling, and I’d take that over the dark look he’d had earlier. “It’s one of the questions I asked myself after. If I wasn’t a cop, who was I? I wasn’t happy with the answer I had at the time, so I went back to being a cop.”

			Fair enough. I supposed it was something I was going to have to figure out for myself too. My friends could give me all the input in the world, but ultimately I was the one who had to live with the decision.

			My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of quick footsteps coming down the aisle toward our table. Hudson looked up and his face grew pale.

			“Shit,” he muttered.

			“Wha—”

			“Sorry I’m late.” A woman in a gray pantsuit slid onto the bench beside Hudson, breathing heavily enough to indicate she’d rushed here. She was about my height, had pixie-cut black hair, olive skin, and wide-set brown eyes, and wore an engaging smile that immediately put me at ease. She held out her hand. “Katrina Li. I work with Hudson.”

			“She’s my boss,” Hudson explained with a crooked grin.

			“Oh.” I shook Katrina’s hand. “Wesley Cooper. Wes is fine.”

			“Well, Wes,” she said as she sat back and cast a glance at Hudson, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’d say I’ve heard a lot about you, but that would be a lie.”

			I looked at Hudson, wondering how he was going to explain me. Even if he were out, “ex-boyfriend” wouldn’t work, because I seemed too young. I steeled myself for the “friend” designation.

			“My private life is private, Sarge.”

			“Not when you take off for coffee grinning like a moron, it isn’t,” she shot back with that happy, trust-me smile. “I thought you’d meet whoever-it-was at a nicer place than Stinky Dick’s.”

			I nearly spit out the sip of coffee I’d taken. “Is that really the name of this place?”


			“No. It’s Dickie’s. They stopped putting up a sign after it got stolen for the half-dozenth time. You get enough cops in here after shift, though...” She scrunched up her nose and waved a hand.

			I grinned. Okay, I liked Katrina Li.

			“So...details.” Katrina leaned over the table to look me in the eyes. Her smile didn’t waver, but it did grow sharper—as though she’d caught her prey and was now in the process of eviscerating it. “Who are you, what do you do for a living, how did you meet Hudson, are you two dating?”

			Uh...maybe I didn’t like her that much.

			“Jesus, Kat, back off. You’re going to make him run.”

			“Am I?” she asked, all innocence.

			Wait...wait wait wait. “Did you ask if we’re dating?”

			Katrina’s smile slid from her face. “That’s what this is, right?”


			“Wes is...” I waited for Hudson to finish that sentence, but he went in a different direction.

			“This isn’t a date, but it’s nothing to do with work, either.”

			I couldn’t hold it back any longer. “You’re out? Since when?”

			Katrina chuckled. “Since longer than I’ve been with the department.”

			“Oh.” Had the temperature of the diner dropped? I gratefully accepted a refill when the waitress came by with the coffeepot. I needed warmth.

			“Why do I feel like I dropped a bombshell?” Katrina muttered.

			“’Cause you kinda did,” Hudson said. “Bull in a fucking china shop.”

			The coffee did little to warm the ice lodged at the core of my being. Hudson was out. Hudson had been out for...ten years? Fifteen? It was hard to judge Kat’s age because of the energy she exuded, but she couldn’t be any younger than her late thirties—something further supported by her rank.

			The main point was that Hudson was out—and he’d never reached out to me to let me know.

			Yep, that was definitely a selfish thought, but considering why we broke up, I thought I could be forgiven for turning this revelation around to focus on me.

			Hudson sighed. “Well, thanks for ruining a perfectly good coffee break, Kat.”

			“Yeah. Uh.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sorry about that.”

			I’ll give her one thing—Katrina Li knew when not to push him. She got up, shot me a smile that was considerably dimmer than when she’d tornado’d her way into our conversation, and left the diner.

			“I can’t believe you’re out.” I leaned back into the creaky vinyl of the seat.

			For a minute or two, he was quiet. I could tell from the way his jaw worked and how intensely he stared at his coffee that he was trying to put his thoughts in order. “After,” he finally said, “I realized I couldn’t keep two secrets about myself. I tried to, but I started to crack.”

			I nodded and ducked my chin, suddenly battling a lot of emotion I didn’t know what to do with.

			“You okay?”

			I started to nod again, but stopped. “You know what? No. I’m not.”

			“Wes—”

			“You refusing to even set a fucking toe out of the closet, enough to put on paper that I was an important person, was what broke us up. And now you’re—you’re—” I squeezed my eyes shut, more than a little mortified to discover wetness on my lashes.

			“The world changed. The year 2000 was not 1985.”

			“Fantastic. Incredible observation, Sherlock. I’m surprised you’re not the fucking commissioner.” Christ almighty, he’d been out for nearly twenty years.

			He scowled. “I made the best decision I could at the time. I wasn’t ready.”

			“But when you did come out...” I paused, unsure if I wanted to continue.

			Him being him and knowing me—still—he already knew where I was going. “Why didn’t I contact you?”

			Teeth clenched so they wouldn’t chatter, I nodded.

			“Because I wasn’t the guy who picked you up in the grocery store anymore,” he said, his voice soft and somber.

			“You think I would have cared about that?”

			He snorted. “You absolutely would have cared about that. I wasn’t fun anymore. I wasn’t happy, I wasn’t excited about life. I didn’t want to go out unless it was to find a donor.”

			“And how was that different than before? You hated going out.”

			“But I did it. And once we got to the clubs, I enjoyed it.”

			“Not at the end.”

			“No, because work was stressing me out. And when did we start to have problems?”

			I glared at him. “Our problems were not because I was pissy that you didn’t want to go out anymore.”

			“You sure?”

			Oh, now I was mad. “You have no idea what it was like for me. Every time you walked out the door, I knew if you got hurt, I’d never hear about it. It was eating me up.”

			“You and I have very different memories of that time.”

			“Maybe we do. But I’ll tell you this—there’s one incontrovertible truth.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Being a cop was more important to you than being with me.”

			Hudson opened his mouth...and closed it before looking away.


			“Thanks for the coffee,” I said with a sigh, and pushed my way out of the booth.

			 

			I woke up midafternoon with a pounding headache and Lexi using me as a body pillow. It took me a few minutes of lying silently, motionless, as I simultaneously tried to convince my stomach it should stay where it was and attempted to remember what the hell had happened after I’d left the diner.

			Pretty sure there’d been whiskey—a lot of whiskey. And a blubbering phone call to Lex. I didn’t feel better, but I felt calmer, at least. Less inclined to dive for the bottom of a bottle to numb shit.

			Progress? Yeah, let’s call that progress.

			I kissed Lexi on the forehead and slowly extracted myself from her embrace so I didn’t wake her. Every movement was agony—I needed aspirin. Or ibuprofen. I staggered to the bathroom for medicine and a shower.

			Once I was done, I felt marginally more human. The process of making coffee helped, and by the time Lexi stumbled into the kitchen wearing her boy shorts and camisole and looking adorably bleary-eyed, I could actually smile at her.

			“I didn’t mean to wake you up.” I held out a coffee made how she liked it, sweet and light and lactose free.

			“You didn’t,” she said around a yawn. “Feeling okay?”

			I shrugged. “How incoherent was I last night, on a scale of one to ten?”

			“Eh, about a seven.” She grinned. “I think I got the gist of your trauma. Except I can’t figure out where the cat fits in.”

			“Cat? What the—” Oh. “No... Kat is his boss. She was the one who told me he came out years ago.”

			“That makes more sense. I thought for a bit that this old-new guy of yours was super kinky.”

			“Ew!”

			She dodged my hand as I swiped at her. “You are a messy, messy drunk, my boy.”

			“Ugh, I know.” I leaned over the counter and rubbed a fingertip against my temple. “It was stupid, but I was hurt and upset, and I thought I was—” I bit my lip.

			Some of the mirth slipped from Lexi’s expression. “You thought you were what?”

			“Hearing things,” I admitted. “Every time I’m home alone, I swear I can hear the whispers.”

			“What whispers?”

			“The ones from that—that—thing. That trap.”

			Lexi narrowed her eyes. “What trap?”

			Oh shit. I hadn’t told her. “I, uh...”

			“Wesley.”

			God, the full name. I had no defense against it, not when she said it in that tone. I winced. “The one I got lured into the night you broke up with Marissa?”

			Lexi glared at me. “Out with it. The whole story. Now.”

			I told her everything, including how Hudson was able to reach into the otherplane and somehow interrupt the thing’s hold on me. Sharing what happened felt good—but also terrifying, because there were so many questions that needed to be answered.

			“You should have told me right away. God, I could have been researching—”

			“You had enough going on with Marissa. I didn’t want to have you worried about this too.”

			“I’m your best friend. I’m supposed to worry about you. Have you ever come across something like that before?”

			“No, never. I’ve always thought of the otherplane as being static. Unchanging. It’s a place in between places—it doesn’t have elements belonging to it, you know?”

			“I’ll take your word for it. As far as I know, you’re the only being who’s able to access it at will.”

			“Right. Even ghosts don’t belong there—they’re biding their time until they figure out how to move on.”

			“Could it have been a remnant from—what was his name, Cyril? Could it have been left behind when Cyril died?” She finished off her coffee and held the mug out for a refill.


			“I didn’t see anything like that at Meredith’s murder scene.” I got up to refill her mug.

			“But you didn’t get close to the body there, either.”

			“No—and I had no urge to. This scene was different. I didn’t want to get close to the body, but then I heard the whispers and I had to investigate.”

			Lexi was silent as I handed over her coffee. “That’s weird,” she finally said.

			“No shit.”


			“I mean, you’re kind of weird in general. You break a ton of magical rules. But that? That’s weirder than words.”

			“Great. I feel better.”

			“Did the whispers speak to you?”

			“Uh...they were whispers.”

			“Yeah, but were they directed at you? Did you hear your name?”

			I thought about it, revisiting my memory of that moment. “I don’t remember words. Only...sounds. But the sounds meant something, and I thought if I got closer, I would understand them.”

			“Classic lure,” Lexi said with a nod. “So now we need to figure out if it was aimed at you or someone—or something—else.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like Cyril’s spirit.”

			It was my turn to be quiet for a moment as the implications of Lexi’s statement sank in. “Are you saying someone might have wanted to capture his ghost?”


			“And found a purely magical way to do it—no weird scientific foot-pedal contraption required.”

			“That’s not funny.”

			She sobered. “No, I know. Let me do some digging, and I’ll see if there’s a spell out there that needs ghost essences.”

			Honestly, I didn’t know what was more terrifying—the idea that this trap could have been laid specifically for me, or not. My phone started ringing and I frowned at the Unknown Caller ID. Normally I’d let it go to voice mail, but there was too much going on for me to ignore random phone calls. What if it was Hudson calling from an unlisted number?

			“Hello?”

			“Oh, praise be, you picked up.”

			“Iskander?” I frowned deeply. Lexi mouthed who at me and I shook my head. “How did you get this number?”

			“I need to talk to you.”

			“That doesn’t answer my—”

			“Urgently. Please, Ghost. I’ve got some information on the mystery meeting. You remember?”

			I did, and I didn’t like how out-of-control Iskander sounded. His voice was fast, jittery, like he couldn’t contain himself. Fear, excitement? I had no way to know.

			“Isk, I’m sorry, but when I cut off contact, I—”

			“I know. But—Ghost, I don’t know what to do with this. Okay? I—It’s not normal.”

			So much for Lexi’s assurances that whatever had affected Iskander couldn’t be magical. But then, “not normal” could mean a lot of other stuff too. There was a whole range of things between normal and magical.

			“What do you need?”

			A shaky breath cascaded across the line. “Fifteen minutes for a face-to-face. That’s it. I need to talk to someone about this and maybe find out I’m not crazy.”

			Blowing out a breath of my own, I gave Iskander the address of an indoor mall with a nice café in Yorkville. “Meet me there in ninety minutes.”

			“What the hell?” Lexi asked as I hung up.

			“Remember that client with the meeting he couldn’t remember?”

			Her eyes widened. “The one you cut off contact with? He hunted down your new number?”

			“Yep.”

			“And you’re going to meet with him?” She might as well have shouted are you fucking nuts?

			“Yep.” I sighed, knowing exactly where her worry was coming from. “He’s a good guy.”

			“But you thought he might have been influenced by this...whoever.”

			“Or I could be paranoid, and it could be that he’s stressed out and overworked.” I lifted a brow. “You said it couldn’t be magical.”

			“I could be wrong. What if the person who tampered with his memory is still influencing him? What if—”

			I put my hands on Lexi’s shoulders. “It’s a possibility, but... I don’t know. He sounded too freaked out to be faking it. You know?” She gave me an uncertain look and I squeezed her shoulders gently. “Don’t worry about me. If I see anything weird, I’ll ghost.”

			“You promise?”

			“Absolutely,” I said, wisely keeping to myself all of the things that might prevent me from slipping into the otherplane.

			I didn’t want to think of them, either.

			 

			The mall I’d directed Iskander to was a high-end one. Very yuppie. Wait—was yuppie even a thing anymore? Maybe “hipster” was the more up-to-date term. I tried to stay on top of these things so I didn’t sound my age, but the twenty-first century moved so damned quickly. Like I’d barely recognized “on fleek” as an actual bit of trendy jargon right as no one used it anymore.

			Whatever—yuppie, hipster, this place was definitely more upscale than I was. The stores were all brands I could splurge on if I wanted, but good god, I would never pay that kind of money for clothes. I’d probably scream if I dropped mustard on a shirt that cost five hundred bucks. Nope.

			The café was as on-trend as the rest of the mall. It eschewed such mundane things as walls, and used palm trees and other foliage to delineate its boundaries instead. I think the trees were even real. Whatever their origin, they made for a quasi-private setting that broke up sound nicely, which made this place a good choice for clandestine meetings.

			I ordered a drink and wandered the tables, trying to spot Iskander. After one circuit, I hadn’t found him. I consulted my phone and confirmed that the meeting time I’d indicated had passed five minutes ago. Weird—Isk was normally punctual.

			My gut fluttered, but I tamped down the hinky feeling. Traffic could be a bitch, but the ninety minutes I’d given him should have been plenty of time to get here from Mississauga. Even so, there could be any number of reasons he was running late—an accident tying up the 401 or the QEW, or maybe he couldn’t find a parking space.

			I did another round—fruitless—and sat down to have my drink. My gaze flicked between my phone—no messages—and my surroundings, but there was no sign of Iskander.

			By the time I finished my coffee, it was about five thirty. Iskander was a no-show. I pulled up his number from my call log and dialed it, preparing to leave a “Let me know you’re okay” sort of message. Except the line picked up.

			“Isk?”

			Silence.

			My heart rate ticked upward. “Iskander?”

			“This is the one known as Ghost, yes?”

			My breath caught. That was not Iskander—the voice was too deep, too rough, with a slight accent I couldn’t place. I clenched my phone, torn between hanging up and finding out what the hell was going on. “Yes,” I answered cautiously.

			“You should have helped us.”

			“I—What?”

			“There’s a present in the parking garage for you.” Laughter sounded over the line for an instant before the call disconnected.

			I leaped to my feet and ran through the thin, end-of-day crowd toward the parking entrance. If there had been more people, I would have ghosted, but the few shoppers provided no camouflage for my disappearing act. Someone shouted behind me, ordering me to stop, but I ignored them. I had no idea what the fuck Iskander had stumbled upon, but I prayed the “present” wasn’t what I thought it was.

			Please no please no please no.

			I raced around the level where my car was parked—nothing. I flew down the stairs leading to the lower level and burst out into a dim, echoing space. Only a handful of cars were parked down here and the lighting was sporadic at best. I slowed my steps, my self-preservation instinct warring with the need to find my client. Iskander was here, somewhere, but the person I’d spoken to on the phone might be as well.

			I tried to listen past the blood pounding in my ears, past the gritty sound of my own footsteps and my harsh breathing. Water dripped somewhere, adding to the abandoned feel of the space, and it smelled damp, musty, like no one had disturbed this area in years. Patently untrue, but that was what it felt like.

			I rounded one of the few cars on this level and saw what looked like a pile of rags on the ground behind an SUV.

			I rushed forward. I didn’t see the pool of blood until I stepped in it, and the noise I let out at the discovery was more animal than human. I knelt down and rolled Iskander over, and swallowed hard when I saw what had been done to him.

			His throat was slashed.

			I tried to shout, but I had to swallow first to wet my dry throat and mouth. “Oh god. Someone help!”

			A gurgling noise emerged from his ruin of a throat, a noise that would haunt me for the rest of my life. His eyes were open, locked on me, as he struggled to communicate something. His normally robust bronze skin was gray and pallid. His perfect pompadour black hair was sticky with blood.

			“No...hush. It’s okay,” I lied.

			I fumbled with my phone, smearing it with crimson, only to discover that I didn’t have any service in the underground parking level. “Fuck!” I tossed it aside and ripped off my shirt to press against the horrible wound to stop the bleeding. “Someone, please help! Help!”

			I screamed until my voice was hoarse—until Iskander stopped even attempting to move in my lap. It felt like days, but it was probably only minutes before footsteps pounded down the concrete toward me. A security guard.

			“Call nine-one-one!” I croaked.

			Paling, she nodded and yanked the walkie-talkie off her belt to summon help.

		
	


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The police interrogation—sorry, interview—room was intimidating as fuck. It wasn’t as big as what you saw on TV, with room for one table that was slightly too big to fit into my kitchen, and three chairs. A little plastic cup of water sat on it, near my left hand, untouched. Instead of the two-way mirror from TV-land, one of the upper corners sported a camera trained on me. If someone was watching a monitor outside, they’d be bored, because I couldn’t remember moving after I sat down.

			A blanket had been draped over my bare shoulders, but it couldn’t touch the cold that was down deep in my soul. Shock, the paramedics had said. They’d wanted to take me to the hospital, but I’d refused. If I’d known I’d be headed to the police station instead, I might have changed my mind.

			I didn’t know if Iskander was dead. Honestly, I was too chickenshit to ask. Also, if I opened my mouth, my teeth would start chattering, and I felt rigid enough, delicate enough, that it might end up with me splintering. Literally and figuratively.

			The door opened suddenly, but I didn’t move. Shock, my brain whispered again, dulling my reaction time. A suit walked into my line of vision—a brown suit, with a subtle checked pattern to the fabric. I looked up to find a handsome blond detective, oddly tanned, frowning at me. Someone was a sun worshipper.

			Unlike Hudson. I bit back a hysterical giggle. Oh shit, no. I couldn’t lose it now.

			“Mr. Cooper? Are you sure you don’t need to go to the hospital?”

			I attempted to pull myself together. “No. I mean yes, I’m sure.” I tugged the blanket more tightly around my shoulders.

			“All right. I’m Detective Ovesen, and this is Detective Dubois.”

			He nodded at the other person in the room, a black woman I hadn’t even seen enter. Her umber skin and naturally effusive brown curls were complemented nicely by a dark blue pantsuit.

			“Can you state your name for the record, please?” she said.

			“Wesley Cooper.”


			“Your date of birth?”

			“March 30, 1983.”

			From the brow Ovesen arched, I figured it might be time to update my identification. Thirty-five was the oldest I could pretend to be, looking like I did.

			“Good genes,” I explained.

			“I’ll say,” he murmured.

			“Can you tell us how you know the victim?” Detective Dubois continued.

			Okay—they were using the present tense, so that had to mean something, right? I inhaled shakily. “He’s—he was—a client. I broke ties with him a few days ago.”

			“What sort of client?”

			First Meredith, then the screwup at Tawfiq’s, and now this. The universe was expending a lot of energy to tell me it was time to hang it up. I could ignore it—defying the laws of the universe seemed to be one of the things I was best at. But did I really want to? Things had gone downhill quickly, and unsettling as it was to consider walking away from the career I’d enjoyed most of my life, it was also kind of a relief too.

			Huh. When had my job become a burden instead of a joy?

			Figuring out that answer would take time I didn’t have right now, but yeah—the truth was that I was ready to walk away.

			“I’m a recovery specialist.” At the detectives’ blank looks, I sighed. “A contract thief.”

			They exchanged glances. “There’s nothing in your record—”

			“If I had a record, I’d be a pretty shitty thief.”

			“So Mr. Hassan was a client? You’d stolen things for him before?”

			“No comment.”

			“Mr. Cooper—”

			I crossed my arms. “I’m not giving you details of my work that are irrelevant. I’ll confirm that Iskander was a client but that’s all.”

			“If it becomes relevant, however...”

			“Then we’ll see.”

			“Fair enough,” Ovesen said. “Continue.”

			“I’ve known him for about five years. He’s a good client, always punctual for meetings and payments. A good man.”

			“But you broke ties with him.”

			“He gave out a referral to a questionable client. When I called him about it, he couldn’t remember giving out the code. It was clear he’d become too stressed and overwhelmed by his caseload for me to rely on him for quality referrals.” I mentally crossed my fingers as I delivered the lie. Sorry, Isk.

			“Was he upset by that?”

			“No. He was very understanding. And bothered by his lapse in memory.”

			“So tell us about today.”

			“This afternoon, I received a call from him. He sounded panicked. Not himself. He said he had to speak with me, that he had information he wanted to discuss with me about the meeting he couldn’t remember. He sounded so desperate, I agreed. I asked him to meet me at the café in the mall, but he never showed.” I drew in a breath. “After about half an hour, I called his cellphone. Someone else answered.”

			“Did you recognize the voice?”

			“No.” My voice shook, but I couldn’t stop it. “It was male, accented. He said I should have helped them, and that he—they—whatever had left a present for me in the parking garage.”

			“Could it have been the questionable client?”

			“Maybe? There’s no way for me to confirm that—my only contact with them was through email.”

			“What did you do after the phone call?”

			“I ran into the parking garage.”

			“You didn’t think to call nine-one-one?”

			“No. I assumed the package was—was—” I clenched my teeth as my voice gave out, and then tried again. “I assumed it had something to do with Iskander and I didn’t think—I felt like I should rush.”

			The cops shared another look. “Okay,” Detective Ovesen said. “Let’s go over it again.”

			I bit back a groan and complied. Not like I had a choice—if I stopped cooperating, I’m sure they’d begin to find my work really interesting, and I didn’t want them to dig too hard there. Plus, I wanted to help. Other than Lexi—and maybe now Hudson—Isk was the closest thing I had to a friend.

			And that...was fucking sad, considering I spoke to him once a quarter. But I’d always liked the guy. Maybe I could chance opening up and letting him in.

			If he lived.

			Finally, the cops decided they’d heard my story enough times and closed their notebooks.

			“Is that it?” I asked.

			“I think you’ve given us all the information we need, Mr. Cooper. We’ll type up your statement for you to sign.”

			I blinked at one, then the other. “Am I under arrest?”

			Ovesen gave me a bland look. “For what?”

			I waved a hand at him, his folder, and the pad on which he’d written out everything I said. “Iskander’s...his...” Fuck it. “Is he alive?”

			“The last I heard, yes. He’s critical, and nowhere close to stable, but still alive.”

			All the breath rushed out of me and I collapsed forward against the table. Part of me—a loud part I’d been doing my damnedest to ignore—had been convinced that Iskander had died in my arms. I didn’t—I couldn’t have handled that. It had been bad enough to watch a stranger die and do nothing. If Iskander had passed while I screamed futilely for help...

			It took me a few minutes to realize that Detective Dubois was calling my name. “Mr. Cooper, is there someone we can call for you?”

			Yeah, but... “What time is it?”

			“Eight o’clock.”

			That seemed far too late and far too early all at the same time, but it was after sunset and that was all that mattered. I needed him. “Detective Hudson Rojas.”

			A pause. “You know Hud?”

			“He’s a friend.”

			That seemed to be enough of an explanation, because Dubois got me a coffee and sat with me while her partner went to call Hudson. I don’t know how much time passed before the door opened again, and I expected to see Ovesen with news about whether Hudson was on his way.


			What I saw, though, was Hudson. My lower lip quivered. He handed a paper to Dubois and she glanced at it before putting it on the table in front of me.

			“Your statement,” she said. “Read it over and then sign it, if there are no errors.”

			Concentrating on the words was nearly impossible, but I managed. I signed the form with a trembling hand.

			“He’s good to go?” Hudson asked Dubois as she rose.

			“Yes. Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Cooper.” She patted Hudson’s arm on the way out and closed the door behind her.

			I stood, my knees shaky and uncertain. Hudson didn’t waste any time in asking if I was okay. He walked around the table, his arms open, and I fell into them. He held me tight, how I loved to be held. How I needed to be held. What little strength and energy I’d managed to summon trickled away. Despite the thirty-three years of absence, my soul still recognized his as meaning safety.

			Stupid. But right now, I wasn’t going to argue it.

			“I told them I was a thief.” I hiccupped, and jerked back as a realization hit me. “Oh shit, I told them I was a thief and that I knew you. I’m sorry, I wasn’t—”

			“Shh, it’s okay.” Hudson pulled me in again, so my face was pressed against his broad chest. I turned to the side and closed my eyes, and reveled in the security of being in Hudson’s arms. “They’ll assume you’re an informant.”

			“With you hugging me like this?”

			“I turned off the camera.”

			I let out a shaky, uneven sigh. “You used to be a lot warmer.” Whenever he’d held me like this before, I’d sympathized with an oven roast. I mean, I hadn’t complained, but yeah, it had been hot. Now, not so much.

			“Yeah, well. Vampire.” He pulled back, but his gaze was kind and warm. “You ready to go?”

			I nodded.

			“Want me to call Lexi?”

			“She’s on nights this week.”

			“I don’t want you to be alone.” He held my gaze until I looked away, uncomfortable, and then he nodded. “Okay, two birds with one stone. You can keep Evan company.”


			“Evan?”

			“Evan Fournier. Formerly known as Vamp Junior.”

			Before he was finished talking, I was shaking my head. “No. No, no way.”

			Hudson narrowed his eyes. “What happened to helping him?”

			I shoved away from him and the blanket tilted off my shoulders to fall to the floor. I ignored it in favor of glaring at Hudson. “That was before he tried to eat me.”

			“And I apologized for that.”

			“He hasn’t.” Not like he’d had any opportunity. I hadn’t been back to Hudson’s since he pronounced himself regret-free. But still, it was the principle of the thing.

			Hudson raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “We’ve discussed what he can and can’t do. How some instincts need to be ignored.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“He’s a good kid. Quiet. Not as overwhelmed by everything as he probably should be. He’s not enthusiastic about this change...but he’s not rejecting it, either. Which, believe me, is a big deal. I’m spending as much time as I can with him, but...”

			“Work.”

			“Work,” Hudson confirmed with a sigh. It wasn’t difficult to read the guilt in his expression—it came out loud and clear as he looked at me hopefully. “I think he could use someone to talk to. Maybe sit with him? Watch a movie?”

			I gave in. How could I not? It was rare for Hudson to ask for anything, and I knew how much he hated and regretted what he’d done to the kid.

			“Call nine-one-one if he attacks me?”

			“No. You call me.” This time, when he smiled, there was more than a hint of fang.

			And fuck me, it was hot.

			 

			Hudson saw me to one of the guest rooms—the one that was supposed to be the master bedroom—then retreated to have a talk with Evan. I could hear the rumble of their voices, but I couldn’t make out the words and I didn’t care to. The bed looked so inviting, but it wasn’t even 9:00 p.m. Besides, part of the reason I was here was to keep Evan company.

			There was a tap on the door, and I realized I hadn’t moved since I’d entered the guest room. When Hudson reentered, he realized it too.

			“Shit,” he muttered, striding over to me. I thought he was going to hug me again, but he just put his hands on my shoulders. “Do you need me to stay?”

			I was so tempted to say yes. Maybe if he held me close again, I’d start to feel warm. But I shook my head. Hudson had work to do, and I couldn’t be selfish enough to keep him from it. I was wounded, but I’d recover. Give me a few hours’ sleep and I’d be good as new.

			Probably.

			Hudson’s thumbs swept over my muscles, the pressure feeling far better than it had any right to. He leaned forward and for a second, I thought he was going to kiss my forehead. Of course he didn’t. Bastard. I could have used that little gesture.

			“I’m a phone call away. Use Evan’s phone.”

			Right, because mine was a bloody, broken mess. “Okay.”

			“I’ll be home around four.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’ve got Netflix and cable—you guys can watch whatever you want. There are some sweats in the drawers, and Evan already had dinner, so—”

			“Hudson.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Go the fuck back to work.”

			His crooked grin made an appearance. “There’s a soaker tub in the en suite bathroom. Wine in the fridge.”

			Now he was talking my language. “Thanks.”

			I followed him out of the bedroom and I didn’t want my steps to hesitate as I spotted the figure slouched on the couch in front of the TV, but they did. Evan looked at me—and oh boy, the kid should never go to the casino with that face. He’d be taken for every last dime at one of the poker tables. His expression radiated misery. Loneliness, fear, sadness—it was all there for anyone with half a brain to read.

			“Hey,” he said softly.

			I couldn’t quite summon my voice, so I nodded and gave him what I hoped was an encouraging smile. From the roll of Hudson’s eyes, I suspected I didn’t quite hit the mark. He pointed silently at me, and then at Evan, before turning on his heel and leaving.

			Communication skills were not Hudson’s strong suit.


			“What the hell did that even mean?” Evan muttered.

			“Be good?” I arched a brow. “Sit, stay, beg?”

			“Woof.”

			“Good dog.”

			We shared a smile—but mine dropped away as I noticed Evan’s fangs were down. “Uh...” I flicked a couple of fingers in his direction. “Are you—”

			He found the points of his teeth with his tongue and sank deeper into the couch. “Sorry. Hudson says it takes a little while for them to retract all the way. One of the reasons I’m stuck inside for now.”

			“Oh. Okay.” I didn’t want to ask about the other reasons. That wine would be excellent about now. “I’m...gonna get a drink.”

			Evan’s sigh let me know he saw right through my excuse.

			Despite the hitch to that start, the next couple of hours progressed...well, easily might be overstating it. I had a quick shower to get the dirt and grime off while Evan cued up a movie on Netflix—some rom com I hadn’t heard of. I sat in one of the armchairs wearing borrowed, oversize sweats and divided my time between watching the TV and watching Evan. If Evan noticed—and he’d have to be blind not to—he didn’t say anything and remained motionless while the film played.

			He was a nice-looking kid, except for the miasma of sadness that surrounded him. He had curly light brown hair that cascaded around his face and ears in a poofy sort of halo, blue-gray eyes that were kind of dull at the moment but I suspected could spark like icy fire, and a prominent nose that kept his face from being too pretty. He was taller than me but not much broader—the guy needed to eat more.

			About halfway through the movie, Evan spoke up, his voice tremulous. “Is something wrong?”

			I made sure to stare hard at the screen. “Nope.”

			“You sure?”

			“Definitely.”

			“Okay.” A few minutes passed—during which I might have glanced at him once or twice—and he sighed. “I know the fangs are freaking you out, but I can’t do anything about them.”

			Well, now that he’d reminded me of them... I swallowed. “It’s fine.”

			“I can smell your fear, you know.”

			Not fucking cool. I leaped to my feet, and Evan flinched—which made me want to apologize. Which, in turn, pissed me off. Why should I apologize? I wasn’t the one who’d done anything wrong. I’d been trying to help him, and he’d attacked me. Mitigating circumstances, sure, but still. He had attacked me, not the opposite way around. I was perfectly justified in being wary. And where was my apology?

			That should have been the first damned thing out of his mouth.

			Throwing a glare his way, I turned my back and went to the kitchen. My skin crawled, demanding I keep my eyes on the predator in the room, but for once I ignored my self-preservation instinct. I was too pissed off to look at him for even another minute. Grabbing the half-finished bottle of wine from the fridge and my glass, I shot over my shoulder, “I’m going to have a bath.”

			I’d showered to get clean, but there was nothing like a hot bath, wine, and music to soothe the soul.

			Evan’s soft “Okay” ratcheted up my annoyance that much further.

			I moved back into the hallway where I could see into the living room. “The door will be locked, so don’t get any ideas.”


			That made Evan fold in on himself, which filled me with a dark satisfaction. Yeah, it was petty, and I was being a shit, but hell, if Evan’s actions could be explained away with mitigating circumstances, so could mine. I retreated to the master suite and the soaker tub Hudson had pointed out, which proved every bit as soothing as I’d hoped.

			The last of the wine helped too.

			I didn’t get out until my skin was pruny and all of my muscles were about the consistency of melted butter. Crawling into bed sounded amazing, but as I opened the bathroom door I noted how silent the house seemed. I couldn’t hear the TV or any movement.

			With a groan, I pulled my abandoned sweats back on, unwilling to investigate the house wearing nothing more than a towel. A few steps down the hall confirmed that the TV was indeed off, and Evan was nowhere to be seen. He wasn’t in the kitchen, or the dining room, and not in the second bedroom on this floor or Hudson’s study. That left the downstairs bedroom. I ran into the basement, the first tendrils of panic edging through me. I didn’t even knock, but typed in the code and slammed the door open.

			Empty.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			Okay... I could be panicking for nothing. It was probably fine. Maybe he’d needed to stretch his legs. Vampires still had to exercise, right? I’d call Hudson and ask. Simple.

			Except—fuck, my phone.

			A quick circuit of Hudson’s house confirmed he didn’t have a landline. And Evan’s phone was, presumably, with Evan.

			Okay—okay, Wes, think.

			I could try to find a payphone to call Hudson...assuming there was even a phone booth around. Trying to track one down would waste time if Evan was in trouble and not out for a walk. I could go to one of the neighbors’ places and ask to use their phone? Except it was well after midnight. Knocking on their door at this hour would freak them out and draw attention to Hudson, which he didn’t need.

			I could go to bed and pretend I hadn’t noticed. Evan was an adult. He could make his own choices.

			Except my last words to him had insinuated he was a monster, hadn’t they? What if that was what prompted him to leave?

			God, I was an idiot. Of course that was what prompted him to leave. It had been clear from the moment I saw Evan tonight that he wasn’t in the best of headspaces, and then I threw that dig at him?

			“Such an asshole,” I muttered to myself.

			There was only one solution. I had to haunt Evan, and maybe I’d catch up to him before he did something monumentally stupid. If I could haunt him. I’d only known him for a short period of time, so there was no guarantee I’d be able to find him. But if I didn’t try, and something happened...

			I closed my eyes and focused on the one thing that stood out to me about him—his sorrow. I didn’t think the emotion originated in his sudden transformation, since Hudson had said Evan wasn’t overwhelmed by the whole vampire thing. Something must have happened to him before he’d encountered Hudson that damaged him, and sometimes that kind of darkness lanced so deep it would never leave. Things would heal around it, hiding it, but it would never truly be gone.

			Something I knew from experience.

			I inhaled and pushed—harder than I’d had to do with Hudson, because I didn’t know Evan. The otherplane opened, welcomed me, transported me—and I stepped into an alley that looked a lot like the one where Hudson bit Evan. Dim, dank, horrible, with the bass beat of the club barely contained behind a closed, nondescript metal door.

			And with its own vampire-prey combo.

		
	


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Fatigue slammed into me and I staggered, and the sound of my stockinged feet skittering against the gritty pavement drew Evan’s attention. His eyes glowed in the darkness, and his fangs had fully descended, which made me realize how not descended they’d been earlier. The man he had pressed up against the brick wall writhed against him, lost to the erection trying to burst out of his way-too-tight jeans, and maybe something else. Something pharmaceutical? He definitely seemed to be in a different world from the rest of us.

			“Go away,” Evan growled, and it was a growl—more animal than human.

			I held my hands out to my sides. “Just want to talk,” I said, careful not to use Evan’s name. No matter how far gone the guy Evan had pinned might be, I didn’t want to risk a name getting lodged in his memory.

			“Talk,” Evan scoffed. “Now you want to talk? After you spent all night looking at me like I was a—like I was—”

			“It was shitty of me.”

			Evan laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “No it wasn’t. Look at me. You were absolutely right to be afraid.” He slid the pad of one of his thumbs against his fang, drawing blood, then sucked the digit into his mouth.

			He turned his attention back to his prey, who was looking at him with wide black eyes, pupils blown. The guy moaned, tilting his head back against the wall. Evan focused on the long, bared neck, and his mouth opened slightly, as though he were about to start drooling.

			“Wait—”

			He bit.

			Fuck. Oh fuck. It was like the night with Hudson again. I darted forward, but I knew I couldn’t pull Evan off, not unless I wanted his prey to suffer the same fate he had. And if that happened—

			I was pretty sure that whatever was left of Evan Fournier would be long gone then.

			He took no more than a couple of drags before disengaging, licking the wounds, and spitting the blood out to the side. He stumbled back. The guy crumpled against the wall, and I rushed forward to check on him. The bite marks on his neck had stopped bleeding and looked like enthusiastic hickeys. He blinked bleary eyes at me, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t actually seeing anything.

			“So fuckin’ good,” he moaned.

			Right. Awesome.

			Evan crawled to the other side of the alley and sat with his back against the wall. From the defeated look on his face, I didn’t think he was moving anytime soon.

			I hooked the guy’s arm over my neck and lifted him to his feet. It wasn’t easy—particularly since the haunting had already drained what was left of my strength from my shit-tastic day—but I managed to get him back inside the club. It didn’t take much to get the attention of a bouncer and hand the guy over to him with a vague explanation that I’d found him out back. Then I stepped into the otherplane, through the back wall, and emerged in the alley next to Evan.

			“Let’s go,” I said, appearing beside him.

			He didn’t startle, but he did look up at me with a puzzled expression. “What the fuck are you?”

			“Long story.” I grabbed his arm and yanked him up. Luckily, he worked with me and even though he stumbled, he managed to keep his feet under him. “Can you walk?”


			“Yeah.”

			“Then c’mon.”

			I started off toward the mouth of the alley and got no more than a few steps ahead before Evan jogged to catch up to me. Once I reached the street, I picked a direction at random and started walking.

			We’d gone about two blocks when Evan said quietly, “It didn’t even taste good.”

			“What, the blood?”

			“Hudson keeps telling me I’ll get used to it, but...” He wrinkled his nose. “Not so much.”

			“No?”

			“It’s like having unsweetened shredded wheat without any milk.”

			“Gross.”

			“Right?” He sighed. “I thought maybe a live human donor would—But no. It wasn’t any better.”

			“You, uh—you didn’t seem to have any problem with mine.” I cast a glance at him out of the corner of my eye and wondered if this was the issue Hudson had hinted at. Had my magic-filled blood spoiled Evan for regular blood?

			“No, yours was awesome. Like chocolate cake and rum and sprinkles and cinnamon sugar all rolled into one.”

			I was going to count that as a yes, he was spoiled. Shit.

			He took a deep breath. “But I was wrong to have attacked you. I’m—I’m so sorry about that. Hudson understood and he said you did too, but I should have said that earlier.”


			Well, there was my apology. And didn’t it make me feel like crap. Here was this kid who’d had his life turned upside down—largely because of me—and clearly had preexisting issues muddying up his brain. And what do I do? Rub his nose in it.

			“I’m an asshole,” I told him.

			“No, I—”

			I held up a hand, and noticing we were right near a small park, led him over to a bench. I sat down and felt more than a little pleased when he sat beside me.

			“I’m an asshole,” I said again, turning and bending one leg so I faced him. I brushed gravel and dirt off the bottom of my sock. “I shouldn’t have said what I did tonight. Or watch you like I did.”

			“You had every right—”

			“What, to kick you when you were down?” I grimaced. “No, I didn’t. No one does.”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“It does.”

			He braced his elbow on the back of the bench and leaned his temple into his hand. It was a defeated, tired posture, and it made him look achingly young and incredibly old all at the same time. “You didn’t have to come looking for me.”

			“Of course I did.”

			“I wasn’t going to hurt that guy. Er—well, I didn’t intend to hurt him. I was going to have one taste of a live donor, and then...” His eyes slid away from mine. “Then I was going to watch the sun come up.”

			I stilled.

			“Hudson told me the sun doesn’t make us burn up, but young vampires don’t have the tolerance for any UV light. It puts our system into shock and...” He shrugged. “Originally I was going to step in front of a train, but I’m not sure that would work anymore.”

			“Evan,” I breathed.

			“Kind of ironic that Hudson picked me that night,” he said quietly. “Of all the guys in that club, I was probably the only one celebrating my last night. What was supposed to be my last night.” He smiled but it was a sad, empty expression. “Drink a lot, fuck as many guys as I could, and then when the sun came up, jump in front of a train.”

			Bile burned my throat and my voice cracked. “Why?”

			“Have you noticed I haven’t called anyone? Or that there’s been nothing about my disappearance on the news?”

			I hadn’t, but I assumed he’d called someone while I wasn’t around.

			“Because there’s no one to call. No one to report me missing. No one to miss me, no one to wonder where I went, nothing. No one to give a single shit about me.”

			“I do. Hudson does.”

			“No, you don’t. Hudson’s taking care of me because he’s obligated to keep people safe. And he feels guilty as fuck for what happened—I can see it in his eyes whenever he looks at me.”

			I winced, because he wasn’t wrong.

			“You’re here because Hudson asked you to be. Don’t try to front that either of you actually cares.”

			Hearing my motivation laid out so bare—I won’t lie, it hurt because it was accurate. Up until now, I hadn’t given much thought to Evan as a person, and yeah, that made me a shitty human—or whatever. He’d been Vamp Junior, a thing, a creature who existed because of a mistake—my mistake, Hudson’s mistake—and all I wanted to do was pretend he wasn’t real. Despite everything I’d said to Hudson about making things better, deep down I hadn’t really bought into my own words. Or considered that Evan was a breathing and, yes, living being who needed to feel connected to the world.

			He needed a friend. Someone to listen.

			And I needed to grow the fuck up.

			“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “But I’m here now, and I’ll listen to every word you want to say.”

			He looked at me, and then away, and I thought my offer was too little, too late. But his shoulders slumped and he brought his legs up on the bench, and started to talk.

			It was like listening to someone narrating a story that could have been in an anthology next to mine. Not exactly the same, but with enough similarity between the themes to make me shiver.

			Evan was from a small town in the British Columbia interior. He had what sounded like an idyllic childhood. He’d spent his summers hanging out with his best friend, Donovan, and when they hit puberty, their friendship changed. They shared their first kiss and their first fumbling forays into sex. As Evan spoke, it was clear how deeply his feelings for Donovan ran—for the first time, I heard brightness in his voice, which made me realize what a truly darkened version of Evan we knew.

			Donovan and Evan both got accepted to the University of Toronto, the perfect escape from their small town. Evan’s parents weren’t happy about it, and during an argument, Evan impulsively told them he was gay.

			They kicked him out.

			Been there, done that. My heart ached for him.

			But Evan and Donovan left that all behind. Their first year in Toronto was good—they had a decent apartment off-campus, classes were enjoyable, they made friends, and they settled into big city life easier than Evan thought they would.

			Then Evan got word that his dad died.

			He used the money that was supposed to pay for his next semester to get back to BC. But it was a fruitless gesture—none of his family, including his mom, acknowledged him. When he returned to Toronto a short time later, the shine and sparkle had worn off. He dropped out of school and found a shitty job. He didn’t want to go out, so Donovan started going out without him. Slowly but surely, Evan’s world diminished.

			Depression was an asshole.

			The kicker came two months ago, when he was laid off, went home early, and found another guy in the apartment he shared with Donovan. Evan wiped at his cheeks with the heel of his palm. “Turns out Donovan had been fucking other guys for about a year.” He sniffled loudly. “I had given him so much and all he had to say when I confronted him was that I’d stopped being fun.”

			So Evan left. He couch-surfed for a bit, but he hated imposing on his friends, and nothing seemed to be improving. That’s when he came up with his plan. One last night of out-of-character debauchery and he’d end it.

			I grabbed his shoulder. Hard. “No. That’s not how this is going to go.”

			He rolled his shoulder, trying to dislodge my hand, but I refused to release him. “You don’t get a say in—”

			“Yeah, I do, because I’m now your goddamned best friend. Got it? You and I are going to be fucking attached at the hip from now on.”

			Evan stopped struggling. “You don’t have to sound so angry about it.”

			“I’m not angry about it. Or you. I’m angry at the world.” I inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “I’m angry that this shit still happens.”

			“Can’t change the world,” Evan said.

			“No, but sometimes I scream at it. Makes me feel better.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Not here, though,” I said, eying the houses bordering the park. “I don’t want to have to explain to Hudson why we were arrested.”

			Evan followed my gaze, then looked back at me, mischief in his eyes. “Hudson’s bedroom is soundproof.”

			I nodded. “Let’s go.”

			 

			We screamed until our throats were raw. We screamed until our voices were nothing more than croaks, and all that would come out after that was laughter at our shared ridiculousness.

			To think the world could have lost this kid.

			We collapsed side by side on top of the duvet and when I felt Evan’s hand reach for mine, I didn’t pull away. There was absolutely nothing sexual between us—Evan didn’t seem interested in me that way, which I was thankful for. I didn’t need that added complication. It was bad enough dealing with my attraction to Hudson. I was so totally not used to feeling like that about anyone.

			“I want to make this work.” Evan’s voice was raspy and hoarse.

			“Hmm?”

			“Being a vampire.” He rolled his head toward me and offered a small smile. “If I’d gone through with my plan, that would have been it. No do-overs, no opportunity for second thoughts. This? It’s my second chance. I don’t want to waste it.”

			I squeezed his hand. Second chances—I knew all about those. I was living mine. “I died in 1933.”

			His smile fell away. “That’s, uh. What?”

			“You mentioned second chances, and...” I blew out a breath. “I just want you to know you’re not alone, okay? You and me—we’re lucky. So lucky.”

			“You’re not a vampire, though...right?”

			“No.”

			“Tell me what happened?”

			I sat up and folded my hands in my lap. Looking at my fingers was easier than looking at Evan as I told him how I’d gotten kicked out for kissing a farmhand I wasn’t even attracted to. I’d just wanted to know what it was like. “I was sixteen, and I ended up moving from town to town, trying to find work. When the Depression hit, things got rougher. Harder. I managed to get some steady work in a town that seemed to be doing okay, and that’s where I met Michael Aster.”

			Big, broad-shouldered Michael. He had medium-brown hair a little too long on top with sun-bleached streaks. And glasses—the glasses were what intrigued me. They gave him a scholarly look at odds with his muscular build.

			Our romance built slowly. I first ran into him on his parents’ farm, and we chatted. Then, on a rare free day, I saw him at the library. We talked some more and just...clicked. After that, we saw each other as often as we could, and eventually, he kissed me.

			Unlike my first kiss with the farmhand, that kiss was seared on my brain. I suddenly understood what men meant when they spoke of the women they’d been with—the desire, the want. I hungered for Michael, for his kisses, for his touch. Thinking about him made me ache.

			“We fell in love, so damned hard, and made so many promises. How we’d run away together, how we’d live as bachelors somewhere no one knew us—in one of the big cities to the east.”

			“Like Toronto?” Evan asked with a smile.

			“Like Toronto.” I sighed. “Deep down, I knew none of it would come true.”

			And I’d been right. Michael’s parents announced he was going to marry the daughter of a rich farmer. My heart broke when I heard the news. I wanted to talk to him about it, but Michael refused to see me for two weeks. Then he asked me to meet him during the day in an empty store in town.

			“I walked in and he had—had two guns.”

			“Oh shit.”

			This was the part I hadn’t told anyone. Not April, not Lexi, not Hudson. They knew Michael had killed me, but not the details. No one needed to know, not until I’d met this kid whose story was so similar to mine.

			I swallowed and fought hard not to fall completely into the memory. “He said he knew only one way he could get out of marrying Martha and we could be together.”

			“You agreed.” Evan grabbed my hand and held on.

			“We got all set up...except I couldn’t pull the trigger.” I closed my eyes. “So Michael did.”

			“And did he...”

			I blinked away tears. “No. I don’t... I don’t know if it was all a ruse, if he wanted to get rid of me so I couldn’t tell anyone what we’d shared, or if he was in shock after shooting me and that’s why they found him standing over me, or if he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger, like I couldn’t.”

			And I’d never know. Michael hung himself while awaiting trial.

			I tried not to think about it—the details, the true circumstances. If I let it, not knowing the truth—the fact I’d never know the truth—would eat me alive. It almost had.

			“So you were dead. Like, dead dead?”

			“As a doornail.”

			“Holy shit. Then how did you—”

			“Michael’s sister. She was a witch.”

			Michael was a rare male child in a matriarchal family of witches. He didn’t have any magic but his sister April did. She hadn’t been able to accept what her brother had done and, by her own admittance to me later, she’d become obsessed with restoring my life. She’d researched, and researched some more, then cast the spell that brought me back. It hadn’t been without cost—it weakened her constitution considerably, and she never completely recovered, which was the main reason her first and only pregnancy was so difficult. But every time I’d told her I wasn’t worth the price she paid, she smacked my ear. She’d been the one to hold me together when the questions Michael left behind overwhelmed me. When I confessed to her a few months after she brought me back that Michael and I had been lovers, she simply nodded and told me she’d suspected as much.

			I still missed her.

			Evan held my hand even harder than before. “So, you said I’ve got you? You’ve got me too. We can be a family of freaks.”

			“Family of freaks.” I smiled and let the humor and warmth in his words chase away the crappy memories. “I like that. I like that a lot.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			“What the—”

			I cracked open a bleary eye at Hudson’s imposing form in the doorway. Evan was a little spoon to my big spoon, warm and cozy and comfy, and if Hudson woke him... “Shh.”

			“‘Shh’?” He came into the room, his movements less than graceful, but at least he’d lowered his voice. “I said to keep him company, not—” He waved a hand at us.

			“We’re cuddling,” I whispered.

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“What?”

			“I expected you to be friendly, not jump straight to foreplay,” Hudson whisper-shouted, his arms crossed and his expression thunderous.

			“Honey, you’ve gotten too used to back alleys if you think this counts as foreplay.”

			The only response I got to that was narrowed eyes.

			I sighed. “It’s platonic. We’re wearing underwear, and—you know me.”

			A smidgen of the tension in Hudson’s frame eased, proving he did know me. “Nothing?”

			I held his gaze. “Not for him.” I swept the covers up from behind me, and patted the mattress. “Come here.”

			He hesitated, but his eyes were filled with longing and I thought for sure he’d capitulate—right up until he threw a hand in the air and strode out of the room. His stomping feet sounded like a herd of elephants rushing up the stairs, but the noise didn’t wake Evan. After a moment of arguing with myself about the lure of the warm, comfortable bed versus a grumpy vampire needing reassurance, I lurched out of bed and followed Hudson upstairs.

			I found him in the guest room I’d stayed in, pulling the shades down, and paused in the doorway. “Will that be dark enough?”

			He looked over his shoulder. “A bit of indirect sunlight won’t hurt. It’s not going to reach the bed, anyway.”

			“You can go back to your bedroom, if you want. I can sleep up here.” To support my words, I moved over to the bed and crawled in. It lacked something to cuddle, but this bed was otherwise just as comfortable as the downstairs one. I closed my eyes.

			I fully expected Hudson to retreat to the basement but after a few minutes I felt the covers tugged back and the mattress dip. I was shocked when he did his best impression of an octopus and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close.

			Not that I was complaining.

			“You bonded, I take it?” His words tickled my ear and I caught a hint of his toothpaste—I must have lost more time than I thought, if he’d gone downstairs to brush his teeth.

			“Yeah.” I needed to tell Hudson the whole story, because he had a right to know how on the edge Evan had been. Maybe still was, though I think our heart to heart helped. I hoped it did, anyway. But in whispers before dawn was not the time. “He’s so alone, Hud.”

			Hudson nuzzled the spot beneath my ear. I wasn’t sure he knew he was doing it, but god, I’d take it. Being held in his arms, feeling like I was treasured—it filled something in me I hadn’t realized was empty.

			“He’s not alone,” Hudson murmured. He was talking about Evan, but there was an unsaid layer to his words.

			You’re not alone, either.

			 

			When I woke up, I knew exactly where I was and exactly whose arms were around me. I’d gotten up a couple of times to use the bathroom, because I had the bladder of an elderly man even if the rest of me looked like a college student. Each time I crawled back into bed, enjoying the heat Hudson emitted—enough to keep me warm but not enough to make me overheat—he pulled me close and held me tight.

			So waking up with my face mashed into his chest and our legs intertwined was not a surprise. The fact that I was rubbing my morning wood against his thigh? That was a little more shocking.

			But damn, it felt good.

			Okay, no. I had to stop. He was still asleep, and rubbing one out using his incredibly hard and muscular thigh with the perfect amount of rough texture—no. Bad Wes. Consent. Gotta have it. I forced myself to stop and pull away—

			Only to have Hudson’s hand clap my butt and haul me back to where I’d been, my erection drilling into his leg.

			“Hud?”

			He grunted and pressed on my ass to get me humping again.

			I was only so strong.

			A moan escaped me as I rediscovered my rhythm, and all thoughts ceased, overwhelmed by the pleasure cascading out from my groin. I masturbated when I felt like it—not particularly often—and release always felt good. Except I’d forgotten how much better it felt to share this with someone.

			I couldn’t stop myself from nuzzling Hudson’s chest, rubbing my nose through his wiry hair. It was thickest between his muscular pecs, and I all but dove into it. He smelled so good—warm and earthy. Eventually my lips and teeth danced to one side to find his nipple, which I bit and sucked until he grunted again. His hips thrusted, hard, looking for friction, and I circled his boxer brief-covered dick with one hand, giving it to him.

			After that, it was a race to the finish. I kept licking and sucking the nipple I could reach, though what my mouth was doing became much, much less important than what my dick was experiencing. Trying to kiss Hudson was impossible, because of our height difference—it would break the rhythm we had going. My body shook, trembling on the precipice of release. I rubbed harder against Hudson’s thigh—harder—

			Then one of his fingers brushed against my underwear-covered hole, and that was it. I came, hard enough to steal my breath, hard enough to steal my vision. Hell, hard enough to steal the world. Everything around me ceased to exist—except Hudson, going rigid against me and letting out a low, almost pained groan as he climaxed too.


			The inside of my shorts was squishy, and cleaning up wouldn’t be fun, but damn. Worth it. I smiled and sneaked a finger past the waistband of Hudson’s underwear, wanting a little taste.

			Except he abruptly rolled away, taking not only his physical warmth but the pleasant afterglow I’d been nursing. I lifted myself up on one elbow. “You okay?” I asked, my voice pitched normally.

			“I’m good.” Hudson shot me a quick smile that didn’t reach his eyes as he made his way to the bathroom. Quickly.

			Almost running.

			I flopped onto my back and stared at the ceiling. Well, fuck. That didn’t go as planned. Not that I’d had a plan. I frowned. Did I need a plan for this, whatever this was? I wasn’t a planning guy. But maybe...maybe with Hudson I’d need a plan.

			For starters, I could figure out what the fuck I was thinking. Humping Hud’s leg without even a hint of conversation about whether we wanted to renew our physical relationship? Yeah, he’d wanted it, and I’d wanted it, but years of experience had taught me that wanting didn’t always equal right. And by Hudson’s reaction...

			Crap. Crap, crap, crap.

			 

			After Hudson left for work the next night, Evan and I headed out. We needed to get my car from the mall’s parking garage, and if I could find a cellphone place open late, a new phone for me. But first on the list of things to do was visit Lexi at work, because she hadn’t heard from me since I’d left to meet Iskander.

			No sooner had Evan and I stepped out of the elevator on Lexi’s floor of the hospital than I had an armful of angry-crying best friend.

			“You’re an asshole.” She squeezed me tight, and then pulled back to smack my upper arm. “What the hell? Why didn’t you text me back? I saw the news about the guy getting stabbed at the mall where you were meeting your client and—”

			I rubbed my arm—Lexi had a hell of a swing—and gave her an apologetic look. “It was my client. I found him.”

			Some of the fight and ire drained out of her. “Oh, Wes.”

			“You know anything? Is he okay?”

			“I’ll find out. What happened?”

			I gave her a summary of events—Iskander’s attack, how my phone had met its end, getting questioned by the cops, and staying at Hudson’s. With Evan. At that point in the story, I swung my arm over Evan’s shoulders and tugged him close.

			“Evan?” Lexi’s brow wrinkled as she eyed him. “What?”

			I cleared my throat and said under my breath, “Vamp Junior.”

			Evan shot me an annoyed look. “Really?”

			“Maybe we should take this talk out of the hall, huh?” Lexi said with a smile.

			She told her colleague she was taking her lunch a few minutes early and we headed out to the hospital’s front lawn. It wasn’t any more private than the hall, since a number of other hospital employees, visitors and patients seemed to think enjoying the mild late May night was a great idea, but street noise ensured our conversation stayed between the three of us.

			“Vamp Junior,” Evan muttered.

			“I had to call you something.” I bumped shoulders with him, and he bumped me back, so I took that to mean I was forgiven.

			Lexi eyed Evan with her medical-professional face on. “How are you holding up? Everything you’ve been through—it can’t be easy to adjust.”

			He shrugged, though I didn’t think it was ennui powering it—more shyness. “I’m okay. Better than I was before I met Hudson.”

			“Oh?” Lexi cast me a raised-eyebrow look. “That’s, uh...”

			“Life was shitty.”

			“I guess, if becoming a vampire was an improvement.”

			“It’s not so bad.”

			“Well, if you ever need someone to talk to, hit me up. Wes has my number.”

			I bit my lip. “Um...”

			“Oh, right. Your phone. Someday you need to memorize your contact list.”

			“Why bother, when I can just have you reprogram it for me?” I gifted her with a wide, bright smile, and she squinted at me, even as her lips twitched.

			“You don’t have any problem with the lock combinations at Hudson’s,” Evan pointed out.

			Sheepishly, I pushed up my sweater to reveal the numbers written in ink on the inside of my wrist.

			Lexi snorted and gestured for Evan to hand over his phone so she could enter her contact information. He did with a sort of bemused look on his face. I knew exactly what he was feeling. Lexi didn’t so much slip into your life as cannonball into it.

			“There. All set. Text me, call me, whatever.”

			He gave her a tentative smile as he tucked his phone away. “Thanks.”

			We paused at the edge of the lawn and with the cessation of movement, the chilly wind made itself known. I was glad I’d pulled on a hoodie before we’d left Hudson’s, and doubly glad I’d made Evan do the same.

			Lexi turned to face me, checking her watch. “So, my research. I couldn’t find anything on spells that have ghosts as a component. There were, like, zero hints on the TWW. I chatted with my virtual coven and we all agree that if there is such a spell, it’s buried, and for good reason.”

			Evan held up a hand. “Sorry—sorry. But did you say coven?”

			I nodded. “Remember April? The witch who brought me back? Lexi’s her great-granddaughter.”

			“Oh. Sure. Right.” He smiled, but it was a bit shaky. “Sorry. I’ve never met a witch before.”

			“Don’t worry.” Lexi had an evil gleam in her eye. “I only turn people into toads when they really piss me off.”

			Evan’s smile slowly fell away.

			Before I could reassure him, Lexi chortled. “It’s a joke, just a joke.” She patted his arm and turned her attention back to me. “So yeah—using a ghost for a spell, someone’s soul or a piece of someone’s soul...it would be like sacrificing a living person.”

			“Jesus,” I whispered, and glanced up at Evan. He hadn’t quite recovered from Lexi’s humor—he was pale, paler than usual, and his hands were shoved in his hoodie’s pockets. “Sorry, kid, you’re not having the best introduction to the paranormal world, are you?”

			“Like yours was any better,” Lexi said softly, brushing a hand over my hair.

			Evan squared his shoulders. “I can handle it. Whatever it is. You’re gonna fill in the blanks for me, right?”

			I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my lips. Evan had said he wanted to make this new life work, and he was definitely doing that. “Sure.”

			“Wes, if you hear any more whispers on the otherplane, ignore them.” Lexi caught my hand. “Promise me.”

			“Done.”

			“Good.” She shivered. “I’ve gotta head back in. Be good, boys.”

			I laid a hand on her arm to halt her movement back toward the door. “Wait—something else for you to look for. Hudson confirmed that vampires older than a hundred can be up and about during the day.”

			Lexi’s eyes widened. “Really?”

			“Apparently. But his contact wouldn’t give him any information beyond that.”

			“Okay—I’ll see what I can dig up.” Her eyes were already taking on that faraway, I’ve got research to do! sort of look she got when a magical problem presented itself. I swear, Lexi would live on her computer if she could figure out how to monetize those skills. Not that she hated nursing, but she’d confessed to me one night that it was too mundane. She used her magic when she could, but healing energy was not an easy ability to master—and there were ethical issues too. People consented to normal medical treatment, not spells.

			“Have a good rest of your shift,” I said as she started walking away.

			Lexi turned and walked backward. “Get a new phone!”

			We started back to the parking lot where we’d left Hudson’s beast. Neither of us spoke. I wasn’t sure why Evan was quiet, but me? My brain was trying to sort all of the information Lexi had shared into something I could use...and failing. I hoped Hudson was having better luck with the threads he was investigating. We had an unknown vampire killing people, and I had no idea how to even start to track him down. The anomaly I’d seen over Cyril’s body had no discernible connection to all of this, and Iskander’s attack? How did that tie in, if it did at all? My gut said it didn’t—it was an unhinged asshole who was pissed off I wouldn’t work for him. But hey, good call on my part, because fuck, my self-preservation instincts had been on the ball there.

			“Can she really turn someone into a toad?” Evan asked suddenly.

			“No.” I reconsidered. “Maybe.”

			“Think I could pay her to visit my asshole ex?”

			I grinned. “Probably not, but hey—there’s always Christmas.”


		
	


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Dawn was the faintest blush at the horizon when Hudson returned home. To his home, I mean. It wasn’t my home, as much as—

			Yeah, not going there.

			I could have gone back to my apartment, but I told myself I didn’t want to leave Evan alone. Also, there were the whispers. I wasn’t convinced they weren’t just a figment of my imagination, but I didn’t feel up to chancing it. I was still worn out from the events of the previous day, and...

			Okay, all excuses aside, I preferred being in a house with someone else in it.

			Evan had already retreated to the basement bedroom—I guess little vampires had to go to bed early, like little kids—when Hudson flopped into one of the chairs with the beer he’d retrieved from the fridge. He looked more rumpled than usual, as though he’d run his hands through his hair frequently and pulled at and retightened his tie more than once over the course of the night.

			“How was work?” I asked.

			All I got in return was a grunt. Hudson tipped the bottle back, downing half the beer in a few swallows, and then let out a belch.

			“So attractive,” I deadpanned.

			He didn’t say anything, but slouched in the chair and laid his head back. “Work sucked. I spent the night walking around Cherry Beach, talking to everyone I could find.” His voice dropped to a mutter. “My feet are sore.”

			I chuckled, because Hudson being all grumbly and a little whiny was cute. “Did you learn anything?”

			“Not a damned thing. Cyril’s loft was far enough from the main traffic areas that no one saw anything.” He lifted his head for another drink. “We questioned his agent again—and managed to corroborate her alibi, so she’s eliminated as a suspect. She couldn’t tell us anything about strange people in his life—”

			“AKA someone who might be a vampire.”

			He tipped his bottle in my direction in acknowledgment. “Right. We’ve checked the security footage from the cameras outside the front entrance of his building—nothing. No fingerprints, no forensic evidence on Cyril’s body beyond the wounds themselves, nothing to tie his murder to Meredith’s.”

			“Other than the fact they both attended a series of charity parties.”

			“So did fifty other people, and they’re still alive. And yes, I’ve got someone working through that list. Nothing worthwhile yet.”

			“Okay—what about the fact that there’s no evidence?”

			“I can’t use a void of evidence as evidence, Wes.”

			“Not officially, no. But a vampire murderer at one crime—weird—and the otherplane anomaly at the other—even more weird—is pretty good unofficial evidence that they’re connected.”

			“Not really.”

			I made a dismissive noise. I thought they were—but that was probably why I wasn’t a detective. “Are we going to talk about this morning?”

			Another grunt, another swallow of beer. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

			“Oh?” This should be good. “You don’t think so?”

			He rested the bottle on the arm of the chair. “It was a—a normal reaction to waking up in bed together.”

			“Was it?”

			“I wasn’t offended or anything that you got off on my thigh.”

			I glared. “I’m happy to hear that. Considering your hand was on my ass to encourage me.”

			“Yours was on my dick.”

			“After you grabbed me and pressed me up against your—”

			His phone rang. “Rojas.” His expression darkened at whatever the person on the line said. “You sure? What time is it?” he asked, even as he consulted his watch. “Fuck. No. No, I can’t... No, I can’t slap on long sleeves and extra sunblock, Kat. You want me puking all over the crime scene? Coming down with a case of not-breathing? Name and address... No, I’m not attending... Fine. Name and address, please, Sarge.” He had on his crooked grin as he jotted down whatever Kat was telling him in his ubiquitous notebook. Finally, he tapped his pen against the paper. “And his name is on the list of the charity event?... Yeah, I figured. Thanks for the call.” He hung up and looked at me with a brilliant smile. “Wes.”

			Uh-oh. There was a flare of excitement in my gut at the idea of a potential new clue, but an image of the last crime scene tamped it down. “Stop right there.”

			The smile died away. “There’s been another murder.”

			“This is Toronto. Of course there’s—”

			“It has a lot of similarities to Meredith’s and Cyril’s. Member of high society, upscale digs...”

			Damn it. I would never wish for someone to die, but the fact that someone had might be the break this case needed. But still...the effects of haunting Evan dragged at my energy and made me cautious.

			“Did I mention that this guy’s name appears on the same invitee list as Meredith’s and Cyril’s?”

			Yep. A clue. I scrubbed my hand over my face and decided just to be honest with him. “Evan disappeared last night. I had to haunt him.”

			“The teleporting thing?”

			“Yeah. I found him having a snack.”

			“Shit.” Hudson drew out the curse, tension ratcheting through his body. “Is he—Did he—”

			“Everyone’s fine. Your son’s a picky eater.”

			“Not funny.”

			I needed to tell him more about Evan’s depression, but now wasn’t the time. “Haunting is hard. I’m tired. And now you’re asking me to go to a crime scene—when the last one I was at, I almost got sucked through the otherplane.” I bit my lip. “Hud, I want to help, I swear. But I’m not gonna lie... I’m fucking terrified.”

			He looked at me for a long moment, and I could see him weighing the pros and cons in his head. Eventually, he grimaced. “I need you to be there.”

			Of course he did. Because the job was always going to be more important than me. Had I thought our little groping session this morning meant that had changed? God, I was an idiot. He’d told me himself it meant nothing—when was I going to start believing him?

			I pushed up from the couch and brushed my pants. “Fine. We’ll discuss my bill tonight.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			I scowled. “Favors are fine and good when they’re being repaid, but I’m not seeing any reciprocation here.”

			Hudson narrowed his eyes. “Seriously? You’re going to bill me?”

			“You’re getting paid for your work. Why shouldn’t I?”

			“You’re unbelievable.”

			“Why, because I think I should be compensated for—”

			“No, because you’re pissy that I’m asking you to do something you don’t want to do. So out comes the ‘Wes doesn’t give a fuck’ attitude.”

			Righteous anger bubbled up, bringing with it a shitload of sarcasm. “Oh, totally. Sure. That’s why I’m pissed.”

			“Do you think I like the fact that I have to ask you this? That I can’t attend the scene myself?”

			“Do you think I like the fact that no one’s going to be there to save me from another trap?”

			“You know what to look for and what to avoid. You’ll be fine.”

			“You’re using me.”

			Hudson’s brows dropped low, but he didn’t refute my accusation.

			“Even if it puts me at risk. I’m a convenient tool.” I let out a huff of humorless laughter. “A convenient body in bed.”

			He wilted slightly. “Wes—”

			“We had sex this morning—”

			“We rubbed one out on each other. That’s not—”

			“It is totally sex. We gave each other orgasms. After thirty-three years, we gave each other orgasms. And you can’t even stick around long enough to say anything about it?”

			Hudson wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I—”

			“You know I don’t do casual sex. You know what this morning meant.”

			“It shouldn’t mean anything.”

			Was that statement more for me, or him? “Goddamn it, Hudson, I’m sick of the hot and cold.”

			“Yeah,” Hudson muttered. “Me too.”

			When nothing more was forthcoming, I swallowed hard and headed for the door, grabbing the page with the address on it as I walked by him. “Fuck you.”

			 

			I was glad Evan and I managed to retrieve my car from the Yorkville mall, since I hated relying on cabs. And Uber or Lyft or whatever the ride-sharing service was du jour—they were weird. What happened to “don’t accept rides from strangers”? Mind you, without a phone, those services were out, anyway—and I’d forgotten what it was like to try to find an address without GPS.

			It sucked.

			Rosedale was an even nicer neighborhood than Forest Hill, where Meredith’s house was located. The curvy road that led through the heart of the area was flanked on either side by stone walls and iron gates protecting enormous mansions. All the properties seemed immaculate—from the road, anyway. Like anywhere else, there were probably plenty of secrets and lots of dirt to be found behind closed doors.

			As it turned out, once I was in the correct area, it was easy enough to find the murder house. Just look for the flashing red and blue lights. I slowed down, like any good rubbernecker, but continued past without stopping. I turned down a side street a few blocks away and parked the car before referring to Hudson’s note again.

			Shawn Cartwright. Age 55. Owner of three car dealerships, producer of “Canada’s Scariest Roads” TV show.

			Oh hey. I’d seen that reality show. It wasn’t bad.

			The rest of Hudson’s notes were sparse. Apparently Mr. Cartwright was married with two grown kids. The family had been out of town on a trip, but Cartwright had to return to Toronto for a reason that wasn’t yet clear. The housekeeper found his body as she arrived at the house early that morning. No details on how the guy died, and I was okay with that. This time, I was going to stay far away from the body.

			The otherplane welcomed me like an old friend. I made my way through the neighborhood back to the Cartwright mansion quickly. I slipped through the mansion’s walls—always a weird sensation—and emerged in the kitchen.

			Cops were everywhere, their forms fuzzy and indistinct. I recognized Kat’s silhouette in the dining room, speaking to someone seated on one of the chairs around the large wooden table. Listening in for a few seconds, I determined this was the housekeeper, and she didn’t have much useful information for me.

			Most of the cops seemed to be moving in and out of the back sunroom’s French doors, and one glimpse told me why—the dead body on the patio stones surrounding the in-ground pool. I glanced at him and looked away, unwilling to have yet another image of a corpse seared into my brain. Shards of glass around him sparkled in the rising sun, and there was so much blood, it didn’t even look red but deep and dark and black.

			The snippets of conversation I caught helped me piece together what I was seeing. Apparently Shawn had been pushed out of a second-story window. A closed second story window. I couldn’t even wrap my mind around the amount of strength it would have taken to do it.

			Thankfully, I saw no weirdness hovering over Shawn’s body, and no whispers invaded my brain. Letting out a slow breath of relief, I refocused on the interior of the house.


			It was all marble and white walls and columns, décor that made Meredith’s elegant place look positively cozy in comparison, and Cyril’s chaotic even in its neatness. The Cartwright mansion was sterile and cold, and hardly deserved the term home. The art on the walls was classically themed, the furniture chosen because it was ornate and over the top, and nothing had any personality beyond “a lot of money was required to buy this.”

			I was seeing a pattern in each of the murder scenes—every victim had a home dripping with abundant illustrations of their wealth. Maybe the murderer was trying to make a point?

			I wandered through the rooms on the first floor but saw nothing interesting, not even in the two offices located at one end of a long hall. Knowing next to nothing about Shawn Cartwright and his family, I had no way to tell if anything was out of place or missing or...weird. What did Hudson think I was going to find? The only time I’d been remotely useful was when I’d actually witnessed Meredith’s murder—and even that was debatable.

			As always, thinking of Meredith’s death brought with it the guilt I hadn’t yet assuaged. I paused at the bottom of the stairs, and a cop walked through me—only to halt with a full body shudder before he moved on. I didn’t want to be here, and I might not be useful, but it was something. I was doing something. And whether or not I found anything, it was worth the effort just in case I did.

			Fuck Hudson for being right. Again.

			I trudged upstairs, suspecting it would be more of the same as on the first floor—a whole lot of nothing—but I wasn’t willing to leave the job half done. Unlike Meredith’s place, with its collection of unused bedrooms, most of the bedrooms on this floor exuded the sense of being lived in, or at least used more frequently. None of them had much personality, but that was par for the course with the rest of the house. I avoided the master bedroom and its rash of cops—that must have been Shawn’s exit point—and instead went to explore the loft entertainment room.

			It overlooked the dining area and sported a big-screen TV and more comfortable-looking furniture than anywhere else in the house. The far wall was covered in bookshelves holding rows upon rows of classic hardcovers, from Beowulf to The Illiad to more contemporary fare like Farley Mowat, Margaret Atwood, and Nora Roberts, to an entire set of Encyclopedia Britannica. Old school.

			I was about to turn away when something pinged my brain. I looked more closely at the second shelf of encyclopedias and frowned. Even when books were pressed tightly together on a shelf, there was some indication of space between them. Not the case with this row. All of the covers seemed...attached to one another. Like they were glued together? I checked the other shelves to confirm that I was seeing something odd, and yep...the other books had some give between them that was missing from the second encyclopedia shelf.

			But why?

			Maybe they were hiding something. They could be a front for a secret cubbyhole, but I couldn’t risk moving things around from the otherplane, not with a roomful of cops a few doors down, and I certainly couldn’t manifest even for a short time for the same reason.

			But I could stick my head through it.

			Not that it would get me much information, but I’d be able to sense if there was space there that shouldn’t be. I could pass that info to Hudson, who could then figure out how he was going to “discover” it for himself.

			Taking a deep breath, I bent over and stuck my head into the row of encyclopedias. All light was cut off and I tamped down on my instinctual panic. It had taken me a long time—years of doing it—to get used to the feeling of merging through solid mass, like a wall. It offered no resistance, but it felt thicker, like moving from dry winter air to humid summer air in one step. It screamed across my nerve endings as wrong-odd-strange, and I’d had to master the art of not panicking whenever I did it. Which was why I always counted my steps—it was a reminder it would end.

			This time, there was only the slightest brush of thicker air—three steps—until suddenly there was space. And...a nightlight?

			Holy shit. A secret passage.

			Yeah, that was the back of the bookshelf behind me, as best as I could tell. A set of steep stairs led downward, the way polka-dotted with faint LED glow nightlights, the sort that emitted very little light and required almost no energy to run. How to keep your secret passage conveniently illuminated without drawing attention to it. I headed down, and it was bizarre to know I was probably encased in the bulkhead between the foyer and the dining room. I stayed in the otherplane to make sure no one could hear my movement.

			The stairs emerged into a room in the basement. The lights that had guided my steps down the stairs were continued into this room, but the larger space made them less effective. Still, I could see enough to make the hair on my arms stand on edge. There appeared to be no other points of entry and the room was completely tiled, ceiling to floor, with a drain embedded in the center.

			So...they...washed stuff off in here. It was...some kind of washing room. With shelves sporting weird figurines. And a pattern in the tiled floor that looked like a pentagram?

			Yeah, they washed stuff off in here all right.

			You couldn’t be close to a family of witches for generations without picking up a bit about their craft, even if I’d tried to keep the paranormal at arm’s length. Their biggest rule was that whatever you put out into the world—good or bad—you got back, and Lexi and her family took it very seriously. The formal spells I’d observed used a lot of the same trappings I saw here, but they always felt welcoming. In contrast, this room wasn’t giving off a cozy fuzzy feeling. The presence of the pentagram didn’t mean it was good magic that happened here—it was merely a tool to focus magic and intent.

			But the fact that the room was tiled, for easy clean-up, I assumed? Not a good sign.

			Magic that required sacrifices—as Lexi had said, that shit was the darkest of the dark, and no one would admit to practicing it.

			But was it truly possible that I was standing in a sacrificial room? Was it possible that Shawn Cartwright—or someone in his family—was a practicing dark witch?


			As the thoughts spun in my brain, I realized something kept drawing my attention to the other side of the room. I moved closer, careful not to step on the pentagram etched into the floor. On one of the shelves, there was a...void. I wasn’t sure how else to describe it. It was as though something had imprinted itself on the otherplane but was no longer there in the living plane. I could almost make out what it had looked like—its shape and size. The edges were blurry and indistinct, as though I was seeing a visual echo of an object.

			What the hell?

			I took another step closer—

			And a hand fastened around my neck.

			“I see you, little ghost.” The voice was deep, dark, and seemed to fill the otherplane. I grabbed the hand squeezing my throat—only to realize that whatever had grabbed me wasn’t on the otherplane. I couldn’t touch the hand, as though it was the ghost instead of me.

			The person—no, the creature—had a form like I’d never seen. Darker even than a vampire’s, and without the jagged edges, it was human-shaped, but at the same time monstrous and enormous, as though it were expanding the longer I looked at it. But what I truly couldn’t comprehend was that it was reaching through the planes.

			Hudson had reached into the otherplane and dragged me out of it, like a bear slapping a fish out of the water. This? Restraining me on the otherplane while existing in the living plane?

			Not possible. Not fucking possible.

			“Little ghost, how have you managed to elude me? How did you escape my trap?” The hand on my neck increased its pressure for an instant. “Answer me.”

			“I don’t know,” I rasped.

			“Nor do I,” it admitted. “You are an exquisite creature, aren’t you?”

			I tried to dig my fingernails into the hand that held me, but they slid through without impact. “Let me fucking go!”

			“Now that I’ve finally caught you? Not a chance.” It chuckled, the noise harsh and rasping against my ears. “It will hurt when I drag you back into the living plane. Go ahead and scream—I promise no one will hear you.”

			“The cops—”

			“Are busy with the present I left them upstairs. I decided to remain here on the off chance you would appear, as you have with every other scene.” The creature’s thumb stroked the skin under my ear, but I still couldn’t latch my fingers on to it. Goddamn it. “And what is your interest here, hmm, little ghost? Or should I call you little thief?”

			My lungs were burning. My neck too. If this creature—whatever it was—managed to kill me in my ghost form, did that mean I would truly die? For real?

			“No answer? It doesn’t matter. We’ll have plenty of time to talk.”

			It started pulling me into the living plane. And it was right—it hurt. I’d never been forced between the planes, with the exception of Hudson grabbing me—but that had been quick, and I’d already been in pain, so maybe that’s why I didn’t feel this sort of agony. Moving back and forth had always been under my control, by my choice. Either plane had always welcomed me. Now it felt like the living plane was rejecting my presence. Or maybe it was rejecting the creature who had me at its mercy, and I was caught up in that.

			I had to do something now, before the pain rendered me senseless. I couldn’t break free of the thing’s hold—it was stupidly strong, stronger even than Evan had been after drinking my blood—and I couldn’t dig my metaphorical heels in to stay in the otherplane.

			That left one option.

			I tried to relax and called to mind thoughts of Hudson. How he’d looked sitting on the chair with a beer, complaining about his sore feet. His grunts as we’d fooled around for the first time in thirty-three years. His smoky cedar scent, the rasp of his chest hair on my skin, his crooked smile, his wider, special smile that crinkled the corners of his not-quite-the-same-but-still-wonderful eyes.

			I exhaled. I sensed movement around me, a roar of frustration—

			But I couldn’t remember inhaling again.

		
	


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“Wes! Goddamn it, Wesley! Breathe!”

			I sucked in a huge gasp of air, enough to make me start coughing, and opened my eyes. I barely focused on Hudson kneeling beside me, his brown eyes turned golden and his fangs down, before my eyes slid shut again.

			I was safe.

			 

			The next time I woke, it was with a familiar figure in bed beside me. Not Hudson—Lexi. I recognized the scent of coconut oil that was always present when she wore her microbraids. The memories of how we’d ended up cuddling in bed again were fuzzy—in fact, I was fuzzy. Like my brain didn’t want to work and my body wasn’t keen on the idea, either. I didn’t have a hangover, but I felt...slow.

			I was about to tuck my nose into Lexi’s neck and go back to sleep when I spotted Hudson in a chair in the corner. What the hell was he doing in my bedroom?

			Wait—I didn’t have a chair in my bedroom.

			“Hud?” I said—or tried to. My voice came out as little more than a breath and an unintelligible croak.

			I might as well have shouted for the reaction I got from both Lexi and Hudson. In an instant, they were both awake, hovering, asking me questions on top of questions, enough to make me want to slip into the otherplane and hide.

			Maybe my form flickered, because Hudson instantly shut up and pulled Lexi back too. “Stay with us,” he pleaded.

			Lexi retrieved a glass of water from the nightstand and held it out to me. I sat up and accepted it, stunned that my hands were shaking even from that minute bit of exertion.

			“What happened?” I whispered.

			Lexi sat on the bed beside me while Hudson continued to hover next to it. She brushed a strand of hair from my forehead and glanced at Hudson. “We were hoping you could tell us.”

			“I’m hurt?”

			“Yeah.” Hudson’s voice was low and growly. His eyes were lighter than usual, dancing on the edge of turning yellow, though I didn’t know why. “You went to check out the newest crime scene, remember?”

			Blood and glass in the sun... “I remember.”

			Sort of. It was like viewing a movie. I felt detached, not only from my memories, but from the world. Except I knew I wasn’t in the otherplane, because I could see all the features of Lexi’s face—her intense hazel gaze, the slight frizziness of her microbraids. Same with Hudson—the lines around his eyes seemed to be deeper than before.

			“Can you tell us what happened?”

			My hands started shaking. Not the small trembles of before, but full-on shaking I couldn’t calm or control. Lexi rescued the glass and set it aside, while Hudson moved around to the other side of the bed, climbed in, and pulled me close.

			“I’ve got you,” he rumbled. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			Hudson apologizing twice in the span of a week? New record.

			“I don’t—I don’t know—” A small, humorless, almost soundless chuckle escaped me. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

			Lexi pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Shock, trauma, exhaustion. You’ll be okay. You need rest, that’s all.”

			“Close your eyes, Wes.” Hudson’s breath fanned my temple. “I’m right here.”

			I did as he said, and let his warmth chase away the quivers.

			I didn’t remember falling asleep.

			 


			I bolted upright in bed. “Hudson!”

			As soon as his name left my lips, I couldn’t remember why I was calling out. It didn’t matter—he was there anyway, gently guiding me back to horizontal, holding me, murmuring softly. I couldn’t hear the words, not yet, but the tone of voice was all I needed. Soft, calm. Whatever had my heart pounding fast enough to fly from my chest, it wasn’t real. Hudson wouldn’t be so subdued if we were in danger.

			“Okay? Okay, Wes? You with me?”

			I clutched at his hands on my chest and nodded.

			“Bad dream?”

			It must have been, but the images in my head were gone like so much fog burned off by the sun. I relaxed back into Hudson’s arms. Part of me thought it should be weird that he was here and I was leaning on him as though it were 1984 again, but it wasn’t. It felt as natural as breathing.

			“How long?” I asked, because I had a vague sense that more time had passed than it would seem on the surface. I remembered waking up a few times, and talking with Hudson and Lexi, drinking some water and broth, but the conversations were dreamlike things. This time, I felt more present. More aware.

			“Two days.”

			“Two—Holy shit.”

			“Pretty much, yeah.” Hudson chuckled, but there was no humor in the sound, only fatigue. “You seem more coherent.”

			“Have you—You haven’t been here the whole time, have you?”

			Hudson cleared his throat. “Yeah. Had to be.”

			I pushed away from him and spun around—as best I could in bed—to face him. “But—work!”

			He shrugged, and if I wasn’t seeing things, his cheeks got a little rosy. “I had days I was owed, and, well, work isn’t everything. Kat’s the lead for the murders anyhow.”

			I stared at him, shocked speechless.

			“Stop looking at me like that.”

			“It’s...” I shook my head, unable to find the words. “What did you tell them?”

			“The truth.” Before I could screech what? at him, Hudson continued. “That my boyfriend was very sick with the flu and he had no one else to look after him.”

			Very deliberately, I lifted my arm and pinched the inside of my elbow.

			“What’d you do that for?”

			“I had to make sure I’m not dreaming. You taking time off work because your—your—”

			“Boyfriend.”

			“Your boyfriend is sick?” I squinted at him. “You can’t possibly be Hudson. You’re a pod alien.”

			“Ha. Funny.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“So am I.”

			“But... I’m not—”


			“No,” Hudson said on a ragged breath. “Maybe not. But it sounded better than ex-boyfriend. And—I couldn’t leave you alone. Not after I convinced you—” He swiped a hand over his face, shifted away from me and got out of bed. “C’mon. I’ll make you something to eat. Think you can handle a shower on your own?”

			Oh, eating sounded good. Great, even. A shower sounded even better. My limbs were shaky, but not so much that I worried they wouldn’t hold me. “Yeah.”

			“Have a shower, then. Join me in the kitchen when you’re ready.”

			I made my way to the bathroom and felt validated when my knees held me up without too much protest. After a couple of days of lying in bed, I did not smell nice. Wrinkling my nose, I stripped out of my underwear and turned on the shower. The water pelting my skin felt amazing—comforting and cleansing all at once. With a sigh, I closed my eyes—

			“I see you, little ghost.”

			—and remembered.

			 

			I cupped my hands around my mug of coffee, needing the grounding warmth of the ceramic. Lexi and Evan occupied the other two seats at Hudson’s kitchen table, and Hudson leaned his butt against the counter as he sipped from his own mug of coffee. He was doing his best to give off a casual air, but I could see the lines of tension in his face. Lexi kept fiddling with her braids, a sure sign of agitation. And Evan just looked flat-out worried. He had no poker face.

			“It held you in the otherplane?” Lexi said.

			I nodded.

			“It stood in the living plane, but reached into the otherplane, and held you there. By the neck.”

			“Yes.”


			Frown lines bisected Evan’s forehead and he rubbed his arms as though he was chilled by my words. “That’s fucked up.”

			“What it is, is impossible,” Lexi said. “Sorry, but there’s no way—”

			“Clearly there is, because it happened,” I said.

			“You must be remembering wrong.”

			“Hudson reached into the otherplane and yanked me out of it.”

			“That’s different. That’s like—like—” Her gaze rose to the ceiling as she sought a metaphor. Or simile. I always got those two mixed up. “Like whipping your hand through a flame. You can do it if you have to, but you can’t sustain it without pain.”

			Hudson tipped his mug in Lexi’s direction. “It’s true. Grabbing you out of the otherplane wasn’t fun.”

			“But you did it,” I pointed out. “What’s to say that someone else hasn’t practiced and managed to find a way to reach into the otherplane for longer than a few seconds?”

			“But why?” Lexi countered. “What would be the point? There’s nothing in the otherplane, except for the occasional spirit.”

			“Maybe it comes back to that idea you had, that the anomaly at Cyril’s murder was a trap for ghosts in general and not me in particular.”

			“No,” Hudson stated in a flat voice. “Whatever this...thing is, it seems pretty fucking fixated on you.”

			He was right. The—the lust in the thing’s voice still resonated in my memories. It wanted me. It coveted me. I shuddered. “But it didn’t have the same shadow form as you, so it wasn’t Meredith’s murderer.”

			Hudson arched a brow. “How accurate do you think your view of the living plane is from the otherplane?”

			“Uh...” I glanced at Lexi for backup, but she gave me a shrug. “Pretty accurate?”

			“You sure? Because you didn’t realize my shadow form matched the killer’s until Cyril’s place, right? And you’d seen it...what, three times before that?”

			“That doesn’t count. Your shadow form was the same as a human’s until you vamped out.”

			“My point stands. You thought you were seeing a human from the otherplane, but you weren’t. You weren’t seeing everything.” His voice softened. “Eyewitness accounts, even from people we trust, can’t be relied on.”

			I swept a hand through my still-damp hair. “Fine.”

			“Regardless,” Lexi cut in, “we have an unknown creature focused on Wes. One that’s able to hurt him even when he’s in the otherplane.”

			My coffee definitely didn’t seem warm enough anymore. “Plus a secret room in Shawn Cartwright’s mansion with a missing arcane artifact.”

			They all stared at me.

			“Uh...” I bit my lower lip. “I mentioned that, right?”

			“No,” Hudson growled.

			I gave him an apologetic smile and shared the details about the hidden passage and tiled room. In return, he gave me a narrow-eyed glare as he moved into the other room to make a call—probably to give Kat the head’s-up. Yay for “anonymous” tips.

			“How’d you know it was missing?” Lexi demanded, gesturing at me with her hands like, come on, give it to me.

			“There was an echo on the otherplane of it. Vague shape—pointy and jagged.”

			“What kind of vibe did it give off?”

			“I don’t know. I barely had time to notice it before I got grabbed.”

			“But...a room like that—it’s not normal for witches, right?” Evan’s voice was more than a little breathless. “Like, do they do sacrifices? For real?”

			Hudson blew out a breath. “Witches have been known—”

			“No,” Lexi snapped. “Don’t you dare call them witches. We don’t know—” She swallowed. “And even if they are doing magic, they’re not witches.”

			“Because karma,” I said.

			She pointed at me. “That. Exactly. Whatever we put into the world is what we get back, and that’s why we don’t use our magic for personal gain, and we don’t use it to harm anyone.”

			Hudson held up his hands in surrender. “You’re right.”

			She sighed. “But faux witches? That could be a thing. Let me do some digging.”

			Hudson put his mug on the counter. “You feel up for a field trip, Wes?”

			“He needs rest,” Lexi insisted.

			I glared. “I’ve slept for days.”

			“And you look like you could sleep for another week.”

			I couldn’t mount a counterargument because, well, she wasn’t wrong.

			“No danger, I promise. I was thinking, if there’s a secret room at Shawn’s...” Hudson waggled his brows.

			“Maybe there’s a secret room at Meredith’s.” That could be what connected all of them—as ludicrous as it sounded. Could multiple members of Toronto’s elite be faux witches, as Lexi said, carrying out...stuff in their perfectly tiled and soundproof secret rooms?

			They could be sex rooms. With the gear stowed away...somewhere. Yeah, let’s go with that. I liked that better than the alternative.

			“Maybe,” Hudson said, “but I won’t be able to get us in. They’ve released the house to her ex-wife and I’m going to need something better than vague suspicions to disturb her again.”

			“Especially if there is one and she knew about it.”

			“But we’ve still got access to Cyril’s warehouse while his agent and lawyer argue over what to do with it.”

			Lexi glared at Hudson, and I knew she was thinking what I was—that Cyril’s was the place where I’d almost been trapped. “You look out for him, Hudson, or so help me goddess, you won’t like the consequences.”

			Hudson had the grace to look uncomfortable and more than a little guilty, and I didn’t blame him. I’d gotten hurt because he’d asked me to help him, and that had to be weighing on his conscience. Not to mention the tingles of power edging through the kitchen to remind him Lexi might be half his age, but she was much more than a twentysomething nurse with great taste in best friends.

			“Noted,” he said.

			“I’m coming too,” Evan announced.

			“This isn’t an actual field trip.”

			Evan’s expression devolved into something almost mutinous. “I’m not staying here all by myself while you’re out doing something important.”

			I shrugged. “The more the merrier.”

			“Wes,” Hudson growled.

			I caught his eye and gave the smallest shake of my head. I’d told him about haunting Evan but not all of the details of why or what Evan had shared about his life before he encountered Hudson. Hud tilted his head, and something passed between us, some understanding like what we used to have. That connection between lovers, where you start ending each other’s sentences or reading each other’s moods, or whatever. It shocked me that we’d rediscovered that now, of all times. But it reassured me too.

			He turned his attention back to Evan. “You stay in the car. As a lookout.”

			Evan had been about to protest the staying in the car thing, but as soon as Hudson proclaimed the role lookout, he softened. “Yeah, okay. I can do that.”

			“Good. It’ll help.” Hudson arched a brow at me, and I smiled a small, shaky little smile.

			Yeah. It would help. Especially if this little field trip turned out to be more dangerous than Hudson promised.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty

			There were no cruisers stationed outside Cyril Horacek’s warehouse. I don’t know why I thought there would be—maybe because of how Hudson had described the scene as not being released. But of course there was no real reason for it to be under 24/7 guard, especially not in this era of tight fiscal management of city resources. Yellow police tape stretched over the main door, the one indication that not everything was normal here.

			As Hudson pulled his red beast into the parking lot, Evan leaned forward between the two front seats. “So what’s the plan?”

			“We get in, we try to find the secret room—if there is one—and we leave. Simple,” Hudson said, staring out the windshield.

			Evan groaned. “You know you just jinxed it, right?”

			“Huh?”

			“You said it would be simple. That means it’ll be anything but,” I pointed out.

			“You’re both nuts.” Hudson popped the car door open.

			I looked at Evan and held out a hand. “Five bucks it’s not simple.”

			Evan slapped my palm. “You’re on.”

			“You got your phone?”

			“Yep.” He waggled the small black device. “I’ll give Hudson a heads-up if anything’s weird out here.”

			I scrambled out of the car to catch up to Hudson, who was already cracking the police seal on the door. On our way over, he’d called Kat to let her know he was going to take another look—making sure there was a trail of legitimacy to his actions if they ever came under question. Kat had wanted to attend with him, but he’d told her to continue to focus on the newest murder. They’d found the fake bookshelf I’d told Hudson about, but they couldn’t determine how to open it. I didn’t blame Hudson for wanting Kat to be present when they finally figured out how to crack it, so she could be one of the first to view the secret room. I wondered what she’d make of it.

			Hudson opened the door and flicked on the light—which made me flinch. Of course he caught the reaction.

			“I’m not used to—” I waved a hand. “Breaking and entering on the up-and-up.”

			“No breaking here, only entering.” His eyes twinkled, and I remembered I’d used similar words when he’d first questioned me about Meredith’s murder.

			He waved me inside and I hesitated as I passed him, looking at the stairs that continued up to the loft. To the left was the door to Cyril’s workshop studio. Fear begged me to look in there first—I’d faced danger upstairs before, but none down here. Except logic insisted that any secret room would probably have an entry from the main living quarters, if only for convenience.

			“I’m right here,” Hudson said softly.

			I wasn’t alone. And we weren’t surrounded by cops, so I could reach out for him if I needed to. Except...could I? Did I have that right? Hudson had called me boyfriend before—to shore up his excuse for leave—but did he use that term with more in mind? With his hot and cold running attitude, I just didn’t know.

			So not the time to debate this. Jesus.

			I swallowed and nodded at the stairs. “Let’s go.”

			Cyril’s loft was as neat and eclectic as I remembered it, but there was an odor of abandonment to it now. A little bit musty, a lot still and close. I couldn’t see much of the bedroom area from the main floor, and that was perfectly fine with me. If I didn’t have to venture up there, all the better.

			Hudson and I started exploring the main floor, checking the walls for any anomalies, like hollow-sounding spots or weird protrusions that didn’t belong. I glanced at him a few times, wondering if I should bring up what I knew about Evan. It wasn’t the best time, but he needed to know, and god knew when we’d have another uninterrupted moment.

			“What?” Hudson demanded before I made up my mind.

			I turned back to the wall and rapped my knuckles on it. “What?”

			“Got something on your chest?”

			I held my breath, then decided to go for it. “Evan.”

			“No.”

			My brow wrinkled. “‘No’ what?”

			“There’s nothing between him and me.” His lips twisted and he focused on the wall. “He kissed me but—”

			I sputtered. “That was—I wasn’t—What?”

			“I’m not interested in him.”

			“Well—that’s—that’s good. Because Jesus, Hud, thirty-eight years between the two of you.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			I squinted at him. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“Like what? Like there’s fifty years between you and me, you mean? Like that?”

			“Funny. That’s not what I meant, anyway.” I quickly related the events of the night I’d haunted Evan—which was the main reason haunting Hudson the next day to escape the thing in the secret room had drained me so thoroughly.

			By the time I was done, Hudson had stopped examining the room and was staring at me, his eyes wide and his bronze skin pale. “Seriously? He was going to kill himself? Fuck. That’s—Fuck.”

			“You need to make a place for him in your life,” I said, all seriousness.

			“Yeah,” Hudson replied, his tone stunned, but he didn’t seem to grasp the depth of what I was saying.

			“No, I mean it. This is how we’re both going to—to fix this.”

			“I thought you said fixing it wasn’t possible.”

			“You know what I mean. I’m not telling you to coddle him or cater to his every need or—or—whatever. But you need to make sure he’s got a solid spot with you. Something he can’t doubt.”

			“I get it. And I don’t disagree, but...” Hudson turned back to the wall with a sigh and continued tapping. “That’s not me. You know I don’t let people in.”

			Huh—I did know that. And maybe that explained a lot of his hot and cold issues, but we weren’t talking about him and me just now. “Bullshit. You can learn.”

			“He can stay with me as long as he needs to.”

			“He needs more than that.”

			“What?” Hudson said, his exasperation clear. “What does he need?”

			“Family. Home. Acceptance.”

			“Wes, I’m not built—”

			“Isn’t that everything you wanted when we were dating? Not kids—I know. But you and me, we were tight. We were a family of two.” When things were good, at least.

			“That’s different.”


			“Why, because we were fucking? Not built for friendship—what crap. You are built for it, if you get past yourself. You might wish you weren’t, with how hard you’re fighting to be all rawr, creature of the night, doomed and cursed and damned, but goddamn it, Hud. You’re alive. You’ve got a heart. You’ve got an amazing heart, full of joy and wonder, and you—”

			“Shut up.”

			I bristled. “You shut up. You know I’m right, you ass—”

			“Seriously, shut up for two seconds.” He rapped on the wall again. “I think this brick is fake.”

			I looked at the wall he was standing in front of—it was the one sporting the pictures I assumed Cyril was most proud of, including that massive cityscape of the Toronto skyline. I’d assumed it was the outer wall, but as I kept looking at it, I realized the dimensions weren’t quite right.

			“Hidden in plain sight,” I murmured.

			Hudson grunted and started pressing random bricks.

			“What are you doing?”

			“There’s always a fake brick switch in the movies.” He reached up to nudge a photo off-center. “Or maybe one of these pictures?”

			He pushed another half-dozen pictures to one side or the other. On the seventh—a black-and-white photo featuring stark graffiti on a brick wall—something groaned.

			“I can’t believe that worked.” Hudson stepped back as the wall—door—separated and a portion slid to the side.

			The room was pitch black. I could barely make out the edge of tiles at the border of the living room. How convenient to have a murder room located right off the entertainment space. Also scary as fuck.

			“Two murder victims, two secret rooms,” Hudson muttered. He pulled out a small flashlight, ignited its powerful beam, and took a step past the doorway, the light held up beside his head.

			“Is there a pentagram?” I supposed I could move forward, slip past Hudson, and see for myself—but I didn’t want to. The last time I’d entered one of these rooms...

			Yeah, no thanks.

			Hudson swept the light over the floor. “Yes, and a drain in the middle.”

			“Great.”

			“Shelves too.”

			“With artifacts?”

			“Yeah. Want to see if you can tell if anything is missing?”

			“No. I—I don’t want to go into the otherplane here.” I didn’t mention that I wasn’t sure if I could. My energy was still so low.

			“Fair enough. I’ll—” Hudson’s phone interrupted him. He pulled it off his belt and answered it without looking at the caller ID. “Rojas.” His back stiffened. “You sure? Shit. Thanks, kid—sorry. Evan. Thanks, Evan.” He turned to me. “We’ve got company.”

			“Cops?” Was I going to have to risk the otherplane in order to slip away?

			“Not unless they’re undercover. Four males wearing regular clothes, driving a Mercedes.”

			“Uh...did you ever drive a Mercedes while undercover?”

			“Not fucking once.”

			“So...” I raised my brows in question.

			Hudson tucked the flashlight back into his pocket. “Whoever they are, they’re not supposed to be here.”

			Anything else I might have said froze on my tongue as the door to Cyril’s apartment burst open. Four men crowded through it, all of them wearing some variation on business casual. A blazer here, jeans there, khakis, polo, whatever. There was no familial resemblance between them. One of the men was black, one had medium-brown skin, and the other two were white. All of them were big and muscular, their biceps and thighs threatening their business-casual clothing. One wrong flex and...oops, no pants. My bad.

			The one in the lead, wearing dark wash jeans and a gray blazer over a white T-shirt, nudged my memory. I didn’t have the greatest brain for faces, but something about how he held himself, how he moved, made me think I’d seen him before. A client’s muscle, maybe? He certainly looked the part. Especially with his crooked, bulbous nose. I could easily picture him getting into bar fights with a grin.

			Hudson displayed his badge. “Detective Hudson Rojas, Toronto Police. You gentlemen mind telling me why you’re standing in the middle of a cordoned-off crime scene?”

			The big guy in the front smiled.

			As his fangs dropped.

			“Oh fuck,” I whispered, involuntarily taking a step back.

			Hudson dropped his badge. “Wes, run!”

			“Yes, run.” The leader grinned at me, his fangs fully descended and his eyes glowing amber. He spoke with a slight accent, but I couldn’t pinpoint it. “I love a good chase.”

			That voice. I knew that voice.

			“Hey, shithead.” The leader turned to Hudson, who roared—fucking roared—and swiped claw-tipped fingers across his face. Hudson’s eyes blazed, and he bared his teeth, and I...

			I shouldn’t have been turned on. But apparently vampire Hudson was working for me.

			I ducked and rolled as one of the other guys—they were all vampires? Jesus—went to grab me. Despite my fears, I slipped into the otherplane, because there was no way I’d be able to dodge them in the living plane. As soon as I did, I heard the whispers—sibilant hisses on the edge of my hearing, enticing me to come closer, closer...

			Not this time, assholes.

			In the otherplane, all the vampires shared Hudson’s spiky, ragged, vamped-out shadow form. At a glance, they could be twins. Er, quintuplets. Whatever. But then I got a good look at the creature Hudson was facing, and my blood ran cold. The head vamp didn’t merely look like Meredith’s killer—I would bet my apartment building it was him. The shape of the shoulders was the same, the jaggedness of his form, everything.

			But he’d never spoken at Meredith’s murder scene, so why did his voice sound—

			Oh shit. The guy on Iskander’s phone.


			Before I could contemplate the implications of that, something tugged at me, almost grabbing hold. I yanked my attention back to my surroundings and dodged another swipe by one of the vampires as the other two went to join their leader and attack Hudson.

			I hadn’t realized how damned fast Hudson could be. How vicious. He never reached for his gun, opting instead to beat the shit out of his opponents, using his fangs and claws without mercy. The leader got in some good shots too. He was definitely as strong as Hudson, if not more so, but he didn’t have the finesse and skill Hudson displayed. Neither did the other two.

			My attacker made another grab for me, and I darted away. For the first time since I woke up like this in 1933, I could feel my hold on the otherplane slipping. Usually staying in it was as easy as breathing, but tonight, with the strain of the two haunts and the energy my body had depleted as I healed, I knew I couldn’t stay ghosted for long.

			New plan. I let myself rematerialize just enough to shout, “Hudson! Eyes!”

			Hoping he got my hint, I slipped fully back into the otherplane and focused the last of my energy on the lights in the apartment. I shoved my will at them—and the bulbs flared like mini supernovas before exploding. I heard a series of grunts and thuds and hoped that Hudson had used the distraction as I’d intended—to quickly incapacitate our opponents.

			Against my will, I phased fully back into the living plane. The apartment smelled like ozone and copper—electricity and blood—an aroma that was never going to leave my brain. The real world seemed a bit less stable than it should be as I stumbled toward the front door. I couldn’t hear the fighting anymore, but my senses were all a little off. The fact that the only illumination in the room was from the streetlights outside didn’t help.

			Then something grabbed my arm and I screamed.

			“It’s me.” Hudson started dragging me forward.

			I huffed. “Some of us can’t see in the dark.”

			“They’re not dead, just out. Come on, we need to move.”

			Hudson grabbed his badge from the floor and we sailed down the stairs to the main entrance. Well, Hudson sailed. I staggered and fell mostly. As we reached the exterior doors, there was movement behind us. I dug deep into the very last of my energy and bolted for the car. Hudson reached it before I did and the engine howled to life as I dove in the passenger door.

			“What the hell?” Evan demanded, hunkered down in the back seat as Hudson tore out of the parking lot. “Who were those guys?”

			“A band of vampires,” Hudson said through gritted teeth.

			“I think the lead one—I think he’s the guy who killed Meredith,” I panted.

			Hudson jerked his eyes toward me. “Shit.”

			“And he was the one on the phone when I called Iskander.”

			“You sure?”

			“I swear to God.”

			“You don’t believe in God.”

			I leaned my head against the seat. “That’s how you know I’m serious.”

			 

			After crashing hard in the guest room, I awoke after sunrise to discover Hudson spooning me, fast asleep. The room was illuminated solely by the glow of sunlight sneaking past the blinds, but it didn’t seem to bother Hudson, and if my guess was right and he’d slept up here with me every night while I was out of it, it hadn’t been an issue at all. Did he need the completely dark room in the basement, or was that something he’d made for himself because he thought he needed it?

			I rolled over and traced the line of his nose, and then his lips. He didn’t move or twitch, or give any other sign that he could feel my touch. But he was breathing. He was alive. Even in sleep, his arm cradled me possessively, and my heart—a long-ignored organ—ached with sensations I couldn’t quite categorize. Regret that Hudson had had to figure out what being a vampire meant through trial and error, and possibly denied himself things on the basis of nothing more than inaccurate folklore. But also pride, that he’d managed to cobble a life for himself out of the bits and pieces he knew, and that it was a good, productive life.

			He deserved all the respect for that.

			Lexi was reading in the living room when I emerged. I asked her how she got in, and she brandished a key without even looking up. I wasn’t sure if I should be put out that she got a key to Hudson’s house before I did, but since it meant she could join us whenever she needed to, I decided it was a good thing.

			Lexi put a tablet on the kitchen table in front of me. “Timuritans.”

			I rubbed at my eyes to clear the sleep from them. “Bless you?”

			She tapped the tablet and turned to make coffee. “Read.”

			“Ugh.” I braced my chin on my hand. “Give me the high points.”

			Lexi cast a look over her shoulder but started talking as she measured out coffee grounds. “They’re a group of witches—” she grunted “—magic users with the philosophy that anything goes. They’re all about magic for self-gain—trying to stabilize it and make it a reliable option.”

			“Sounds like they’re real party people.”

			“They’re assholes.”

			“Don’t hold back, Lex. Tell me how you really feel.”

			“They’re self-important, greedy asshole sons of bitches.”

			I blinked. “Okay.”

			Lexi sighed. “Sorry. They’re like the Republicans of the magic world. The ends justify the means and all that.” She slammed the lid of the coffee maker shut and faced me. “I don’t like them.”

			“I never would have guessed.”

			She nodded at the tablet. “There have been a few stories about Timuritans who have tried sacrificial magic. Mostly animals. A few older accounts of human sacrifice, but nothing recent.”

			“Well, that’s...uh, good.” I frowned. “Wait, so are you saying—”

			“I did some digging into forums on the TWW and I think all of your murder victims were members of a Timuritan group. Nothing solid to back me up, just some whispers of Timbits getting crushed.”

			“They call them Timbits?”

			Lexi shrugged.

			And now I was picturing someone stomping all over yummy donut holes in one of those sacrificial rooms.

			Coffee. I needed coffee.

			“Modern Timuritans are usually pay-to-play groups,” Lexi said. “Meaning you need to have money to contribute to the group before you can join.”

			“And all of our victims were very well off.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Greed begets greed.”

			“Exactly squared.”

			“So what’s our plan?”


			“I have a contact for the Timuritan leader. We can go chat with him, try to get him to confirm the connection between the victims.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “Honestly, I’m not keen on us doing that. I think Hudson should be the lead for any suspect questioning or...whatever.”

			I still wasn’t a hundred percent—more like seventy-five—and Lexi’s magic wasn’t a great strategy for defense, since defense equaled personal gain.

			“Fair enough.”

			“What about the vampires?”

			Lexi had been here when we returned last night and shared the news. She’d had a little freak-out, and the lightbulbs in the living room needed to be replaced. Hudson should be thankful more glass didn’t shatter. I’d seen Lexi in a full-on tantrum—I had to replace all the bulbs in my building and get the connection to the electrical grid repaired. Good times.

			“I can’t imagine they’re connected to the Timuritans,” Lexi said. “Magic and vampires don’t mix.”

			“But the lead vampire—I’m positive that’s the guy who killed Meredith and I’m pretty sure he was the one who attacked Iskander too. Which meant he was the client who wanted to contact me—but I still don’t know why or how Isk’s memory got fudged with.” Maybe older vampires had the mind-mojo Hudson lacked? “So...what? Is it like a gang war?”

			Lexi poured us both mugs of coffee and brought them over to the table. “I don’t know what the vampires would gain from killing the Timuritans,” she said after a couple of sips.

			“They’re rich.”

			“But nothing was reported stolen, money or otherwise.”

			“Right—but there’s that missing artifact from Shawn’s secret room.”

			“That could be anything. It might not be connected to his murder. He might have loaned it to someone else in the group.” Lexi’s lips twisted. “Though that’s not likely, given their reputation for greed.”

			“So the vampires—or one vampire in particular—killed Meredith, and may or may not have killed the other Timuritans for unknown reasons. And tried to get to me through Iskander and then tried to kill him.”

			“One thing that’s bugging me is that the vampire didn’t drain Meredith. Or Iskander.”

			“Or Cyril or Shawn, assuming the vampire killed all of them.” I frowned. “Hudson pointed that out, said it was one of the reasons the murderer couldn’t be a vampire. Another being that the murder happened during the day.”

			“So much for that.” She crinkled her nose and her eyes grew unfocused as they usually did when she was working out a problem. “I couldn’t find any more info on the TWW about vampires and no one wanted to chat about them.”

			I didn’t find that shocking. I mean, if vampires didn’t want to talk with one of their own, the chances they’d talk to anyone else were slim.

			“We could hit up one of the vampire bars ourselves.”

			“I thought you didn’t recommend that?”

			“I don’t. But if we want info...”

			“Point. But either way, I’m not making a decision until we can talk it over with Hudson.” I had my opinion on what we should do—witches over vampires—but I was no cop.

			Even if this investigation had strayed far away from any cop’s expectations, vampire or not.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The massive gothic mansion looked like something out of an old black-and-white horror movie. One with vampires wearing slicked-back hair who hissed indignantly at the sun. Or something. It had only a pair of period lamps near the front entrance, meaning the rest of the building was this dark, looming mass against the darker night sky.

			“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I muttered.

			Hudson scoffed as he popped open his door on the beast. “You can’t go into an interview with preconceptions. Everything you see will be tainted by confirmation bias.”

			As we stepped up to the foreboding house belonging to Marcello Salvay, the rumored leader of the Timuritan cult, I thought about suggesting I wait in the car, or accompany Hudson in the otherplane. It would be safer—for both of us, probably, since if anything happened, I could get help. But I didn’t trust that I’d be able to hold myself in the otherplane for the duration of the interview.

			A butler opened the door. I didn’t even know people in Canada had butlers. But from the background Hudson had dug up once he’d decided questioning witches was a better idea than vampires (thank god), Marcello had enough money to hire a whole stable of house help if he wanted. His great-grandfather had been a lumber baron, and the generations since had been savvy investors. At least, that’s what it said on paper. I suspected the truth was a little more magical.

			The butler guided us to what I could only call a parlor. It held antique furniture with curlicues and dainty fabrics and showcased a number of (in my opinion) tacky objets d’art that were probably far more expensive than they looked. I wouldn’t pay much for them, but there was no accounting for taste. The coffee table looked like a harsh breath would send it tumbling to the floor, but it was solid enough to hold a tray with a silver coffee carafe and matching sugar and cream containers, and a trio of delicately flowered porcelain cups.

			A short, rotund man rose from a fancy armchair on the other side of the coffee table and waved his hands expansively to welcome us into the room. “Come in, come in.”

			“Marcello Salvay?”

			“Indeed.” He grinned, showing off teeth too white and straight to be real. His face was just as round as the rest of him, and his hair was thin, a few strands combed over his bald spot in a sad attempt to camouflage it. I pegged him in his midfifties to midsixties. “You must be Mr. River and Mr. Baker.”

			Something gleamed in his smiling eyes, but I couldn’t identify it. Did he suspect our names were aliases? Because this wasn’t part of the official investigation, Hudson had wanted to keep his identity to himself—so we were posing as potential recruits to the Timuritan cult. Lexi had assured us that Marcello would take our story at face value. It wasn’t like he was a criminal and we were trying to infiltrate his organization—okay, it kind of was, but Marcello didn’t know that, and he wouldn’t suspect it, either. Technically the Timuritans weren’t breaking any laws—mundane or otherwise—unless they were actually doing sacrifices, and there was absolutely no proof that was the case.

			Marcello had no reason to fear two randos asking for a meeting to discuss entering the cult. So why did I have the feeling that he saw right through our ruse?

			“Thank you for seeing us.” Hudson’s usual gruff demeanor was replaced by barely contained enthusiasm. “I can’t believe you were able to make time for us so quickly.”

			Marcello waved away the imposition. “It’s no trouble. I’m always happy to meet likeminded individuals.”

			“Such a relief,” Hudson said. “Edmonton had a horribly dull community. No imagination. No...heart.”

			“Not surprising,” Marcello said with the air of someone who thought anything west or east of mighty Toronto wasn’t worth his time. “Coffee?”

			Hudson and I both accepted, and Marcello poured servings for each of us. Hudson continued chattering away as he doctored his cup with cream and sugar, even though he normally took his coffee black, and sipped it as he answered questions using the guidance Lexi had shared. Since when was Hudson so effusive and expressive?

			Then I realized—I was seeing undercover Hudson for the first time. The guy who could don a different persona to lure in suspects, and who’d been so good at it he’d done it for half his career. Who’d literally given his life to that role. As he charmed Marcello, I finally understood why Hudson had pursued this aspect of his career for so long.

			He was good at it.

			“One of the things I hated about the community in Edmonton was the lack of access to relics,” Hudson lamented.

			“You had to have been able to order—”

			“Yes, of course, but it’s not the same as having markets like they do here.” Lexi had shared that magical markets were indeed a thing—rare, even in Toronto, but not as rare as elsewhere in the country. “Have you ever been to one?”

			“Oh yes, I try to attend as often as I can. There’s nothing like that sort of energy. It’s almost...” Marcello grinned conspiratorially. “Predatory.”

			Hudson shivered. “That sounds exquisite. Have you found any treasures at one?”

			Marcello made a noncommittal noise. “That would be telling, wouldn’t it?”

			“I’ve heard rumors of rare, powerful items in the Toronto community.”

			“Have you?” Marcello said softly. He turned quizzical eyes on me. “Mr. Baker? Do you share your partner’s enthusiasm?”

			I blinked and realized I’d slouched in my seat. I struggled to sit up straight, but my body didn’t want to cooperate, and when I tried to answer, all that came out was a nonsensical grunt.

			What the hell?

			“Are you—” Hudson turned to me—and tilted sideways for a second, bracing a hand on the coffee table to prevent himself from sliding to the floor. In an instant, the simpering enthusiasm was gone from his voice, replaced by a cold chill. “Shit. What’d you give us?”

			“Something to make you more amenable to changing locales.” Marcello’s demeanor was as changed as Hudson’s. Gone was the friendly, welcoming host. In his place was a calculating bastard.

			In the instant before everything went black, I recognized that gleam I’d spotted in his eye.

			Greed.

			 

			“‘The vampire bar is too dangerous,’ you said. ‘Better to go talk to the witches,’ you said.” I rattled the chains holding me. “How is this better, Hudson?”

			Hudson glared at me as best he could from where he was tethered to the tiled wall with a steel collar around his neck. “You wanted to talk to the witches too.”

			“Not the point. You made the decision.” I let my head fall back on the table I’d been stretched out on and waited for the room to stop spinning. I hated the strap across my chest, but at least for the moment it kept me anchored. “We’re too Canadian.”

			“Beg your pardon?”

			“We should have said no to the coffee, no matter how rude.”

			Hudson let out a breath of a laugh. “Yeah. Lesson learned.”

			I assumed we were in Marcello’s secret room—our voices echoed, and the wall behind Hudson was covered in tile. I yanked on the bindings again. There was a little give, but not much, and I certainly didn’t have the strength to break them.

			“Can you ghost?” Hudson asked.

			“No. The fight last night wore me out, and then with the drugs...”

			“Shit.”

			“How about you? Can you break the chains?”

			“Are you serious?”

			“What happened to ‘rawr, I’m a predator’?”

			“My head hurts too much for this.”

			“You’re supposed to be extra strong!”

			“Extra strong, not super strong.”

			“There’s a difference?”

			“Hell yeah, there’s a difference. I’m not Superman.”

			“Okay, so on a scale of me to Captain America tearing a giant log in two with his bare hands, where’re you at?”

			Hudson was quiet for a minute. “That was a great scene.”

			“You saw the gif?” I might not want to have sex with Chris Evans, but I could appreciate his physique from a purely esthetic perspective. And watching the repeat of that movement over and over again...

			“Yeah.” His voice was full of unvarnished appreciation, which I chalked up to the fuzziness from the drugs.

			“So?”

			“So? Oh, right, the scale. Uh...probably about that strong, yeah.”

			I made an exasperated noise. “Then—”

			“Steel is not wood.”

			“That it is not.” There was a note of amusement in Marcello’s voice as he stepped into the room. I turned my head to watch him, but the weird angle made my stomach churn, so I went back to contemplating the ceiling. “How are you both feeling?”

			“Come a little closer,” I suggested. “I want to make sure I get vomit on your shoes.”

			“About as I expected, then.” Marcello’s footsteps moved around the room, but he made sure to stay out of reach.

			I dared move my head again to watch him, and this time it was a little better. “What the hell is the point of all this?”

			“I admit my actions were a little impulsive. But when I saw you, I couldn’t resist.”

			“Me?”

			“You’re the one we’ve been looking for. The one called Ghost?”

			Three people now had hinted they’d been looking for me: Marcello, the vampire who’d attacked Iskander, and the unknown creature who’d grabbed me in the otherplane. Why the hell was I so popular all of a sudden? And were they working together? Separately? My brain was spinning too hard to make any sense of this.

			“Hey. Shithead. C’mere,” Hudson growled.

			“I think I’m plenty close, Mr. River.”

			“I’m chained to the damned wall and my head is pounding. You think I’m a threat?” Hudson made a dismissive noise. “Come check out my pocket.”

			After a moment where I assumed Marcello was weighing the pros and cons of action, he moved in Hudson’s direction. I couldn’t see much, but I heard the rustle of clothing, and he pulled back with a familiar leather wallet in his hand.

			“You know what that is? My motherfucking badge. I’m a detective with the Toronto Police.”

			“Oh.”

			“Oh. Oh, he says. You think I’m here without people knowing?”

			Marcello seemed to regroup. “I wasn’t aware the Toronto Police worried themselves about paranormal matters.”

			“They do now.”

			“I see.”

			“What was your plan here?” Hudson demanded. “Kidnap us and damn the consequences?”

			“I—” There was a bead of sweat on Marcello’s brow that hadn’t been there before.

			“Tell us about the missing artifact from Shawn Cartwright’s house,” I said. “Then let us go, and you’ll never see us again.”

			Hudson groaned. “Wes—”

			“Hey, if Mr. Salvay here learns his lesson about kidnapping random police officers and their friends, I’m happy to let this slide. Whaddaya say, Marcello?”

			Marcello turned and left the room.

			“Shit,” Hudson muttered. “Way to go.”

			“Maybe he’s gone to get the key,” I said. “Or, uh, something.”

			We waited a few minutes, but it became clear that wherever Marcello had gone, he wasn’t in any hurry to return. I tried to shift into the otherplane, only to meet a metaphorical brick wall. The events of the past handful of days had drained me to the dregs, lower than I’d ever been in the years since April resurrected me. I gave up my attempt when my ears rang with the effort, and it took me a few minutes to hear over the racket.

			“Wes! Wes, Jesus, talk to me.”

			“I’m okay.”

			“You’re not. You flickered. Like you were doing when you showed up in my bedroom.”

			I still couldn’t quite remember that. The memories of being grabbed, being scared, were there, but not the ones from my escape. “Wasn’t that during the day, though?”

			“Yeah. Something dragged me awake. Thank god,” he murmured.

			I contemplated the ceiling some more. “So...a witch cultist, a vampire, and an unknown monster all want a piece of little ol’ me,” I said, happy that my voice didn’t tremble. “Any thoughts on that?”

			Hudson grunted.

			“Come on. You could at least pretend it’s because of my good looks.”

			“I don’t think Marcello’s coming back.”

			“Does Kat really know where you are?”

			Hudson made a dismissive noise. “Are you kidding? I don’t have anything to tie Salvay to the victims other than Lexi’s research. And he was right—it’s not like that info would be admissible in court.”

			“Shit.” If Kat didn’t know, then there went my hope for rescue by the cavalry. Except... “Lexi and Evan know.”

			“Please god don’t let them mount a rescue mission.”

			I opened my mouth to protest but quickly closed it. Hudson was right. Evan was a baby in vampire terms, and Lexi’s magic wasn’t reliable for a rescue.

			So if we were going to get out of here, we’d have to do it ourselves. I couldn’t ghost, and I certainly couldn’t break out of my bindings, so that meant it was going to be up to Hudson using his vaunted predatorial skills. Still, there was the challenge of the steel chains...

			Oh, I had it.

			I angled my foot so I could use the edge of the table to catch the ridge of the sneaker’s sole at my heel, and pulled my leg up. Marcello had bound my hands and my chest, but for whatever reason, he hadn’t secured my legs. Maybe he figured the bindings around my upper body would be enough—it wasn’t like I was all that athletic or anything. And, technically, those bindings were enough to keep me in place.

			But if I could get my shoe off...

			“What the hell are you doing?”

			“Remember when Evan bit me?” I grunted as my foot slipped but the shoe remained stubbornly in place.

			“Yeah,” Hudson said, his voice full of caution.

			“He got super strong.”

			“Maybe not super—”

			“Hudson. Work with me here. He got stronger.”

			“Right, okay. He got stronger. So?”

			I twisted my ankle, still trying to encourage my shoe to abandon my foot. “So maybe my blood will make you strong enough to break steel.”

			“You remember how high he got, right? So high he couldn’t walk for an hour?”

			“He was a baby vamp. You’re, like, a teenager vamp.”

			“Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

			“You’ll be able to handle it better.” I hoped. With a final grunt and a yank, my shoe popped off. I held out my socked foot in Hudson’s direction. “Can you reach?”

			He eyed my foot. “I’m not sucking your blood through your dirty sock.”

			“Then pull it off.”

			“How?”

			“With your teeth.”

			“Really, Wes? Really?”

			“You want to wait here to see what Marcello’s going to do next? It won’t be good. I’m strapped to a table in a sacrificial murder room. I’ll tell you what he’s gonna do. He’s gonna come back in here with a bigass knife, chant some bullshit Latin, and stab me.” I wiggled my foot again. “Suck my toe, Hudson!”

			Groaning, Hudson extended his neck as far as he could—which wasn’t far—and managed to grab my sock with his teeth. I pulled my foot back. Slowly, and with a few misfires when he had to get a better hold on the sock, my foot in all its skinny, pasty glory was revealed.

			Hudson spit out the sock and narrowed his eyes. “Where do you want me to bite?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, neither do I.”

			“You’re the vampire.”

			“Yeah, but I’ve never fed from someone’s foot before.”

			I flexed my toes. “Go for the big toe then. Can you reach it?”

			“Yeah.” Hudson sounded anything but happy about this task. But he took a deep breath—thank god my feet were not the stinky sort—and his fangs descended. “Hold still.”

			I did. And—“Fuck, that hurts!”

			Hudson’s only response to that was a heartfelt moan. Okay, good to know my blood had the same effect on him as it had on Evan. He sucked, pulling more blood from me, and it didn’t feel bad, necessarily, but I wasn’t reduced to a quivering mound of lustful jelly as the sexy vampire movies would have you believe. Maybe it would be different if he was feeding from the neck.

			Maybe I’d ask him to try that next time.

			With the next time still echoing in my inner ear—because what the fuck—I said, “That’s enough.”

			Hudson groaned and sucked harder.

			“Hudson, enough.”

			As I was about to yank my foot away, Hudson released it, licked the wounds—which tickled—and leaned his head against the wall, eyes closed.

			“Are you okay?”

			He let out a series of sounds that might have been words strung into a sentence, but I couldn’t understand a single one.

			“Hud?”

			He blinked and opened his eyes, and gasped as he stared at the ceiling. “Holy shit.”

			I looked up. “What?”

			“The walls are whispering colors to me.”

			Oh my god. I chuckled. “You’re high.”

			Hudson lowered his chin to look at me. “Hi.”

			“No, I said you’re high.”

			His brow furrowed but quickly smoothed out. “Hi.”

			I stifled a louder bark of laughter. “Hi. You think you can get out of that collar now?”

			“Huh? Oh. Right.” He reached up to grab the collar, then paused to look at me again. “Your hair has streaks of sunshine.”

			“Thanks. You want to focus, though?”

			“On your hair?”

			“On the collar.”

			“Oh. Yeah, okay.” Wresting his arms from the chains that held them close to the wall took very little effort. Then he pulled at the collar, testing it, and added more pressure when it didn’t give. After a few more seconds, the collar cracked at one of the seams. It didn’t take long for Hudson to get rid of it once that happened. Next, he removed the remnants of the chains around his wrists, and stood up, completely free.

			And swayed.

			“You are so out of it.” But damned cute. I lifted one chained arm. “My turn?”

			Before Hudson could destroy my chains, Marcello reentered the room. Immediately Hudson’s fangs dropped and he grabbed our host around the neck. Marcello made an unseemly gurgling sound as he tried to pry open Hudson’s grip.

			“I should drain you.” Hudson’s voice was more animalistic than human.

			“Whoa, okay, no. Down, boy,” I pleaded from my supine position. Goddamn it, Marcello had shitty timing. Two more minutes and I would have been free too, and maybe better able to convince Hudson not to rip out his throat. “We need to know about the artifact, remember?”

			Hudson shook Marcello. “You heard him. Talk.”

			Marcello gasped.

			“Maybe let up on his neck a little, eh?” I suggested.

			Hudson must have complied, because Marcello sucked in air like a greedy son of a bitch.

			“Artifact?” he rasped.

			“Don’t give us any bullshit,” I warned. “There was a magical artifact missing from Shawn Cartwright’s secret room. Spill.”

			Hudson gave Marcello a little shake and the man quickly nodded. “Yes! An artifact. Right. Describe it again?”

			I went to gesture, only to have the chains rattle. Damn it. “About a foot long, half a foot wide, jagged edges, pointy tip.”

			I hadn’t thought it possible, but Marcello grew paler. “You’re positive?”

			It seemed my vague-ass description meant something to the man. “Yes.”

			His gaze drifted to the side—before jerking back to Hudson. I realized that part of the buzz I was hearing was not exhaustion, but an actual resonance, like echoes bouncing back and forth and everywhere. Not a completely unpleasant sensation, but not comfortable, now that I was aware of it.

			I followed Marcello’s line of sight—if he’d been able to fully turn his head—and saw it.


			A piece of metal roughly the same size and shape as the echo in Shawn’s secret room.

			“What is it?” I demanded.

			“The Crown of Osiris—or a piece of it, anyway.” Marcello paused, then rushed on when Hudson growled. “It’s in four pieces. Broken in the early—early 1900s. Egyptian in origin, or at least that’s where the name comes from.” Marcello sucked in a breath. “I—”

			“Thanks,” Hudson said. “Night night.” And he slammed Marcello’s head into the wall.

			I winced as Marcello’s eyes rolled back into his skull and he went limp. “You couldn’t have waited two seconds?”

			Hudson grunted. “Bored.”

			Shit. “Is he alive?”

			Hudson nudged Marcello with his toe and the man whimpered. Good enough. Then he stared at me for a few moments, his eyes going unfocused.

			“Nope, no, uh-uh, come on.” I rattled my chains. “You’ve got work to do still.”

			“You could harness your hair power and turn into the sun.”

			“I’m not even sure where you’re going with that, but I’m not the sun, buddy. I need your help.”

			“I’ll always be there for you.”

			“Yes. Thank you. Be here for me now, okay?” Jesus, maybe the toe sucking had been a bad idea.

			Finally Hudson grabbed the chains and pulled. The metal groaned and protested, but it didn’t take much effort on his part to get it to separate at the welds. Then it was a matter of unbuckling the chest strap before I could sit up. And wait for the room to stop spinning. Again.

			I was getting fucking tired of that sensation.

			Hudson steadied me as I hopped off the table—which was kind of a blind-leading-the-blind scenario, since he wasn’t much steadier than me. I offered him a smile, and got a full-wattage, unselfconscious response. His eyes crinkled, and his teeth were on full display—fangs and all. It was...actually so adorable I wanted to squee.

			“How are you feeling?” I asked.

			“Fan-fucking-tastic.”

			“Ready to get out of here?”

			“Fan-fucking-tastic.” His brow wrinkled. “Wait. I already said that.”


			“Okay, you figure out the right answer, and I’ll be right back.”

			I pulled on my sock and shoe, then stepped over Marcello’s out-cold form toward the object he’d pointed out. I hesitated to touch it. What if touching it triggered something like the anomaly in Cyril’s apartment? Marcello made a low noise, and that prompted me to action. I shrugged off my shirt, threw it over the piece of the crown, and wrapped it up before tucking it under my arm.

			There. Done.

			Hudson was still smiling as I returned to his side. “Yes.”

			“Yes what?”

			“I’m ready to get out of here. Uh—you’re naked.”

			“Shirtless.” I tucked my hand into Hudson’s elbow to nudge him forward. “There’s a difference.”

			“I like your nipples.”

			And just like that, my nipples tightened, sitting up like puppies begging for a treat. “Yeah, they like you too.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			I tossed the shirt-wrapped crown to Lexi when we stumbled into Hudson’s kitchen. Luckily she had great reflexes and caught it with only the smallest bobble.

			“What the hell is this?” She glared at me. “What the hell happened to you?”

			“That’s a piece of the Crown of Osiris. And Marcello Salvay is an asshole,” I declared.

			“Asshole,” Hudson repeated with the exaggerated nod of someone enjoying an altered mental state. His arm was draped over my shoulder and he was leaning, hard.

			He was heavy.

			Lexi eyed Hudson. “Is he okay?”

			“Holy shit,” Evan said from the doorway. Based on the murmurs from the TV, I assumed he’d been watching something to pass the time. “Is he high?”

			Hudson smiled at him. “Hi.”

			“Oh god, not this again.” I briefly outlined what had happened during our visit to Marcello and how we escaped.

			Lexi valiantly fought to keep a straight face. “He sucked your toe.”

			“Didn’t want to,” Hudson told her seriously. “I don’t have a foot fetish.”

			“Good to know, big guy.”

			Sick of being Hudson’s personal leaning post, I pushed him upright onto his feet. He cooperated and stood straight—straight-ish, anyway. He was listing a little. “There. You’re home. Think you can walk around on your own now?”

			“No.” He made grabby hands at me. “Need you.”

			Oh. Um. “You need my help to walk?”

			“Need you.”

			Evan coughed and shot me a grin. “Okay, well, I’m gonna go downstairs.” He held up a hand in farewell and beat a hasty retreat to the living room to turn off his show, then went downstairs.

			Lexi bundled my shirt with the piece of the crown into her bag. “And I’m gonna go do research.”

			Oh, they weren’t seriously leaving me alone with him, were they? “Guys.”

			“You heard him, Wes. Hudson needs you.” Lexi swung her bag onto her shoulder, then gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Have fun,” she whispered.

			“He’s not in his right mind!” I hissed at her.

			“Like there’s been anything but that on his mind for the past few days. You didn’t see how strung out he was when you were unconscious.” She rubbed my upper arm.

			“Ugh. You suck. Be careful with that thing, by the way. I don’t know what the fuck it is.”

			“Will do.”

			In moments, we were alone. And Hudson was looking at me with the puppiest puppy-dog eyes I’d ever seen.

			“C’mere.”

			“You’re high.”

			“On you.”


			I burst out laughing. “That was the cheesiest line ever.”

			“But literally true,” he pointed out.

			“I’m not having sex with you.”

			“Like, not tonight or not ever?”

			“Not tonight.”

			“I can work with that.” He treated me to that giant smile again, the one that lit up the room like the sun. His fangs were still down. “Look at you, being all chilav—chivar—being all caring and shit.”


			“I’m not a complete asshole.”

			“C’mere, Wes.”

			With a sigh of protest—but not too much protest—I gave in. Hudson wrapped me in his arms, and oh my god, I’d forgotten how damned good it felt. He’d hugged me after the police interview, and we’d woken up in each other’s arms more than once now—but this embrace was simpler and more profound all at the same time. This wasn’t comfort after an intense, emotional event—though I suspected the crash from tonight’s adventure would come soon. It was warmth, and welcome, and—fuck. Home.

			“You feel it too, right?” Hudson whispered into my hair.

			“What?”

			“That walking away from each other was the stupidest fucking thing we’ve ever done?”

			“Is that what you think?”

			Hudson’s hot and cold running attitude had left me confused and twisted up, and I didn’t know what I was supposed to make of it. He’d admitted he had been trying to keep me at a distance, but why? Why admit that and then still do it?

			He sighed. “I’m done fighting this.”

			My heart gave a little jump. “What?”

			“I was being stubborn—”

			“What, you? Stubborn?”

			“Shut up and listen as I say things I wouldn’t normally say. Stupid blood.”

			“Best blood.”

			“God, it really was.” Was that a whimper? Hudson cleared his throat. “Um, so yeah. Me being stubborn. When you called me—when I saw you—a ton of bricks, man. Right on my heart.”

			Did he mean I crushed his heart, or...?

			“My heart hurt and I wanted you. Not just in a sex way, but in a heart way.”

			The awkward. Oh man. It was adorable, but also painful. I’d blame it on my blood, but this was just Hudson.

			He rubbed his cheek against my hair. “Except we’d broken up for valid reasons. Reasons that were still mostly true. Plus there was the vampire thing and—I didn’t want you to know that. So, yeah. I was stubborn. If I kept you at a distance, then you wouldn’t like me, and I wouldn’t like you, and our lives wouldn’t change that much.”

			“Except you do like me.”


			Hudson sighed. “A lot. Still. Yeah.”

			I tilted my head back to look up at him. His pupils were dilated. We probably shouldn’t be having a serious conversation right now, but he’d started it. “And I like you.”

			“But I’m an asshole.”

			“Well yeah, but so am I.” I grinned. “You’re also dedicated, honorable, and good. The same guy I fell in love with while having sex to Meat Loaf.”

			Hudson laughed. “God, why did we put that album on?”

			I laughed too, and leaned my cheek against his broad chest. “So to answer your question—yes, I think walking away from each other was the stupidest thing we’ve done. But maybe the most necessary too.”

			Because this conversation? Neither of us had been ready or able to have it thirty-three years ago. We hadn’t been ready to compromise, to meet in the middle. Hudson had been too driven, and I had been too selfish.

			A shudder ran through his body. “I did a lot of thinking when you were unconscious.”

			“Yeah?”

			“A lot of wondering what it meant, that you came back into my life. Was it a second chance? Was I wasting it? I decided none of that shit mattered—it was clutter. All that matters is that I want to try again.”

			My breath caught. “Yeah?” I said, my voice shaky.

			“Yeah.” He paused. “I’m retiring.”

			“You’re what?” I jerked back, not enough to break his embrace, but enough I could look him in the eyes. They were still glassy, but the pupils had retracted a bit.

			“Retiring,” he repeated. “It’s time.”

			Cold slithered through my gut. “Hud—not for me, right? Please tell me you’re not—”

			“No, no.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and I had to help straighten him out again when he overbalanced. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Not in any sort of real ‘let’s make the plans’ way, but it’s been there. At the back of my mind.”

			“But why? The physical side of things isn’t a problem—”

			“Except it is. According to the calendar, I’m fifty-eight. And yeah, it’s nothing more than a number at this point, but no one else knows that.” He cupped my cheek. “I was planning on retiring at sixty, but when I was watching you lie so still—”

			“You said it wasn’t because of me.”

			“It isn’t. But you highlighted some things for me.” His thumb swept across my cheekbone.

			I closed my eyes, reveling in the roughness of his callused fingers, and whispered, “Like what?”

			“Like the fact that all I’ve got in my life is my job. Until you called me last week, all I had was work. If I went out, it was to hunt, which I hate doing, by the way. But now...now I’ve got you. And Evan—and yeah, I regret what happened there, but not the fact that it brought him into my life. He’s a good kid.”

			“Yeah, he is.”

			“And I like Lexi too. She doesn’t take any shit, does she?”

			“No, she does not.”

			“See? It’s only been two weeks and you’ve enriched my life so much.”

			I dropped my eyes as warmth cascaded through my cheeks. “That might be overstating it.”

			“Se—seman—” The skin around his eyes grew tight as he sought the right pronunciation. “Details.”

			I chuckled. “You’re very cute under the influence, Detective Rojas.”

			Hudson puffed up. “Cute is good. Irresistible is better.”

			“That too.” I pushed up on my tiptoes and brushed my lips softly over his. “Come to bed with me?”

			“Thought you’d never ask.”

			 

			We stretched out on the bed in the guest room and made out. Our kisses were slow, unrushed, as we took the time to learn each other again. I remembered most of Hudson’s hot spots—behind his ear, along his jaw, and the inside of his thighs—but there were more to be learned. Two big ones were the juncture of his neck and shoulder and along the column of his throat. He’d enjoyed attention there before, but now? Now nibbles in those two places made him melt.

			“Vampire thing?” I asked breathlessly.

			“Fuck, yeah.” His entire body shuddered, and I smiled in triumph. I felt as though I’d cracked an uncrackable safe. Undoing Hudson might become my new favorite pastime.

			Slowly we undressed. His shirt disappeared. There was no striptease, no titillation—it wasn’t needed tonight. I wanted him and he wanted me, but I think we both knew sex wasn’t happening before we fell asleep. I fucking loved sex with Hudson—when we’d been dating, we did it every way I knew how to do it. Fast and hard, slow and dirty, slow and loving, explosive, gentle...all of them were amazing rushes, because it was Hudson.

			But I wanted to savor the steps here. Hudson had been out of my life—permanently, I thought. A regret I had never truly gotten over. I never dreamed we would reconnect. Now that we had—now that we had kinda-sorta discussed that we might maybe be a thing—I wanted to linger on every phase of our relationship.

			And maybe this time, if we took it slow and talked—imagine that—maybe we could make this work.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			“So Marcello wasn’t bullshitting you. This is definitely a part of the Crown of Osiris.” Lexi reached for another handful of ketchup-flavored chips and carefully munched on her bounty one by one as we all stared at the fragment of the artifact in the middle of the coffee table.

			Hudson needed to head into work very soon, so we were having a quick update meeting before he did. I was trying to ignore how much the piece of old tarnished metal wanted me to look at it. It was the weirdest sensation, and not one I wanted to share with the rest of the class.

			Evan bypassed the chips for some M&M’s. “So what’s the Crown of Osiris?”

			“Beyond being a rare magical artifact? Haven’t a fucking clue,” Lexi admitted.

			“Something that shouldn’t have been taken from Salvay’s house, that’s what,” Hudson grumbled.

			I huffed out a breath, because I thought I’d dealt with this particular protest. “It’s our only clue. If I’d left it at Marcello’s, it probably would’ve been gone before you got people to inventory it or guard it or whatever.”

			“And now you’ve made yourself a target.”

			Yeah, there was that. “It was still a good idea.”

			Hudson snorted derisively.

			“What? It’s not like they can hurt me.”

			He stiffened. “Can’t—” Without another word, he rose and marched into the kitchen. A moment later, there was a cacophony of pots and pans banging around. Which was ridiculous, because the man needed to leave in like fifteen minutes. This was not a time for baking.

			Lexi arched her brows. “Damn. You fucked up there. Can’t hurt you? Really? Then how the hell did they manage to take you out of action for two days?”

			“But—” Shit. “I’m still here,” I pointed out weakly.

			“Uh-huh.” She sighed. “You didn’t die, yeah, but you were hurt, and we have no idea what your limit is. If Hudson hadn’t got you breathing again, would you have survived?”

			“She’s got a point,” Evan said quietly. “You didn’t see yourself.”

			Shame at my ill-thought words ran through me—and I felt the artifact reaching for it. As though it wanted to claim the negative emotion, claim a connection to me. I shuddered. “Lex? Can you cover it?”

			“Huh?”

			“The crown thing.”

			“Why?” She grinned crookedly. “Is it looking at you? Those two spots do kind of look like eyes.”

			“Can’t you feel it?”

			Her amused expression dropped away. “Feel what?”

			“It’s...hungry.”

			Before Lexi could act, Hudson walked back into the room and flipped my shirt back over the innocuous-looking piece of metal. Now covered, its presence was diminished to almost nothing, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks. And I’m sorry.”

			He grunted. So gracious. But I knew I was forgiven.

			“You said it felt hungry?” Lexi said. “I never felt anything like that when I was handling it.”

			“I felt something,” Evan volunteered. He shrugged when we all turned to look at him. “I mean, I didn’t know what it was until Wes said something, but yeah, there was this little niggle.”

			“So weird,” Lexi breathed. “Hudson?”

			“Nothing. But I was a little distracted.” He gave me a look as he perched on the arm of the chair he’d vacated, and I revised my assumption I was forgiven.

			“I’ve gotta write this down.” Lexi brushed the ketchup powder residue off her fingers and dug out her witchy notebook. She called it her grimoire, but let’s be real—it was a freaking Five Star spiral-bound notebook, the type advertised during every back-to-school season.

			“Marcello will have noticed his piece of the crown was gone when he woke up, and I have no doubt that info will make the rounds to whoever wants or needs to hear it,” I said. “Assuming that our vampire buddy is indeed retrieving the pieces of the crown, and that’s the motivation for the murders, he’ll come to us instead of us chasing him.”

			Hudson held my gaze for a moment before giving the slightest of nods. “I think operating on the assumption that this is what the murderer wanted all along—a completed Crown of Osiris—is valid.”

			“But then why the murders?” Evan asked. “Why not sneak in and steal it?”

			“So they couldn’t hunt him down and steal it back?” I shrugged.

			“That’s a good theory,” Hudson said. “He might have decided to go above and beyond. Maybe there was a bonus for silencing witnesses. Maybe he needed them alive to show him where the rooms were, and then they were a loose end he couldn’t let live.”

			There had to be admiration in my eyes when I looked at him. “It’s almost like you do this for a living.”

			Oh my god, was that a blush? Adorable.

			“Did you recognize the leader of the vampires who attacked you?” Lexi asked.

			“No,” Hudson admitted, his voice dark. “But I haven’t been in those circles for twenty years. He could be new in town. Or maybe I never encountered him when I was with Pike.”

			I heard what he didn’t say—he might have met the guy during those months when his memory was Swiss cheese. “What about checking out mugshots to see if you can find him?”

			“Worth a shot. I doubt our friendly neighborhood vampire has kept his nose totally clean.”

			“So let’s assume the killer comes after me and gets the last piece.” At Hudson’s can’t react don’t react noise, I added, “It’s not going to happen. I just want to know what the hell the guy’s going to do with all the parts.”

			Lexi flipped backward in her grimoire. “The accounts I could find were vague. No one is sure what it does. Its existence is first noted in—” her finger slipped down the lines of neat handwriting “—1923, during the Tutmania phase of interest in Egypt. There’s another arcane reference to it in 1924 that says it was used in a ritual—which isn’t described. At some point during or after the ritual, it broke into four pieces and they separated them.”

			“All in the same town?” Evan asked.

			“Originally they weren’t all in Toronto. It’s only been in the last year-ish they were acquired by the members of Salvay’s Timbits group.” She bit her lip and looked up. “If this one piece feels hungry...”

			“God knows what the whole crown would do,” I said with a shudder. “Suck up all the magic around it?”

			“That would be bad, right?” Evan looked from me to Lexi. “Like, apocalyptic bad?”

			Lexi wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know if I’d go that far, but it could fuck things up, yeah. Magic is all around us, and to lose it...” She paused, considering. “The fact they separated the pieces concerns me. People who use powerful artifacts aren’t generally known for their cautious natures, so that tells me whatever happened in that ritual was terrifying.”

			“So they brought them all to Toronto but kept them separate? Why?” Evan asked.

			I shared a look with Hudson. We were coming at this scenario from opposite sides, him from law enforcement and me from, uh, anti-law enforcement, but I knew we were both arriving at the same conclusion. “Someone was making it easier for them to be stolen,” I said.

			Hudson nodded. “Let’s go with the assumption that one person is behind the pieces moving into Toronto recently. They know something about what the crown is supposed to do—more than we do, probably—and they want all of the pieces because they’re willing to risk whatever they need to risk to get access to its power. But there are barriers. The artifact was separated for a reason. If one person tries to buy all of the pieces, that’s going to raise flags with people who know about it. There’s the monetary factor too—maybe that one person didn’t have enough money to purchase all of the pieces. So they get their rich friends to chip in, maybe by promising that they’ll work together to do the ritual and share in the profits or whatnot equally.”

			“Or they could be keeping them all in the dark,” I said. That would explain why Marcello had grown pale at the news Shawn had a piece of the crown. “They don’t want to share. Maybe the crown’s ritual—whatever the hell it is—doesn’t need more than one person. So they don’t tell their patsies that their other patsies have pieces of the crown too. That way they don’t risk the patsies rising up and joining forces against them.”

			“Patsies.” Lexi chuckled. “How very fifties of you.”

			“What, should I call them homies instead? Minions?”

			“So...is the vampire behind all this?” Evan ventured.

			Hudson hesitated before shaking his head. “My gut says no. What use does a vampire have for magical artifacts?”

			“Sell them to the highest bidder?”

			“Eh, maybe.” But Hudson didn’t sound convinced.

			“Nope,” Lexi said. “It wouldn’t work. Vampires and witches don’t mix, remember? No witch is going to do business with him.”

			“But if this vamp isn’t working for himself, doesn’t that mean he’s working for witches?” I asked.

			Evan groaned. “My head hurts.”

			“Not necessarily,” Lexi said. “He could be working with someone who does have a good relationship with witches, or the means to somehow use the artifact, even if they’re not a witch themselves.”

			Hudson had his cop face on. “Too much speculation. We don’t know enough about this vamp.”

			“Better get to work on reviewing mugshots then,” I said with a smirk.

			“Marcello could be behind it,” Lexi mused.

			“Nope,” I said. “He had no clue Shawn had a piece of the crown.”

			“So this unknown vamp is the key to the whole thing,” she said.

			I shook my head. “No, I think it’s the creature that grabbed me. But since we don’t know anything about it, hunting down this vamp will have to do.”

			Hudson rose. “I’m going to work. I’ll see if I can pull some mugshots subtly, and I need to start digging into who might have been behind moving these artifacts into Toronto.”

			I sat up straight. “What about Meredith’s ex-wife?”

			“What about her?”

			“She lived with Meredith. She might know about Meredith’s, uh, hobbies.” But even if he interviewed her again, he might not be able to steer her in any direction that might disparage Meredith’s memory. Julia had displayed a surprising amount of loyalty to a woman who had belittled her frequently—but then, love made you stupid.

			I knew that for a fact.

			Hudson tilted his head to the side. “I could try it.”

			“As for me...” I turned to Lexi. “Is Iskander out of ICU?”

			“I think the second day you were out cold, yeah.”

			That was great news. “The vampire we’re looking for was the guy who taunted me on the phone—maybe Iskander knows something we don’t.”

			“You go,” Lexi said. “I want to do more digging into the crown. We need to find out what it does for sure.”

			I cast a glance toward the object on the coffee table. If I concentrated, I could feel its vibrations, so I decided not to concentrate on it. “Be careful, okay? That—it scares the shit out of me.”

			“Don’t worry.”


			“I can go to one of the vampire bars and ask some questions,” Evan announced.

			Everyone froze.

			“Fuck that!” Hudson thundered.

			Evan narrowed his eyes. “I don’t need to be coddled. I told you that.”

			“I know, and that’s not my intention, but kid—Evan—I don’t even go into vampire bars. They’re nasty business.”

			“I’m not afraid.”

			From anyone else, I would have called that statement in this context nothing more than bravado. But from Evan I believed it. He really wasn’t afraid. Not of us, not of his new life, not of any of the new challenges he faced. Considering where he’d been ten days ago—ready to end his existence—it was amazing. Also a little troubling, because I knew depression didn’t just go away. A tiny part of me wondered if Evan still thought of himself as expendable and unnecessary.

			I leaned over, grabbed Evan’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “You don’t need to prove anything. Come with me, okay? Come meet my friend.”

			“I thought he was a contact,” Hudson said.

			“No, man. You shed blood in front of me, you become family.” I gave Evan a smile, and he seemed to get what I was saying. Family of freaks. He relaxed and dropped the idea of running into a vampire bar all on his lonesome.

			Because, as Hudson had so eloquently put it, fuck that. Sideways.

			With a cactus.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			I hated hospitals. I mean, I tolerated setting foot in one on a regular basis because I wasn’t willing to give up coffee and lunch breaks with Lexi. But to actually venture into the depths of the corridors filled with sick, injured, or dying people? I could do without that. Maybe it was the smell, that antiseptic sting in your nose that I would forever associate with visiting friends who were dying while I was perfectly healthy and unchanging. Maybe it was the memory of those dying friends asking me for insight on what awaited them, and the lies I’d told to calm their fears.

			Because I didn’t know what came next. Whatever I’d experienced or witnessed after I died was a mystery, one I’d realized decades ago would not be solved. But when April looked at me with worry in her old, watery gaze, or when her daughter Vera had, I’d said whatever I needed to, because I loved them and I hadn’t wanted them to be afraid.

			Evan bumped his shoulder against mine, a gentle nudge. “You okay?”

			Except for feeling every one of my nearly 110 years? “Yeah. Not a fan of hospitals.”

			“The air’s burning my nostrils.” He wrinkled his nose, which was beyond cute and made me smile. I was glad he was here with me.

			Iskander had a private room. I stepped up to the partially open door and tapped on it while sticking my head inside. “Iskander?”

			His eyes popped open, super wide, and he frantically waved for me to enter. A bandage covered his throat, and there were tubes and wires everywhere. A machine beeped incessantly in the corner.

			As I approached, he inclined the head of the bed, and then scribbled across a small white board on his lap. Right—no talking for Isk. I wondered if that was temporary or permanent. I also wondered if it would be rude to ask.

			Iskander held up the white board. Are you okay?

			“Am I okay?” I blinked at him in disbelief. “Jesus Christ, Isk.”

			He erased the words and wrote more. I’ve been worried. I didn’t know if they got you too.

			“No, they didn’t get me.” I sat in the chair beside his bed. “Isk, this is my friend Evan Fournier.”

			Iskander nodded at Evan, who remained standing but leaned against the foot of the bed, and turned his attention back to me. He tapped the white board.

			“I’m sorry I worried you.”

			Some of the tension eased from his shoulders at my apology and he nodded.


			“How are you doing?”

			With a grimace, he indicated the bandage around his throat.

			“Well, yeah. Do they think you’ll be able to talk again?” So much for tact.

			He held out his hand and angled it back and forth.

			“Maybe, maybe not, huh. That sucks.”

			Iskander shrugged. Then he pointed to his eyes and made an open gesture with his hand.

			“But at least you’re alive,” I interpreted. Yeah, I guess that would put shit in perspective. “Do you remember anything?”

			He gave me a quick nod and pulled up the white board again. Vampire.

			Okay, I’d known that, but how did Iskander? And—shit, what were we going to do if he decided to tell everyone?

			“But... Isk...” I coughed. “Vampires, uh—”

			He pointed a finger at me and shook it back and forth. I got that message loud and clear. Shut up and no.

			“I think he knows what he saw,” Evan whispered.

			Iskander pointed at Evan, then tapped his finger on the whiteboard. I read the rest of his message.

			Crazy but true. Bit me, then covered it up with a knife.

			Well, shit. If he knew...he knew. It wasn’t my place to be the paranormal police or...whatever. “Can you describe him?” I asked.

			Iskander erased his message and wrote some more. Big, over six feet. Broad shoulders. Blunt features, nose broken in the past. Brown hair, short. Mean looking.

			That definitely sounded like the leader of the vampires who’d attacked us at Cyril’s, and it confirmed my memory of his voice matching the one on the phone. Shit. Okay. This was hitting me hard, even though I’d already suspected. But I didn’t want Iskander to be sucked into the paranormal world against his will like this. It wasn’t fair.

			Iskander erased the white board again and wrote something else, something long. I waited patiently until he finished and held it up.

			Investigated missing meeting. Video footage from front entrance. Matched face to name. Vampire = Frank Girard.

			And now we had a name. Finally.

			Trailed him. More I saw, more I remembered. He was damned focused on getting to you.

			But I still didn’t know why. Or if Frank was working independently of Marcello and the unknown monster. My gut said he was working with somebody.

			Didn’t know what he was until the attack. Thank you, btw. I remember you found me.

			“Yeah, well. You’re my friend.”

			For the first time since we entered the room, Iskander smiled. He erased the board and wrote, Happy to be your friend, Wes.

			“Of course you know my name.”

			Wouldn’t be much of an investigator if I didn’t.

			“Fair enough. Did you find out why he wanted to get to me?”

			Iskander rolled one shoulder—a small motion, like his nods.

			Even though I suspected I already knew the answer, I asked, “Ever hear of the Crown of Osiris?”

			Iskander’s eyes fell to half-mast as he considered the name, and then he shook his head. Sorry, he mouthed. His eyes started to droop, and I took that as our cue.

			“Let me give you my new number,” I said, since Lexi had replaced my phone at some point while I was out of it. I entered it into Iskander’s cell and texted myself, so I’d have his. “I’m out of the business, by the way.”

			His brows rose at that and he gave me an inquisitive look.

			“It was time,” I said with a shrug. “But I want to keep in touch with you, okay? Text me.”

			He nodded.

			“Hang in there, buddy.”

			He gave me a thumbs-up even as his eyes slid closed.

			 

			I waited until we got back out to the car before I called Hudson and put him on speakerphone.

			“Rojas.”

			“Frank Girard.”

			Hudson paused. “No, you’re Wes Cooper.”

			“Ha. No, that’s the name of our vampire.” I relayed what Iskander had shared, and then laid out the timeline as I understood it. “Frank the vampire kills Meredith and sees me in the otherplane. He does some research—”

			“What, on the site Ghosts R Us?”

			He had a point, but who the hell knew what was in the depths of the forums on the TechnoWitchWeb Lexi was constantly exploring? I could be mentioned. Maybe. Whatever. “He finds out about me, but only in vague terms, so he has to find a way to make contact.”

			“Through Iskander.”

			“Right.”

			“But the memory wipe thing?”

			“I don’t know.” I chewed on my lip for a second. “Vampire mojo?”

			“Not as far as I know.”

			“But you didn’t know vampires over a hundred could be mobile during daylight hours.”


			“Point.”

			“Could be magic, if Frank is working with the Timuritans,” Evan pointed out.

			“A possibility,” I said, then continued with the timeline. “He gets a referral code from Iskander and contacts me with a stupid-ass, awkward email to hire me. I turn him down and phone Isk to find out what the hell. Iskander doesn’t remember the meeting, but because of my call, he starts digging into the mystery meeting and tracks down the guy. Something tips Frank off—who knows what—and he decides to ambush Iskander before he can meet with me and tell me...what?”

			“His name?”

			“Eh, maybe.” It didn’t feel quite right, like I was missing something, but most of the pieces fit.

			Evan cut in, “I don’t understand his motivation. Why so intent on you, Wes?”

			“Because he wanted something stolen.” I held Evan’s gaze for a second, and then turned my attention back to the phone. “Shit. They wanted me to steal the pieces of the crown.”

			Hudson let out a whistle. “You know...that makes sense.”

			“But I’m thinking our buddy Frank isn’t the one running the show,” I said.

			Not with the mystery monster, with his overwhelming otherplane presence and his ability to reach through the planes. Someone with that much power wouldn’t be happy to play second fiddle to Frank. Besides, Frank’s actions so far struck me as more of a blunt object than a precision sort of machine. He was the mastermind’s tool, not the mastermind himself.

			“Agreed,” Hudson said.

			“Any luck with the shipping information or mugshots?”

			“Shipping was a dead end—I confirmed that Meredith, Shawn, Cyril and Marcello all brought something in from overseas, but there was no other relevant information on the manifests. And if you’re confident in the ID of the vampire—”

			“I trust Isk.”

			“Then I’ll concentrate on interviewing Julia. She’s making time for me after a late dinner.”

			“Have fun.”

			“Oh yeah, it’ll be a blast.”

			“Is that sarcasm I sense, Detective Rojas?”

			“Wow. Your intuition is something else. I’m in awe.”

			I chuckled. “Okay. Be careful. Love you.” I clicked off, smiling like a goof.

			And froze.

			Evan was grinning at me, his mouth stretched from ear to ear.

			I stared at him in horror. “I didn’t.”

			“Aw, yeah. You totally did.”

			“No.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Oh fuck.” I folded forward and put my face in my hands.

			Evan rubbed my shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m sure Hudson will understand that you didn’t mean to tell him you loved him.”

			I sat up. “It was—was—habit!”

			“Text that to him. Right now. I dare you.”

			“Fuck off.”

			“‘Sorry I said I loved you, Hud. I mean, I did. Back in the dark ages.’”

			“You want to walk home?”

			“‘And a habit I had thirty-three years ago took over my brain for an instant. But I want to clarify, I’m only after you for your hot bod. Sorry again.’”

			I smacked Evan’s arm as he broke down laughing and made only a cursory effort to fend me off. “That’s not even true.”

			“What, that you’re not after him only for his hot bod?”

			“Stop saying hot bod. Please. I will pay you to erase that phrase from your vocabulary.” I blew out a breath. “And no, I’m not.”

			“Oh, Wes,” Evan said with another laugh, this one smaller and gentler than the others. “As if we all don’t already know that.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			I sort of expected to hear back from Hudson after his interview with Meredith’s ex, but when I didn’t get a call or a text, I wasn’t all that surprised. He was nothing if not focused, and hopefully she’d given him some good information to chase. I texted Lexi to fill her in on what we’d learned from Iskander—the Coles Notes version—but I didn’t get much of a response beyond “k” and “sounds good.” As usual, in-depth research had turned her into a distracto-bot. I hoped she would remember to sleep at some point—she had to go back to work tomorrow.

			Evan and I were kind of in a holding pattern until Hudson and Lexi could add new information to our pile of facts. We spent the rest of the night watching a reality TV marathon and talking. I really liked the kid, and I hoped he was on an upswing of his depression. He certainly seemed energetic, which was promising, but I wondered if there was a paranormal doctor out there he could talk to. Would anti-depressants work on vampires?

			Evan retired around three thirty. I stayed up, wanting to talk to Hudson as soon as he walked through the door. At some point, I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, a sharp honk on the street outside woke me. I grimaced, rubbed my face, stretched—and froze.

			What time was it?

			A quick glance at my phone told me it was after eight, which was further supported by the strength of the morning sun. Had Hudson come in and not woken me? I made my way down the hall to the guest room and carefully opened the door. I was so caught up in the idea of crawling into bed with Hudson—cuddling up with him, enjoying his warm-but-not-too-warm body—that it took me a minute to realize what I was seeing.

			The bed was empty.

			My stomach did a weird jumpy thing and I backed out into the hall. Why would he have gone downstairs to Evan’s room? It made no sense—but that had to be what he’d done. Right?

			Had to be.

			I trotted down the stairs into the basement and keyed in the combination to get into the bedroom. Again, I opened the door slowly, and my breath hitched as my eyes swept over the lone occupant of the bed.

			Only Evan. No Hudson.

			I closed the door and leaned my forehead against it, trying to keep my breathing calm and steady. Freaking out wouldn’t help anyone. There had to be a logical, normal reason for Hudson not to be home yet. Maybe his investigation needed overtime. Or maybe he got caught in traffic. It wasn’t like he’d burst into flames at the first touch of the sun—it just made him ill and lethargic. So being out and about at this time of the morning wouldn’t be pleasant, but it wouldn’t be fatal.

			Not immediately, anyway.

			My brain needed to shut up.

			I ran back upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. The kitchen felt like it was spinning around me and I forced myself to breathe deeply. Evenly. Panicking wouldn’t help. I needed to be calm. I needed to push my worry, my fear, everything aside so I could do what I needed to do.

			I called Hudson. It went straight to voice mail, so I left a message that probably wasn’t very coherent, before pulling myself together long enough to demand he call me back immediately. I hung up and waited a minute. Two minutes. Three.

			Nothing. If his phone was off, he might not know I called right away. But there was no legitimate reason for his cell to be off—he had to be reachable at all times for work.

			My worry ratcheted up higher.

			Katrina Li. She was Hudson’s superior, so she’d know where he was, right? I went through the switchboard and couldn’t help flashing back to the last time I’d done so and heard Hudson’s wide smile in his voice as he greeted me with surprise.

			“Li,” she answered on a yawn.

			“Detective Li, this is Wes Cooper. Hudson’s friend? We met in the diner.”

			Her voice immediately softened. “Oh hi. How are you?”

			I inhaled none too steadily. “Um, not great. Would you happen to know if Hudson was held up this morning?”

			“Held up?” Her tone lost some of its friendliness.

			“He’s—he’s not home yet.” I bit my lip. “I know overtime is a thing, but with his allergy—”

			“Shit, yeah. Let me put you on hold, okay? I just came on shift but I’ll ask around.”

			Before I could respond, awful, soulless instrumental music tinkled across the line. Normally I’d put the phone on the counter and wait for the person to come back, but I couldn’t pull the device away from my ear. I couldn’t risk missing anything.

			What if there had been an accident? Or—fuck—a shooting? Vampires weren’t immortal. What if—oh god. What if the vampire Hudson had been hunting down—Raver, Pike’s second in command—had come looking for him?

			“Wes?” My head jerked up at Kat’s breathless voice. “I’m gonna have to call you back.”

			“But—”

			“I don’t have anything to share yet. Okay? As soon as I know something, I’ll call. I promise.”

			Oh god. I was going to be sick. “Is he—”

			“We’re not sure where he is, and that’s all I can say.” She made a noise similar to Hudson’s breathy don’t react can’t react grunt. “Let me give you my direct line.”

			I grabbed an envelope from Hudson’s kitchen table and wrote it down with Det. Li above it.

			“If he shows up at home, call me,” she ordered.

			“If—” No, I refused to say if. “When you find him, please do the same.”

			“Absolutely, Wes. It’ll happen.”

			She disconnected and my knees gave out like my strings were cut. I slammed to the kitchen floor, but I barely felt the landing.

			Hudson was missing. Missing. What if we never found him? What if he was...was gone? What was I going to do without him? When we’d broken up, I’d gotten over him—mostly. I’d moved on. But he’d been alive, whole, safe, or at least as safe as a cop could be. He’d been in the world.

			If he wasn’t in the world anymore...

			“Fuck. No. No, Wes, you’re not going there.” I held my phone in front of my face and stared at the black screen, trying to get my brain back online.

			I could haunt him...

			My body—my magic—put up hell no signs at the thought. I wasn’t ready to tap into that power again yet, but I had to try, didn’t I?

			I closed my eyes and breathed, trying to find that deeper place of magic. It always took concentration and determination to find it, but no matter how hard I searched, I couldn’t access it this time. I let out a ragged breath and opened my eyes. My body trembled—exertion, fear, and despair, as I realized my most powerful ability was off the table. Maybe for good.

			But... Lexi might have some ideas. She’d be at work—she had the day shift today. I considered calling the nurse’s desk to leave a message for her, but there wasn’t anything she could do. In the eyes of the hospital, Hudson was no one to Lexi—though they’d bonded when I was out of it. An emergency involving her best friend’s maybe-boyfriend would get her sympathy and nothing more. So there was no point calling her, but I could text. I pulled up the messaging app with shaking hands and typed out a message.

			Need you to call me asap.

			I sent the message before I realized it looked weird. I hadn’t used “U” for you. Good clue that all was not right with me.

			I pushed myself to my feet and proceeded to do things. I made coffee. I made toast and had a bite before abandoning it for more coffee. I sat at the kitchen table and stared at my phone, willing it to ring.

			Instead, something popped into existence about half a foot off the table and fell to the wooden surface with a muffled clatter.

			I surged up and back, knocking my chair to the floor and almost tripping over it. And okay, yeah, I screamed. Because what the fuck? A bundle of—of whatever was not supposed to appear out of thin air and drop to someone’s kitchen table. My back was pressed against the counter as I watched the thing, waiting for it to move...but it sat there, an orange glob of fabric—

			Wait.

			Carefully, I edged forward. I dared to grab a fold of fabric between my thumb and forefinger and flipped it up to reveal what was inside before pulling my hand back. In case the thing attempted to bite me. Except...that inkling I had when I realized the object was mostly fabric was right. It wasn’t just any fabric. It was the shirt I’d wrapped the piece of the crown in. Which meant...

			Losing some of my fear, I gently pulled back the shirt to reveal the crown. It still vibrated oddly between planes, as though there was an echo across the otherplane on the limits of my hearing. The compulsion to stare at it, to touch it, was still there. I covered it with the shirt again, shuddering.

			But why was it here? Lexi had taken it home to do more research on it—

			Lexi had taken it home.

			“Oh fuck,” I whispered before bolting out the door.

			 

			Two cop cars sat at the curb in front of Lexi’s townhouse.

			“No,” I whispered to my empty car.

			I didn’t remember parking. I didn’t remember getting out of the car. One second I saw the cop cars, and the next, I was staggering up Lexi’s walkway and seeing—Marissa? She looked the same as the last time I’d seen her. More clothed, but the same. And she had no fucking right to be here.

			I charged her and grabbed her arms. “What the fuck did you do?”

			She yanked herself out of my grip and pushed me. “Nothing, you fuck!”

			“Bullshit!” I started for her again, but arms surrounded me from behind, pulling me away. A cop, I confirmed with a glance over my shoulder, but I didn’t care. “What happened? Why are you here?”

			The cop was saying something, something I should listen to, but all I could hear was the blood in my ears and Marissa’s harsh voice.

			“Because the hospital called me!” she spat. “Lexi didn’t get around to changing her contacts, so they called me to say she didn’t show up for her shift. I came here and the door was open and—it’s a mess. Someone tore up the place.”

			My breath caught and I—I stopped. The arms around me went from holding me back to holding me up. “Is she—”

			For the first time, I realized there were tears on Marissa’s cheeks and her eyes were red. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice low and broken.

			I wanted to yell at her some more, to tell her she had given up any right to cry for Lexi, but I could barely remember to breathe.

			“Are you calm?” the cop asked me. “I’ll handcuff you if I have to.”


			I nodded and she cautiously released me. When she pressed on my shoulder as a none-too-subtle cue to sit on the sidewalk, I gave in without protest.

			Both Hudson and Lexi gone? This couldn’t be happening.

			“Why are you here, Wes?”

			“She left me a—a weird message.” Best way I could describe a suddenly appearing magical object to someone who didn’t know about magic. But that raised the question—Lexi had been gone much longer than the few minutes since the crown popped into existence over Hudson’s table. Had it taken the scenic route or what?

			No way to know that answer until I could ask Lexi.

			The cop, who’d wandered over to talk with her partner for a minute while keeping an eye on Marissa and me, marched back over to us. “What’s your name, sir?”

			“Wes—Wesley Cooper.”


			“And your relationship to Ms. Aster?”

			“She’s my best friend.”

			“Are you romantically involved?”

			No, that would be the other missing person in my life. I laughed—and suddenly I couldn’t stop laughing. The cop’s words melted away, even though her mouth was still moving. I was pretty sure she was telling me to calm down, but like that was ever happening. My ex-maybe-not-ex-boyfriend and my best friend were both gone, and I had no idea who took them—no, that wasn’t true. I did. It was the asshole who’d grabbed me through the planes. Had to be. But his identity? Fuck if I knew. Fuck if I knew anything—

			A sharp slap to my cheek snapped me out of it. Marissa had only an instant to give me a look of triumph before the cop had her on the ground, a knee to her back while she pulled her hands behind her to put on the cuffs.

			I lifted a hand to my cheek—which still stung, she’d hit me good—and eyed her. “You’ve been dying to do that, haven’t you?”

			“So worth it,” she said with a grin.

			Whatever her motivation, the slap had definitely blown away the fog of nonreality. The cop helped Marissa, now cuffed, into a sitting position, and turned back to me.

			“Mr. Cooper?”

			“Yeah—I mean yes. Sorry. It’s been...” I didn’t even have the words to describe it. “Um... I’m a friend of Detective Hudson Rojas.”

			The cop—her name tag said Langley—froze. “Rojas?”

			I wasn’t surprised by her reaction. Of course word of his disappearance would be making the rounds. I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded. “Yeah. Could you give Detective Sergeant Katrina Li a call?” I hated to bring attention to what was going on, because the normal world and the paranormal one were getting far too close to crossing in an awkward and uncomfortable way. But if the cops could help find either Hudson or Lexi... “I think Hudson’s disappearance and Lexi’s might be related.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			This trip to the police station left no doubt that there was a significant difference in being questioned as a witness and as a suspect.

			With Iskander’s attack, I was a witness.

			With Hudson and Lexi’s disappearance, I was a suspect.

			I faced two new detectives this time—Dubanowski and Nguyen—and they weren’t nearly as friendly as the others I’d encountered. Even Kat’s expression, when she popped into the room now and again, was flat and unkind. They wouldn’t answer me when I asked for updates on the search for Hudson and Lexi, and their questions—their demeanor—got progressively harsher the longer I was there.

			“Just tell us the truth,” Dubanowski demanded. She was a white woman, tall and stern, with short graying hair cut close to her scalp. “We already know you’re involved.”

			“I’m not!” How many times did I have to say it? “I haven’t seen Hudson or Lexi since early yesterday evening.”

			“Okay,” Nguyen said placidly. She was a study in contrasts to her partner—shorter, softer, with longer black hair pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck. Her eyes were sharp and cold. “But that doesn’t mean you’re not involved.”

			“I swear to god I’m not.”

			“You know something,” Dubanowski insisted. “It makes no sense for three of your close associates to be victims of crime and for you to know nothing, suspect nothing. So maybe you weren’t directly involved...” She blew out a breath. “But c’mon. You’ve got to give us something. Tell us who has Rojas and your friend Lexi. You’ve got some questionable connections, right? As a contract thief—”

			“I’m out of that life.”

			Nguyen grunted. “Maybe. But is everyone happy about that? Does someone want to keep you in? Scare you?”

			“No. I don’t know.” I slammed my palms onto the table. “Hudson was working on a case. Why don’t you investigate that?”

			“We are. But that’s not connected to Lexi Aster. You’re the only thing connecting Iskander Hassan, Rojas and her.”


			Fuck, fuck, fuck. I let my head fall back. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

			Hours passed. The questioning didn’t get any easier, and I wondered if I should give them Frank Girard’s name. I just didn’t know what to do. What was the right thing? My gut said springing the cops on a vampire—or vice versa—wasn’t a sound plan. This was a guy who’d killed one person, at least, and had attempted to kill Iskander—god knew what he’d do if cops decided to question him. If they could even find him. They wouldn’t be prepared to defend themselves against him, and I couldn’t be responsible for that.

			So I kept my mouth shut, except for repeating “I don’t know” for five hours.

			Five. Fucking. Hours.

			They had only suspicions and theories, no solid evidence to tie me to anything, so they finally let me go. I staggered back to Hudson’s when they cut me loose, beyond tired. Beyond exhausted. Collapsing into one of the chairs at the kitchen table, I leaned forward until my head thunked against the cool, flat surface of the table. The piece of the crown hummed at me, wanting my attention, but I ignored it.

			I needed to not think. No, more than that, I needed to not feel.

			That was how Evan found me god knows how long later. Long enough that my back protested when I straightened up at the touch to my shoulder. I looked at him, and my expression must have been bleak, because his own tentative smile fell away.

			“What happened?”

			“I—they’re gone.” I filled him in—the bare bones of information I had—and didn’t bother apologizing for the times my voice broke. “When I left, they didn’t have any more information and Detective Li hasn’t called me, so...”

			“Oh my god.” Evan scraped his hands through his hair. “Wes, I’m sorry, I—”

			“Why are you sorry?”

			“Because I wasn’t awake. I wasn’t here.” He blew out a frustrated breath and hugged himself. “Some friend I am.”

			I shook my head, but I didn’t have anything left in the tank to offer him. It wasn’t his fault that he had restrictions. “They called Lexi’s mom and dad. They’ll be here tomorrow.”

			“Her mom’s a witch too, right?”

			“Yeah.” So we’d have that advantage, anyway. Rosanna could scry or cast a spell or something.

			Evan eyed me critically. “Have you eaten? Slept?”

			“Not yet.” I pushed up from my seat. Enough pity party—Evan’s presence was the catalyst I needed to get moving. “I’m going to sack out on the couch. Give me an hour, no more. Can you make some sandwiches? We’ll plan while we eat.”

			“You’ve got an idea?” Evan’s eyes glittered.

			“Maybe.” Even I could hear the determination in my voice. “I’m a not-ghost. You’re a vampire. We’re not helpless and I’m sure as hell not sitting here doing nothing for the rest of the night.”

			 

			After an hour’s sleep and a peanut butter sandwich, I felt better. Not great—because I still hadn’t heard from Kat—but better. Better enough to try haunting Hudson again.

			It was just as ineffective as it had been hours before. This time, there was a glimmer of hope, a sense that maybe in another day or two I’d be back to my old self. But, goddamn it, I couldn’t wait a day or two. We needed to take action now.


			That left planning out something I really didn’t want to do—but it was the only course of action I could think of. The one that would make Hudson shit bricks if he’d been around to know about it.

			But he wasn’t.

			It didn’t take much to find a list of questionable establishments in Hudson’s office. I couldn’t tell which one was owned by Lana, the vampire he’d questioned who’d once been involved with Hudson’s sire, Pike, but I decided it didn’t matter. We just needed to pick one. Maybe we’d get lucky and it would be Lana’s.

			Although, on second thought, that might not be lucky if she found out we were connected to Hudson.

			The bar we chose was located in a dingy corner of Little Italy, not too far from Hudson’s house. It was intimidating. Not because it screamed Bloodsuckers Within but because it looked like your typical rough, dive bar—normal, even though it wasn’t. Monsters hiding in plain sight.

			Because even though I knew not all vampires were animals—I had two excellent examples in my life—I’d been warned off these bars enough to know Evan and I were walking into potentially hip-deep shit.

			You know those scenes in a movie when the hero steps into a bar, and all conversation dies away? Yeah, that didn’t happen here—the bar was already still and quiet as we stepped over the threshold. Well, duh. They heard us coming, no doubt. And now all the patrons watched us, like big cats in the jungle waiting for their moment to pounce.

			Like this was an ambush.

			“Shit,” I breathed. Before I could usher Evan back out into the parking lot, a half dozen vampires moved forward and cut off our escape.

			I assumed they were vampires, at least. Four men and two women. There were no telltale signs—their eyes weren’t glowing and their fangs weren’t down. One of the men looked like a biker, complete with leather jacket and chains and a scantily clad biker chick hanging off his arm. But the rest looked like regular guys, wearing jeans and T-shirts or polos. The second woman wore a plaid button-down, open over a T-shirt and jean capris—a casual ensemble I’d seen a thousand times and not anything like what I expected a vampire to look like.

			The biker spoke. “I think you boys might have the wrong establishment,” he said with a dangerous smile. His girlfriend licked her lips as she gave me and Evan a once-over.

			Her predatory look freaked me out more than the biker’s smile. “Uh...we’re looking for Lana,” I said.

			The biker laughed. “Wrong bar.”

			Okay—good? I could work with that. Maybe.

			“We’ve got some questions.” Evan let his eyes glow as he stared at the biker and opened his mouth to show off his fangs—but they were only halfway down. I guessed he still didn’t have full control over them.

			The biker threw his head back and laughed. “A baby vamp!” he announced to the bar. “We’ve got ourselves a baby vamp!”

			Instantly the atmosphere changed. The crowd had been interested before, but now they were intent. Their focus felt like a physical thing, almost suffocating.

			The biker turned his attention from Evan to me. “And he brought us a present.”

			Oh shit. Shit. I’d forgotten that my blood smelled like candy to vamps—and these ones didn’t look like they resisted the temptation to take what wasn’t theirs.

			“Wait, no—” Evan started for me as all hell broke loose. A bottle crashed down on his head, spraying liquor and glass and blood everywhere.

			Before I could reach him, a vamp yanked me back. An arm banded across my chest like steel, and another wrapped around my neck. The woman in the plaid shirt scooped Evan off the floor and had him in a similar hold. He drooped in her arms, stunned, bleeding, and my heart lurched.

			Risking myself was one thing, but risking Evan? When he was still working his way out of his depression and starting to believe in life again? What kind of asshole was I?

			The vamp’s nose brushed against my neck and I heard him inhale deeply. “Aw, fuck, Carlos. He smells so good.”

			“Yeah? Make sure you save enough of the party favor for everyone, Doug.”

			I didn’t try to fight—there was no way I’d break this guy’s hold. “We’re looking for some information.”

			“I thought you were looking for Lana.”

			“She knows a friend of mine.” I hesitated, but hey, the situation couldn’t get much worse. “Hudson Rojas.”

			“Never heard of him.”

			Goddamn it—of course he hadn’t. Hudson would have used an alias when he was undercover, right? And I didn’t know what it was.

			I felt Doug’s breath on my neck, and I didn’t wait to feel his fangs. I stepped into the otherplane. My hold was shaky, but better than it had been when we’d faced Frank and his vampires at Cyril’s a few days ago—another sign I was recovering. Shouts filled the bar as the vampires realized I’d disappeared. All of the vamps—even Evan—had the same dark, spiky appearance I’d first seen in Meredith’s house, and I suddenly realized it was because parts of their essence were bleeding into the otherplane. Not enough that they could access it easily, though Hudson had proven that with enough need and will, a vampire could reach into the otherplane for a moment.

			It was an interesting discovery, but at that moment, irrelevant.

			I slid in behind the biker and rematerialized enough to whisper, “All I wanted was information.”

			“What?” He spun around, but I was already fully back in the otherplane. I directed my energy to the neon signs above the bar and one by one, they popped and exploded. Followed by the top-shelf bottles, then the next, and the next. Exercising my inner poltergeist felt damned good.

			The vampires abandoned Evan and fled to the opposite side of the bar. Some had fled the bar entirely, and I heard more than one set of tires squealing down the street. Figuring my point was made, I reentered the living plane and knelt down next to Evan.

			“You okay?” I murmured.

			He nodded, then winced. “Yeah. It’s healing.”

			“What are you?” Carlos the Biker Vamp asked, his voice not quite as steady as it had been a few minutes ago.

			“Pissed off,” I growled as I stood up and refocused on the vamps. “Frank Girard. Know him?”

			“Frank? Girard? I don’t—”

			Scowling, I started to fade.

			“Oh yeah, Frank!” Carlos nodded. “Sure. I know him. He’s an asshole.”

			“Sounds like our guy,” Evan murmured.

			“Just because he’s one hundred and five, you know? Thinks he’s all that because he can walk around during the day.”

			“Where can we find him?” I demanded.

			“I don’t know. We’re not friends. I, you know, see him occasionally at the clubs and he’s kind of well-known because there aren’t many of us over a hundred.”

			One of the T-shirt and jeans vamps held up his hand. Like this was a classroom. Ridiculous. I barely managed to hold in the chuckle as I said, “Yes?”

			“I heard he was hanging out in one of the upscale sections of town.”

			“Which one?”

			He shrugged. “I’m not sure. I overheard him bragging about his new digs and how it had a whole room for music. I guess he plays guitar?”

			I froze. No...it couldn’t be. “Was it in Forest Hill?”

			“Yeah, that was it.”

			Oh my god. Oh my god.


			“Wes?” Evan’s voice seemed like it came from far away.

			“We need to go,” I managed.

			Moving from the interior of the bar to the parking lot was a blur, but things came back into focus at my first inhale of crisp, late-spring-night air. I bent at the waist and tried to hold it all together as pieces of the puzzle slipped into place.

			“Wes...you’re scaring me,” Evan said, his voice low and less than steady. “What’s in Forest Hill?”

			“Meredith Montague’s mansion. It has a music room.”

			“Meredith—the woman you saw get murdered?”

			I nodded. “And Hudson was going to interview her ex-wife, the last anyone heard from him.”

			Evan lifted his hands to clutch at his hair. “Oh shit.”

			That about summed it up. Was it possible that Julia, Meredith’s ex, was behind everything? But...how? Why? She’d been genuinely grief-stricken in the interview I’d witnessed. No one was that good of an actor. Was it possible that another member of the Timuritan group, one we didn’t know about yet, had taken over Meredith’s house? Set up Frank in it?

			I tried to put all the clues together in some semblance of logical order, but my brain was done with logic, thank you very much. All that mattered was getting Hudson and Lexi back. The who and the why we could figure out later.

			But now we had a clue. A direction to go in. Frank might be staying at Meredith’s, and if he was, there might be a connection to Julia. I hoped all these mights would lead to the people I loved.

			My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out. I almost stopped breathing when I saw the caller ID. “Lexi? Are you okay? Where are you?” When there was nothing but dead air on the line, I all but shouted, “Lexi!”

			A chuckle reverberated in my ear. The voice was low, dark—not Julia’s. There went that theory. “Good to know I didn’t aim wrong by picking up the little witch.”

			My breath caught. “Who—who is this?”

			Except I knew. I recognized that voice. The dark figure, the one who’d held me through the planes, the one who taunted me and who still made the occasional foray into my dreams. The one who’d terrified me beyond all reason. I didn’t know the creature’s name, but oh yeah, I remembered it.

			“A birdy reported that he’d seen you venture into a well-known vampire bar, little ghost. Did you make it out in one piece?”

			“I’m talking to you, aren’t I?” I growled.

			“Impressive. I knew you were more than a pretty face and an extraordinary power.”

			Evan laid a hand on my arm, and I risked a glance at him. His expression held horror and concern, and he gave my arm a squeeze of reassurance.

			“Where are Hudson and Lexi?”

			“Safe. For the moment.”

			“I swear to god, if you hurt them—”

			“Oh, it’s too late for that. They are hurt. Nothing serious, but painful? Yes.” The creature chuckled. “I would apologize, but listening to their screams was very satisfying.”

			“You son of a—”

			“Ah ah, little ghost. You have something I want, and I have something—two somethings—you want. Let’s talk about a deal, shall we?”

			“You want the crown for Hudson and Lexi? Done. When and where?”

			There was a pause, followed by more laughter, louder this time. “I love it when the person I’m dealing with is sufficiently motivated.” It rattled off an address—an address I recognized. “One hour.” The line disconnected.

			“Was that a ransom call?” Evan asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

			“Damn straight. C’mon.”

			One hour and this all would be over one way or another.

			 

			I didn’t convince Evan to stay at Hudson’s so much as I took off without him.

			I couldn’t bring him with me. The gash from the bottle had stopped bleeding by the time we stepped into Hudson’s kitchen, but it was still there, still angry, and there was still blood congealed in Evan’s eyebrow and all the way down the side of his face. It was a stark, violent reminder that even though Evan was a vampire, he was also a young man barely into adulthood—an adulthood that had yet to treat him right. If he came with me, he might be hurt even worse. He might die for real.

			I couldn’t do it.

			While he retreated into the basement bedroom to clean up, I grabbed the crown and ran.

			Not too long after, I pulled up near the address I’d been given—the address of Tawfiq Ahmed’s apartment building.

			The last time I’d been here, I ghosted past the guards and up the stairs. This time, the reception area was empty, or at least, I thought it was until I got close to the front desk and saw the guards on the ground behind it. I didn’t have to touch them to know they were dead—the absolute stillness gave it away. Along with the bite marks in their necks.

			Looks like Frank—maybe his whole band—had enjoyed a snack. God.

			Most of Tawfiq’s building housed businesses instead of apartments. I supposed Tawfiq didn’t want neighbors. The elevator to the penthouse sat open in the bank of elevators beyond the security desk—an invitation if I ever saw one.

			I stepped inside. It dinged, the doors closed, and off I went to meet the asshole who’d stolen my people.

			It was an express elevator, but the trip still gave me time to think. Was Tawfiq one of the Timuritans? My gut said no, not with the way he’d spoken on the phone after the cops left. I suspected that the creature had tried to get something from Tawfiq, something he didn’t want to share—and the fact that I’d been led here was an indication that either Tawfiq had given in, or...well, the bodies in the foyer were a pretty good illustration of the or.

			The elevator stopped and dinged again before opening its doors. I stepped into Tawfiq’s penthouse, which had more lights on than the last time I’d visited. It felt empty, but I didn’t think it was because Tawfiq was sleeping peacefully in his bedroom. I touched the piece of the crown, tucked into the inner pocket of my jacket, and ventured forward, slowly, carefully, looking for some clue—any clue—of where to go.

			Suddenly a figure materialized out of the shadows—Frank Girard, asshole vampire.

			“Is this the obligatory pat down?” I hoped my snark hid my nerves. “It’s not necessary. I’m not armed.”

			Frank grunted. “You got the crown?”

			“That’s between me and your boss.”

			Edging closer, he smiled and showed off an impressive set of fangs. “Watch your tone, you little shit.”

			“Or what? You gonna try to beat me up again?”

			He lunged for me, but I sidestepped into the otherplane. I rematerialized a few feet away, out of reach. Frank growled, but apparently old dogs could learn new tricks since he didn’t make a move for me again. His glare made it clear I was not his favorite person.

			Yeah, well, the feeling was mutual.

			“This way.” He walked deeper into the interior of the apartment and opened a door the same color as the wall to reveal a set of stairs. “Up you go.”

			At Frank’s none-too-gentle nudge, I started my ascent. The stairs were steep and narrow—utilitarian and nothing more. At the top, I stepped past a beaded curtain—I shit you not—and froze as power zinged through me. A few more steps, and my surroundings became more clear—and horrifying. It wasn’t a tiled secret room like Shawn and Marcello had. It was an entire freaking sacrificial floor.

			If bigger equaled more power, no wonder the creature had wanted to use this space.

			It was much like the Timuritans’ secret rooms, except more ornate, with multiple overlapping and concentric pentagrams etched into the floor in contrasting tile. I didn’t even want to think about the rituals that could be conducted here. The vampires who’d helped Frank the other night were lounging in the seating area intended for an audience to witness the rituals. Growls and slurps emanated from the group and I realized they were feeding. On Tawfiq. Fuck. I gagged and looked away, and then spotted Lexi and Hudson on the opposite side of the tiled circle.

			They were leaning against each other, as though neither of them had the strength to sit upright on their own. My stomach lurched at the visible evidence of what I’d been told over the phone—they’d been hurt. Both of them.

			I darted forward, but Frank grabbed my arm and held me back. “Let go,” I demanded, trying to jerk my arm from his grasp. I thought about shifting into the otherplane to escape him, but a new player walking into view changed my mind.

			“Ah, little ghost, so good to see you again.” Julia Boucher, Meredith’s ex-wife, emerged from a side room and walked sedately over to Hudson and Lexi. She cast a much different image than she had during the interview I’d witnessed. This time she looked put together, as though she were about to step into a boardroom like the executive she used to be. Her light brown hair was styled meticulously, falling in frizz-less waves to her shoulders, and her fifties-style periwinkle blue skirt suit would have been incredible—if it weren’t splattered with blood.

			“I was betting on it being Marcello, honestly,” I said, trying hard not to think too much about that blood. Whose was it? Were Lexi or Hudson hurt worse than I first thought?

			At the sound of my voice, Hudson’s eyes opened. “Shit. No. Wes—”

			Julia placed a finger over Hudson’s lips. “The adults are speaking right now.”

			Adults. Oh, that was rich. Hudson was more of an adult than I ever would be.

			“You brought me what I asked for?”

			I reached into my jacket, but Frank grabbed my wrist before I could pull out the fragment. “Back off, asshole,” I growled.

			“Frankford.” Julia tilted her head.


			Frank—Frankford—let go and took a step back. I removed the crown from my jacket’s inner pocket. “Here. It’s yours. I’ll take Hudson and Lexi and we’ll be out of your hair.”

			I barely noted the twitch of Julia’s eyebrow before Frank snatched the fragment out of my hand. I sucked in a breath and tried to retrieve it, but Frank was too fast for me. He handed it over to Julia.

			Okay—no panicking. This was the exchange, right? We still had a shot to get out of here, all of us.

			She held up the piece of the artifact and looked at it reverently. “Finally.” She sighed. She moved to the altar, where there were some other fragments, and said a word I couldn’t make out. I kind of expected a big flash or fireworks or something, but the pieces of the Crown of Osiris simply merged back together without any fanfare.

			It wouldn’t have been impressive, except the magic vibrating through the room now was ten times stronger than the fragment alone had been. Power unlike anything I’d ever felt before, dangerous levels of it.

			“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Julia whispered.

			“Looks old to me.” I shrugged, trying for nonchalance. “You got what you wanted, so...”

			“Not quite everything I wanted.” Julia turned away from the crown and eyed me like a hawk might eye a mouse. She walked toward me, her steps deliberate, her generous hips swaying with the movement. “I had planned Meredith’s murder for some time, you know.”

			“Like you planned for me to be there?”

			“Oh no. No, no, no, your presence was a happy coincidence. I was unaware of your existence until Frank reported seeing a...wrinkle after he killed Meredith. Then I suspected I felt something when the good detective visited me the first time, but I couldn’t be sure. After that, it was simply a matter of doing some investigating of my own and finding out about the enigmatic and aptly named Ghost—the thief no one knew anything about, except for the fact he existed and was insanely talented at getting into places he had no business being able to get into.”

			“You were the one who emailed me.”

			She smiled, an expression that brightened her entire visage. I could see why Meredith had fallen for her. “Good guess, but no. That was Marcello. He was overly enthusiastic.”

			“Was?”

			“Was,” she confirmed with a small moue. “The closer we got to our goals, the sloppier he became. First the emails that caused you to close up shop, then encouraging Frankford to kill that investigator in the messiest way imaginable, and then the attempt to use you for his own gain rather than mine.” She clicked her tongue. “I couldn’t abide it any longer.”

			Shit. Well, at least she didn’t know Iskander was still alive. “But why? Why all this? The killing, kidnapping Hudson and Lexi...why?”

			She traced a finger along my cheek and I jerked my head away from her touch. Her eyes spit fire for an instant, but it was immediately doused by a congenial smile. “Meredith, Cyril, Shawn and Marcello? They had all served their purpose. They acquired the pieces of the crown. They each thought it would give them the power to take over their asinine little group. Of course, they were all wrong.”

			“You manipulated them.”

			“Of course I did,” Julia said proudly.

			“For an old piece of junk?”

			The fire was back in her eyes and this time, it wasn’t chased away by a smile. “You know it’s not junk, Wesley. You can feel it, can’t you? Its magic sings to yours.”

			Well, that wasn’t creepy at all. I cleared my throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Bullshit,” she said with a chuckle. “Do you know why I worked so hard to connect with you?”

			“Honestly, I haven’t a fucking clue,” I admitted.

			“I didn’t think so. For a creature with so much potential, you squander it.” She tapped a red-nailed finger on my nose. “Using you to steal the pieces would have been convenient, but I needed you for more than that. I need you for your magic.”

			Oh shit. I looked past Julia to Hudson and Lexi. Hudson’s eyes were closed, his expression one of defeat, and Lexi had tears in hers. Not good.

			“The truth of the crown has been so obscured—both deliberately and simply through the passage of time,” Julia said. “What do you know of Osiris?”

			“Uh...” I blinked. “He was an Egyptian god?”

			“Yes, the father of Horus. Osiris is known as the god of the underworld, but he’s so much more than that. He’s the god of regeneration, rejuvenation—transformation.” She arched a brow at me. “Resurrection too.”

			“Please tell me you’re not trying to bring someone back to life.”

			“No.” Julia’s voice deepened, and her eyes turned black—no whites, no nothing. “We’re trying to keep me in this plane, little ghost. I want to remain here as much as you do.”

			A chill raced through me. This was the presence I’d seen in the otherplane—powerful, dark, horrible. I recognized its form even if I couldn’t see it in the same way on the living plane. “What are you?”

			Julia’s chuckle reverberated oddly as she turned to Lexi. “Alexia? You know, don’t you?”

			“Demon,” Lexi said with a shaky voice. “She’s possessed by a demon.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Eight months ago, Julia Boucher ceased to exist.

			Not-Julia was only too happy to share her origin story, and I listened in horror as she explained in a light, happy voice how the essence of the real Julia—whatever that was, her soul, her memories, her personality—was wiped away by a creature Meredith, Shawn, Cyril and Marcello summoned from the depths of the planes beyond the otherplane. They needed a vessel for the creature, and decided Julia was expendable, particularly since she’d betrayed Meredith by going through with the divorce. Payback. They lured her to Meredith’s house with the promise of reconciliation, drugged her, and conducted the ritual.

			Essentially they’d raped her of her soul, and it made me want to throw up.

			“The echoes of her rage were exquisite,” Not-Julia said, her expression turning a little dreamy at the thought. “The first thing I’d truly felt, and it was remarkable.”

			“Fucking great,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

			She gave me a squint-eyed look, before drawing a fingernail along my arm. My skin crawled under my jacket and shirt. “Of course a few things became clear very quickly,” she said. “One—Meredith and company were not as smart as they liked to think they were. It was easy enough to befriend each of them, telling them what they wanted to hear, and to ingratiate myself. Two—I was not the only one who wanted to see the balance of power shift.” Not-Julia cast Frank the vampire a look full of a weird sort of affection, and wonder of wonders, he actually smiled back. It was creepy as fuck. “Frankford had been entrapped in a binding spell Meredith cast—her own pet vampire servant. It was easy enough to give him a boost of power to get past the part of the spell that prevented him from hurting her.”

			“The spell you helped her cast, right?” Lexi said.

			Not-Julia shrugged. “Manipulating their spells was a simple way to earn their trust. Frankford understands.”

			I’m glad someone did, because I sure didn’t.

			“That was why they summoned me in the first place. Their greed drove them to extreme measures to ensure their self-benefitting magic would work—ironic that it also led to their downfall, no?” She grinned. “Anyone would agree they got what they deserved.”

			Given the story she’d related, yeah. Though agreeing with a demon would probably ensure me a prime place in hell. Good thing I didn’t believe in God or Satan.

			“The third thing I realized,” Julia continued, “was that this body would not last forever. I could feel the decay start almost immediately. It’s a slow process but unstoppable.”

			Regeneration, rejuvenation—transformation. “You’re going to use the crown to stop it.”

			“Very good, little ghost.” Julia’s smile was nearly blinding in its brilliance. “With one minor correction—you are going to use the crown to stop it.”

			“I—What?”

			“A magical being must be the focus of the ritual, and that would be you. I was originally going to use one of my vampires,” she said. “The problem is that their magic is not pure in any way, and I worried that would muddle the spell. I can’t use it, not if I’m to be the object of the spell. So Frank sensing you at Meredith’s was fate. Serendipity.”

			“Because I’m a being of magic?”

			She laughed. “And filled with some of the purest magic I’ve sensed in my time on this earth. You will serve my purpose just fine, little ghost.”

			“So you tried to trap me, and then grabbed me at Shawn’s...all so I could do your little ritual for you.”

			“No, Wes, don’t.” The words flew from Lexi as though she feared she wouldn’t get them all out. “The crown—it makes the target of the spell immortal. You can’t—we can’t let that—” She cried out as one of the vampires backhanded her across the face.

			Frank interrupted my lunge forward and yanked me back to his side. Asshole. I clenched my jaw as Lexi rubbed her cheek and glared at the vampire who hit her. She looked okay—for now. Again I thought about escaping to the otherplane, but that would leave Lexi and Hudson defenseless. I could easily picture Julia threatening them to bring me back to the living plane anyway—that’s why they were here, right? Not so she could get the crown after all, but so she could get me.

			I was not a scholar, but I could do some simple math. A demon plus an immortal body equaled a big ol’ shitstorm. Lexi was right—I couldn’t do what Julia asked. Not only was it wrong, there was no guarantee any of us would survive it.

			“I see Alexia has done her research. She’s right—the ritual does make the target immortal. Or possibly conveys upon it godhood.” Julia winked. “The text is vague, but between you and me, either result is acceptable.”

			Godhood. As in, it could make the demon a god? Granted, I didn’t know the true scope of that, but a god was a god. All powerful. Or at least, way more powerful than any demon had the right to be.

			“No.” I wanted it to come out strong and unshakeable, but my voice wavered.

			Julia’s smile fell away. “Consider your response carefully, little—”

			I cleared my throat and firmed up my voice. “No.”

			Julia sighed. “I thought you might say that.”

			She held out a hand. One of her vampires stepped forward and placed something in it—

			A gun.

			Which she raised and fired. Directly into Hudson’s heart.

			 

			We’d talked about how to kill a vampire after our fight with Frank and his band. Hudson had joked about not asking sooner, and I’d smiled, but in reality I hadn’t wanted to know. Shit, I hesitated to kill spiders, and I hated those motherfuckers. Killing a vampire was probably not on my list of things I could ever accomplish. But I grasped that killing one would be harder than a regular human, so we’d discussed it.

			“Decapitation, fire.” Hudson ticked off each method on his fingers. “A stake or bullet directly to the heart.”

			“The sun?”

			He shook his head. “For young vampires, maybe, but it wouldn’t be instant. In direct sunlight, I get a sunburn, a bad one—blisters and all—and it makes me sick. Prolonged exposure can lead to anaphylaxis.”

			“So it really is an allergy.”

			“Yeah. We don’t burst into flames and it’s not a guaranteed death, it’s just painful as fuck.”

			“Should I start carrying a stake?”

			“Only if you call him Mr. Pointy.”

			I squinted at him. “Did you just make a Buffy reference? Really?”

			“What kind of self-respecting vampire would I be if I didn’t watch the Scooby Gang?”

			A horrendous sound—loud, screechy, deafening—pulled me out of my memories and back into the real world. I didn’t realize it was me screaming until my throat seized up and the sound stopped.

			Hudson was—he was on the floor. Not moving. He’d had no time to say anything—no time to look at me—and now he was—


			He was—

			Julia calmly stepped over Hudson’s—over his—over Hudson, and placed the barrel of the gun against Lexi’s forehead. Lexi squeezed her eyes shut and cried out as the hot metal seared her skin. Tears cascaded down her cheeks.

			Mine were dry. Because I was broken. Seeing Hudson fall, seeing him—fuck, seeing him die broke me. Emotion? Ceased to exist. How could it remain in the face of that?

			“Wes, don’t,” Lexi begged, her voice shaking so hard I could barely make out the words. “Don’t do it. It’s not worth it. It’s okay, I promise it’s okay. Please—”

			“Five seconds, little ghost. Five seconds to make your decision or your second friend dies.” Julia—Not-Julia—might as well have been discussing a favorite recipe for all the emotion she displayed. “Five, four—”

			“I’ll do it,” I gasped.

			“No, Wes,” Lexi moaned, sagging.

			Julia handed the gun off to one of her vampires. He kept it trained on Lexi, which was all the incentive I needed. I couldn’t be the noble person concerned about the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few. Not when my best friend—the great-granddaughter of the woman who saved me—would die if I refused. That was unacceptable. I owed her family too much. Losing Hudson was a raw, open wound that was still mostly numb because it...it couldn’t be real. It couldn’t. If Lexi were laid out on the ground beside him, their pools of blood comingling...

			I bent at the waist and retched.

			Frank swore under his breath and when I was done, guided me away from the mess and into the center of the pentagram delineated on the floor in tile. My hands wanted to shake, but I wouldn’t let them. I couldn’t fail Lexi. Not like I’d failed Hudson.

			Julia placed the Crown of Osiris in my hands.

			“What do I do with it? Wear it?”

			“You’ll look quite fetching in it,” Julia said, and giggled.

			Giggled.

			As though she hadn’t just killed Hudson—the man who might have been mine again if we’d had more time. I believed we’d have all the time in the world this time around, since we were both on the same side of the immortality table. Or mostly, anyway. I didn’t think our time together would be numbered in days. Hours.

			I had to concentrate on breathing for a few moments, reminding my lungs that yes, they could expand and contract. I was still alive.

			I put the crown on my head and ignored the snorts of amusement from the vampires surrounding us. “Now what?”

			Julia arranged herself to stand on the opposite side of the circle, though still within its boundaries. “Now, access your magic and think of me.”

			Both of those things were easier said than done. Shock and brokenness kept me removed from my power, and I didn’t want to think about Julia. I wanted to think about anything but.

			As I stared at her, trying to do what she said, she nodded to the vampire with the gun aimed at Lexi. “Shoot her arm.”

			Oh fuck. “No! I can—I can do this.” My words tumbled together, but my investment must have been clear, since Julia waved the vampire off.

			“Wes,” Lexi whined.

			I ignored her and closed my eyes.

			I would do this. I would connect with my magic and allow the crown to funnel it—or whatever it needed to do—at Julia. Because Lexi deserved to live. She deserved a good life, a happy, complete, extraordinary life. I hadn’t been much help to the generations that had preceded her—friendly with them, yes, but Lexi was the Aster I’d connected with. She was one of my people, and I would do anything—anything—for her.

			Even unleash an immortal demon on the world.

			Because we could find some way to stop Julia after. I truly believed that. And if we couldn’t, I would run as fast and as far with Lexi as we needed to. We’d escape the danger. Us and Evan. We’d all run, and we’d be safe. And maybe that made me a bad person, but I didn’t care. I needed my people with me, or else what was the fucking point of this existence?

			If Hudson was dead, and Lexi and Evan were gone too—why even bother?

			God—I had to do this.

			My magic sparked and the crown grabbed it, yanking it to the forefront of my existence, beyond my exhaustion, burnout and self-preservation protections, until power filled me. It was funny—I normally didn’t think of it, but Julia was right. I was magical. When I felt this connection, this rush, I usually didn’t dwell on it. I acted, using it to step into the otherplane, or haunt someone, or whatever else I needed to do.

			I opened my eyes and focused my intent on Not-Julia. The magic leached from me, through the artifact, and out toward her. Would it drain me until I was little more than a husk? I hadn’t thought to ask.

			Honestly, if it saved Lexi, I didn’t care.

			The magic slammed into Julia. She staggered, falling back a step, then gasped in delight and lifted her head and hands in supplication. “Perfect! Yes... I can feel it. Yes!”

			The fact that Julia sounded as though she was getting close to an orgasm was a bit distracting, but the magic and the crown were doing their own thing at this point. I had no more control over it than I did the rising of the sun or the setting of the moon. I was merely the energy source, and the crown the conduit. With every moment that passed, Julia’s presence expanded, growing stronger, larger, even if her physical body remained the same. She dominated the room, filling it with a miasma of dark, horrible power, and in the back of my mind, I asked whatever gods might be watching for forgiveness. Because I knew that this had been the wrong choice—even if it was the only one I could make.

			My legs started to shake and my vision grew dim. My well of magic was almost gone. Another few breaths and—and that would be it. I might not die immediately, but without the magic that had kept me alive for eighty-five years, I would die. I sucked in a breath that rattled in my chest. Julia cried out in triumph—

			Two hands suddenly covered her ears, twisted her head and pulled. Her body dropped to the floor. Sans her head.

			I barely had time to register that Evan was holding Julia’s head—fuck, that was gross—before the magic rebounded on me. Everything that had been sucked out of me slammed back, bringing with it the spell that had been working to transform Julia. I crumpled to the floor. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t move. All I could do was endure and try to tuck everything back where it was supposed to be. A tiny kernel of power, always there, always burning, but unobtrusive.

			It was harder than it should have been.

			The sounds of fighting rang around me. Grunts of exertion. Flesh thudding into flesh. Flesh tearing. Orders of where to shoot—head, heart—followed by more than one gunshot. Cries of pain and disbelief. Evan’s voice calling out. Lexi’s. And then...silence.

			I didn’t know if the fight had ended or if I had.

			“Wes!” Lexi dropped to the floor beside me and cradled my head. “Oh god, Wes, come on.”

			The white that filled my vision slipped away and I sucked in a coughing, gasping breath. Lexi held me, speaking in a low, comforting voice, and even though I couldn’t quite follow all the words, I got the gist of it—I was here, she was here, we were alive.

			“Hudson?” I managed.

			She bit her lip and looked away.

			I scrambled upward but I couldn’t quite reach my feet. Lexi hauled me the rest of the way up and we staggered over to the other side of the circle. Evan sat with his head in his hands, hunched over like he was trying to make himself as small as possible—if he didn’t exist, then this scene wouldn’t, either. God—he’d just killed someone. The implications of that pinged against my brain, but I didn’t have the capacity to deal with it right now. Kat Li stood over Hudson, pale and trembling just enough to illustrate that beneath her professional exterior, she was shaken. I didn’t even know why—how—

			The envelope with her number on it in Hudson’s kitchen. Evan must have found it and called her for backup after I left. I couldn’t even imagine what he’d told her to get her to accompany him on her own.

			“I have to call—call it in,” she said.

			Lexi was shaking her head even before the detective finished speaking. “And tell them what? That a band of vampires headed by a demon kidnapped us and killed—” Her voice failed her.

			“How is this even real?” Kat swiped a shaky hand over her forehead. Specks of blood dotted her suit and skin, illustrating that the fight I’d missed had been intense and close-quarters. “Vampires? Demons?” Her voice turned pleading. “I hit my head, right? This is a dream? A nightmare?”

			“No dream, Kat,” I said wearily.

			“I—I don’t—” Kat broke off, and I thought for a moment she was searching for words to put this experience into terms she could understand. But then her eyes grew wide and her mouth opened into a round O, and she gasped for breath.

			I took a tentative step forward. “Detective? Kat?”

			Her eyes found mine. Terror filled them, and I knew.

			“Oh, no you don’t, you son of a bitch.”

			The epithet hadn’t even left my mouth before I was in the otherplane and staring at the black cloud of Not-Julia surrounding Kat’s form. The demon’s presence that had once been overwhelming and terrifying in the otherplane no longer filled me with dread and horror. Maybe because we’d beaten it once, or maybe because it no longer had the power to dominate the room. Tendrils of energy—evil—extended into Kat’s eyes, nose, mouth and ears. But only tendrils. It was trying to insert itself in Kat’s body, but it was having to force its way in, little by little, and Kat would probably die of suffocation before the damned thing finished.

			Without thinking, I rushed forward and grabbed it. I half expected my arms to pass through it, but like the ghosts I’d encountered on the otherplane, it had mass here. It struggled in my arms, wailing and crying like a wounded animal, but surprisingly I had the strength to hold on to it. It would not hurt the living plane any more. I refused to allow it.

			I pulled it away from Kat and it howled, its struggles more vehement. Still I held on. It needed to go back where it came from, but how? How was I going to do that? I swept my gaze around the room—and saw it.

			The Crown of Osiris. It had fallen off my head when the magic had rebounded on me and sat innocuously in the middle of the tiled pentagram. It looked almost like a piece of a costume—except in the otherplane, it thrummed with power. The air around it was wavy, as though it was a highway baked in the summer sun. It was a conduit, that much I’d already determined. It had sucked energy—magic—through me into the living plane. Could I use it to direct the demon back into its own plane?

			Worth a shot. I didn’t know how else I would access the planes beyond this one.

			I focused on the crown and opened my connection to my magic. It was easier here—the living plane resisted magic, I realized, but the otherplane had nothing but magic. The crown flared to life, waking up, and I tried to configure its...frequency, for the want of a better word, to do what I needed it to do. It wasn’t easy—the crown wanted to pour the magic into the living plane. That’s what it had been intended to do—siphon magic from a being like me so that a witch, or witches, could do things they shouldn’t be able to do. Like make someone immortal.

			With a grunt, I pulled the magic backward, reversing the flow. The crown resisted, but after a tense moment, the magic trickled back toward me. Then rushed. I dodged the stream and watched as it thundered through the otherplane, punching a hole into the plane’s fabric of existence. Darkness lived beyond that breach—darkness I didn’t want to investigate too closely.

			Now came the trick—getting Not-Julia into the stream without being pulled in myself. I edged forward, my arms extended, as the demon writhed and squirmed. One of its tendrils got caught in the stream, and the sudden yank jerked me off balance.

			But something caught me. Held me steady.

			I glanced over my shoulder.

			“I’ve got you,” Hudson said.

			He—he was here. Completely here.

			Fuck.

			Swallowing hard, I nodded and took one more step forward. I thrust the demon into the stream of magic and it was swept away, its howls reaching deafening levels—until it slipped past the breach. Then all was silent except for the rushing magic.

			A single thought was all it took to direct the stream back into the living plane. I was getting better at manipulating the crown, but damned if it would be a skill I’d use again. Once the magic balance felt even, I broke the crown’s connection to the energy. The crown glowed for a moment more, and then became shapeless, melting into the tiles. I guess I’d used it too much.

			Oops. Sorry not sorry.

			That dealt with, I turned to Hudson. Ghost Hudson. My breath caught in my throat. He looked so...so normal. Big, healthy body, sparkling golden-brown eyes, his mostly silver hair glinting. Tentatively, I stepped forward, my hand outstretched. I cupped his stubble-laden cheek, reveling in the texture against my skin, and my heart ached when he leaned into my touch and closed his eyes.

			“Hudson,” I breathed.

			His eyes opened. “I love you. I never stopped loving you.”

			I tried to keep it together. This was his goodbye. The reason he’d been lingering on this plane. Just like Amrita, he’d needed to complete something before he could move on.

			I wasn’t going to make it harder for him to do so.

			“I love you too,” I whispered.

			Hudson leaned toward me and I lifted my face to him. He kissed my forehead, my eyes, the tip of my nose, and then when I gasped out a sob, his lips brushed mine, his tongue slipping into my mouth to dance one last dance. I squeezed my eyes shut even harder and poured everything I had, everything I was, into this kiss. Our last kiss.

			We drew back at the same time, and I couldn’t look at him anymore. I turned away and my eyes latched on to the blurry, living figures I’d left to fight the demon. They remained near Hudson’s body, which was a mass of shadows on the floor.

			A mass of shadows.

			If Hudson were dead, I’d be able to see his body as clearly as I saw all the other inanimate objects. “You’re not dead,” I breathed.

			“What?”

			There was no time to answer Ghost Hudson’s confused question. I raced over to the group, emerging from the otherplane between one step and the next.

			“He’s not dead,” I gasped, skidding to my knees beside Hudson’s body.

			“Oh, hon,” Lexi said, “vampires are pretty tough but—”

			I ignored her, ripping off my jacket and tossing it aside. My forearms were exposed by my T-shirt. “Evan, I need your teeth.”


			“What the hell,” Kat muttered. Then, louder, “What are you doing?”

			I held out my wrist to Evan as he approached and gave him a nod. “Hudson’s not dead,” I said to Kat.

			“He was shot in the heart! He’s not breathing, he’s bleeding, he’s—”

			“I know,” I gritted out. “But he’s a vampire.” Thankfully the weapon Julia used must have been a small caliber because there was no—god—no exit wound. Blood stained his shirt but there was very little on the floor around him.

			“Wait—Hudson was one...one of those...” Kat wavered. “I think—I need to sit down.”

			“Help her,” I said to Lexi. Then I met Evan’s gaze as he bit down.

			He quickly released my wrist and licked away a stray drop from the corner of his mouth, his eyes growing a little unfocused. I pressed my torn skin to Hudson’s lips and let my blood drip on his teeth and tongue and down his throat. Evan had to reopen my wound twice before we saw any reaction from Hudson. The gray seeped out of his skin, returning it to its normal bronze depth.

			At my nod, Evan ripped away Hudson’s shirt to expose his chest and I watched, grossed out and fascinated, as his body expelled the bullet. It rolled off his pec and plinked against the tile floor. The hole healed, and then, wonder of wonders, Hudson’s lips twitched against my wrist.

			Before I could say anything, his fangs dropped, his mouth opened, and he bit down.

			Not a pleasant experience, but I laughed, anyway.

			Hudson was alive.

			“Holy shit,” Kat whispered. “Holy fucking shit.”

			I grinned at her. “You said it, sister.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			In the end, Kat agreed to cover up the existence of the paranormal, though, to be honest, she didn’t have much choice. The vampires’ bodies were gone, disintegrated by their deaths—which, had any of us known about that quirk of magic beforehand, we would have realized much sooner that Hudson wasn’t quite dead. Lexi had accidentally-on-purpose set Julia’s body—uh, and head—on fire when Kat was still considering telling the whole truth of what went down. So yeah, by the time Hudson and I had regained enough strength to get up, there was no evidence left that Kat could point to. Except the guards’ bodies, and Tawfiq’s.

			We decided that creating a story about some shady group tangentially related to me who’d kidnapped Hudson and Lexi made the most sense. It was what the cops suspected, anyway. Kat said they had had little evidence of what happened to Hudson—Frank had ambushed him well after he’d visited Julia, to keep the trail away from her. We’d say Hudson and Lexi had escaped their captors and made it home, but they’d both been drugged, so neither remembered any details of where they’d been held. Somewhere near the water, to throw everyone off the real trail. And neither Evan, Kat nor myself had anything to do with their escape.

			It was a shitty position to put Kat in, and I could see Hudson struggling with that knowledge as he asked her to do it, but they didn’t have much choice in the matter. The existence of the paranormal couldn’t be revealed—not just because it would endanger all of us, but because any hint of the unbelievable truth would ruin Kat’s reputation.

			Lexi, with her purpose of protecting the paranormal community and her friends firmly in mind, rather than the benefit to herself, cast a spell to erase all electronics in Tawfiq’s building. Just in case. It left her as weakened as Hudson and me, and we stumbled out of the building, leaning on each other to keep our steps straight.

			We spent the rest of the night at a police station while Hudson and Lexi both recounted their stories. I sat in the waiting area with Evan. Kat came in separately, dressed in a new suit and fresh off the hunt for them—and oh look, they’d already been found. The cops released both Lexi and Hudson before dawn and we all raced back to Hudson’s place before the sun could fully rise.

			I turned to Evan before we went to our separate rooms. Brave, amazing, heroic Evan. I pulled him into an extra tight embrace and held on even as his body trembled.

			“You did good,” I whispered. “I’m proud of you.”

			He grabbed my shoulders, as though I were a lifeline. “I killed someone,” he breathed.

			“You saved us,” Hudson countered, his arms encircling both of us from the side.

			Lexi nudged her way under one of my arms, and held on to all of us too.

			I was wrung out, but this hug, this moment of closeness, of family, did a lot to bolster me. I hoped it was just as effective for Evan. “Do you need us tonight?” I asked softly.

			His chuckle was more air than sound. “No, I’m a big boy. I can handle sleeping on my own.”

			“All you need to do is ask, you know. I am a champion cuddler.”

			“I know. And thanks.” He kissed my cheek then drew back just enough to look up at Hudson. “I think you guys need to cuddle alone.”

			I regarded Hudson too and caught him watching me intently.

			Yeah... Evan was not dumb, that’s for sure.

			He retreated to the basement and Lexi to the guest room. Hudson and I headed for the master suite on the main floor—what I’d started to think of as our room—and showered together. We shared a few kisses, but neither of us had any strength for more than ridding ourselves of the filth we’d gathered that night—both physical and mental. We fell into bed and I was asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.

			And I dreamed.

			If it had been a dream about the horrors we’d all experienced that night, I wouldn’t have been surprised. But instead... I dreamed of Michael.

			Michael Aster, the lover who’d convinced me dying was the only option for us to be together and killed me when I couldn’t kill myself. It was odd, but I couldn’t remember if I’d ever dreamed of him before. Probably? But not for years—decades.

			So why now?

			He looked at me with his big dark blue eyes, as deep as a bottomless lake. Once those eyes had been filled with smiles, laughter, happiness and hope—now, they were sad. He smiled, the expression as sorrow-filled as his eyes, and nodded.

			“Soon,” he said.

			I woke with a gasp. Red-orange light glowed around the edges of the blinds, telling me it was almost sunset. With a grunt, I rolled to my side to look at Hudson, and found him awake already, watching me.

			“That’s a little creepy,” I said.

			“I’m not allowed to admire you?”

			“Well... I...”

			He smiled at my stuttering, the big, full smile that made his eyes crinkle. It was my favorite smile. “You’re cute.”

			“Is that the start of a twink joke? Because—”

			He kissed the tip of my nose and I sucked in a breath, the memory of him doing the same thing on the otherplane hitting me hard. But I don’t think Hudson remembered our interaction there. He’d been in a coma—essentially—and what had happened would have been like a dream. I was curious, but I wasn’t sure how to bring it up.

			Hey, do you remember being a ghost?

			Nope. Not going there.

			He was here. He was alive—and so was I. I wasn’t going to waste another minute.

			“Make love with me?” I asked, my voice soft.

			His entire body shuddered, and the breath he took was ragged and uneven. “Yes,” he said, so low I almost couldn’t hear the word over the growly timbre of his voice.

			He rolled me onto my back and I parted my legs to cradle his body against mine. Most of his weight was braced on his forearms, resting on either side of my head, as he kissed me. Softly, sweetly, then with more urgency and need. Before long, our morning hardness had been coaxed into full erections and I gasped every time his rubbed against mine.

			I needed, like I hadn’t in years.

			“Clothes off,” I gasped.

			Thankfully all we had to remove was our underwear, since we hadn’t bothered to put on more than that after our shower at dawn. I hissed as his hard-on seared my upper thigh, so hot compared to the rest of his body. I reached down and cupped it as it found a home in the crease between my thigh and groin, and Hudson groaned in appreciation and closed his eyes as he thrust his hips.

			“So good,” he said.

			“If you think that’s good, you’re gonna love my ass.”

			Hudson laughed and opened his eyes. His hips slowed down, but didn’t stop moving entirely. “I forgot, you know?”

			“Forgot what?”

			“How much fun it was to have sex with you.”

			Well, yeah. Sex could be serious and emotional, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t also be light and irreverent. I mean, at its very core, the act was kind of ridiculous. Hudson was going to insert his penis into my butt and thrash around until he spurted baby-making stuff, and hopefully I would too. We’d make silly noises we’d never make at any other time, and say porn-worthy things like harder, faster, give it to me! It was the most ridiculous thing ever.

			But somehow, with Hudson, it had always been magical. A celebration. A joyful act filled with love and laughter. Like he said, fun.

			Smiling, I rose up and pushed Hudson onto his back. He bounced against the bed, laughing, his head barely missing the footboard, and I pounced on him, swallowing his cock to the root. His laughter cut off midway in favor of a loud, appreciative moan.

			I thought I’d choke on his dick—it had been a while since I’d sucked one, let alone tried deep-throating—but he slid home like he was meant to be there. I slurped with abandon, moaning so he’d know how much I enjoyed it, and his soft curses acted as a counterpoint. At the back of my mind, I hoped Lexi and Evan weren’t awake, but I didn’t care if they were, or if they were standing outside the closed bedroom door to listen in. Hudson and I deserved this time together, damn it.

			“Fuck, oh fuck.” I looked up at Hudson to find him watching me, his eyes darkened to little more than pupils. A glowing golden line surrounded the black, and his fangs had dropped. The dark, wide pupils—that I remembered from our time together. The fangs and the glowing iris should have thrown me out of the moment, but they didn’t. They simply illustrated that Hudson had changed. He wasn’t the same man I’d known, and that was okay. I liked who he’d become. A lot.

			I waited for the hint of precome but it never came. Hudson’s breathy warning, “Gonna come,” caught me by surprise and I pulled off to look at him quizzically.

			“Didn’t think you were that close,” I said, my voice rough.

			“Yeah, I, uh...” He lay back and blew out a breath. “Dry orgasms. It’s a vampire thing.”

			“Really?”

			Hudson didn’t look at me. “Yeah.”

			I grinned. “That’s awesome.”

			His head jerked up. “What?”

			“I hate swallowing!” My brows twitched. “Don’t you remember?”

			After a second, he let out a breath of laughter. “Oh my god, I do now.”

			I never minded the taste of precome on my tongue, but the flood of semen from orgasm? Nope. Not my thing. I always pulled off or spit it out. “Wait—is that the reason for the disappearing act when we rubbed one out together?”

			Hudson wouldn’t look at me, so I scrambled up his body to look down at him. He tried to turn his head away, but I cupped his chin to guide his eyes to mine. “Yes,” he admitted finally.

			“You’re a dork.”

			“Yeah.”

			“You could have told me.”

			He grunted a reluctant admission that I was right.

			“You suck at communicating. You know that?”

			He grunted again. This one was his agreement grunt.

			“And just because I’m fluent in Hudson non-verbalisms doesn’t mean you can get away without using your words.”

			“Are we gonna fuck?”

			“No.” I laughed as his grumpy expression fell into disappointment. “We are going to make sweet, sweet love until your fangs fall out because they’ll be rotted from all the emotional sugar—”

			It was Hudson’s turn to rise up and flip me onto my back. I laughed, same as he had, laughter that turned into giggles as his fingers found my ribs and the ticklish spots that hadn’t changed in my entire, too-long life. Soon, tickling turned to caressing, which turned to nibbling and sucking. I gasped as Hudson took one of my nipples between his teeth, tugging and tonguing it, as his fingers squeezed the other.

			“I really do like your nipples,” he murmured against my skin.

			I smiled and gasped with need. My head tilted back and seconds later, I felt Hudson’s mouth against my neck, his breath heaving against my skin. He dragged the flat of his tongue over the vein pulsing there.

			“Do it,” I whispered. He obviously wanted it, and despite my misgivings, I wanted him to feel cared for. “But maybe only take a little, so you don’t get too high to function?”

			He huffed out a laugh. “I didn’t get high yesterday.”

			No, that was true—he hadn’t. Maybe it only happened the first time a vampire tasted my blood, or maybe all of the energy had been directed at healing. Though, come to think of it, Evan hadn’t seemed high from the few sips he’d had, either.

			Whatever. That was a puzzle for a different day.

			I cupped the back of Hudson’s head and pressed him gently to my neck. I couldn’t be any more clear than that, and he stopped fighting. His fangs sank into my skin and, yeah, it still hurt, but it was a good sort of hurt. I felt the pull of him sucking my blood and had to revise that conclusion—it was really good.

			I got lost in the sensation of Hudson sucking on my neck—until slicked-up fingers touched my hole. I didn’t know how he’d managed to get the lube and coat his fingers while drinking my blood—but then I realized he wasn’t drinking my blood anymore. And damn, but I felt good, loose-limbed and radiant, as though I’d already had an orgasm. Except I hadn’t, because my dick was hard as a fucking rock and my balls ached with a need to release.

			Okay, so, maybe the whole biting thing was better than I’d expected it to be.

			“You with me?” Hudson asked gently as his fingers probed me.

			“Oh yeah.” I blinked my eyes open. He was stretched out beside me, his head propped on one hand as the other played with me. “Did I, uh, pass out?”

			“I don’t think so. But you were definitely floating.” His smile held a trace of uncertainty. “Was it all right?”

			I picked up my stiff dick and slapped it against my stomach. “What do you think?”

			“I think I want to be inside you.”

			“Fuck yes. Good plan.”

			I spread my legs in welcome and Hudson climbed between them on his knees. He grabbed one of the pillows and tucked it under my butt, and then grabbed his dick by the root to paint its slick head over my opening. Just as I’d missed him getting the lube to start with, I’d also missed him slicking himself up. But I could watch him now, dragging a loose hand up and down his length in an abstract manner as he watched my ass. Finally he pressed himself against my hole.

			I hissed. I couldn’t help it. As much as I wanted this—needed it—there was no escaping it had been a long, long time since I’d done this. Hudson was the last man who I’d wanted to share my body with. He had always accepted every part of who I was—okay, maybe not the thief part, but that was the one part of me I could change. The things I couldn’t? He never made me feel less because of them.

			He moved slowly but inexorably. I concentrated on letting him in, on relaxing my muscles. He pulled out and drizzled more lube on himself, and when he pushed forward again, the going was easier and I started to remember how damned good sex could be with my person.

			Finally he slid home. He lowered himself to press tiny kisses to the corner of my lips, my chin and my neck, which was still thrumming from his earlier attention. “You okay?” he murmured.

			I didn’t have words, so I nodded. And Hudson began to move.

			Oh god, did he move.

			I gasped, and then I whimpered, and then, on one particularly hard and accurate thrust, I cried out. Not a scream—it was too broken for that—but it was loud and unmistakably carnal.

			I wouldn’t have held it in if I could.

			“God, I love your noises,” Hudson said. He lifted one of my legs and sat back so he could thrust harder and deeper. I rewarded his efforts with another cry and a mangled curse. “Look at me.”

			I couldn’t not obey the demand in his voice. My eyes opened and focused on him—his beautiful, glistening skin, the lines of effort etched around his mouth and across his forehead.

			“We’re gonna try again,” he told me.

			Of course now was when he decided to communicate. “Y-yeah,” I managed.

			“We’re gonna—Fuck.” He closed his eyes for an instant, trying to force back his climax. “We’re gonna make it work.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Not give up.”

			I bit my lip and nodded vigorously. I fought to keep my eyes open as he pegged my prostate, and precome leaked in copious amounts from my flushed dick.

			“We’re not gonna walk away this time.” He thrust deep and remained still, his eyes boring holes into mine. “It’s you and me, Wes. Always. Right?”

			“If—if I say no, are you gonna leave me with blue balls?”

			Hudson’s fierce expression softened. “Yeah—okay, maybe not the best moment—”

			“You and me, Hud,” I assured him. Then I rolled my hips and he started thrusting again, his control broken. My eyes closed—they couldn’t stay open with the intensity of what I was feeling. “Fuck yeah—you and me, Hud, always, always—god, right there—”

			My mouth opened on a silent scream as my orgasm slammed into me. It stole my breath, my words, all sound—but that was okay, because Hudson was making enough sound for the two of us as he found his own peak. His thrusts were uneven and erratic, and I spread my legs to give him all the room I could to pursue his own pleasure.

			“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.” He actually whined, as though the climax was painful—and maybe in a way it was. I knew I was wrecked from mine. The physical release was incredible, but pair that with the emotional connection reforged with this man?

			Yeah. I was a goner.

			Finally, Hudson collapsed on me and I wrapped him in my arms. He was heavy but I didn’t complain—it had been too many years since I’d shared a moment this precious with him, and I didn’t want it to end. He kissed and nuzzled my neck, right over where he’d bitten it earlier, and I decided I couldn’t argue with his new quasi-fetish—it felt too good.

			Eventually he groaned and rolled off me, but got no farther than lying on the bed beside me. I shifted onto my side so I could look at him, and kind of loved the fact that nothing was dripping from places where things shouldn’t be dripping. The dry orgasm thing? I could totally get used to that. Hudson looked as good as I felt, flushed, sweaty, languid...perfect.

			“We need to do that more often,” I proclaimed. Because while sex in general didn’t hold much appeal for me, sex with Hudson? It had once been a necessity, and now it was again.

			He smiled, the expression easy and open, and turned his head to look at me. “Yeah?”

			I scooted forward so I could rest my head on his broad chest. “It was good, right?”

			He poked a finger into my ribs, making me squirm. “Fishing for compliments? Yes, it was good. The best ever, I’d say.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed with a happy sigh.

			We lay there quietly for a while, coming down from our mutual highs. I heard Evan venture upstairs, and Lexi’s door open, and a little while later, chatter from the kitchen as they started their day. Or night. Whatever.

			Having them in the house felt good. Maybe that was part of our problem before—it had been only me and Hudson. Our lives had been isolated—mine because I was a paranormal entity who couldn’t get close to people in case they noticed I wasn’t aging, and Hudson’s because he was a gay cop in an unforgiving and rigid hypermasculine culture. We had only had each other to turn to, to depend on, and maybe that had been too much pressure.

			But now we had Lexi, and Evan, and maybe even Iskander. Our world was expanding, and that could only be a good thing.

			Hudson cleared his throat. “So I wanted to talk to you about something.”

			I propped myself up to look down at him. “I’m listening.”

			“Remember I mentioned I wanted to retire? I set up a meeting with my commander and I’m going to start the process.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Very. It’s time. My worlds came a little too close last night and Kat—” His eyes darkened, and not from pleasure this time. “I hate that she’s sticking her neck out and bending her integrity to cover for me. For us.”

			“For herself too. Who would believe her?”

			“I know, but that’s not the point.” He sighed. “Sometimes you have to read the neon sign for what it is.”

			“Okay.” I got that. Hadn’t I thought the universe was putting up a neon sign for me too? It was weird to think of Hudson as not-a-cop, but I could support his reasoning. “So you enter your glorious retirement years. Then what?”

			Hudson gave me his crooked smile. “I was thinking of opening a private investigation firm.”

			I laughed. “Of course you were. You should talk to Iskander.”

			“I was planning on it. I need to do some schooling and get my license and all that, and I figured he could give me some tips.”


			“Good. I’m sure he can.”

			“And I want you to work with me.”

			Wait...what? “You want me to work with you?”

			“You’re walking away from your recovery work, right? But you’ve got skills, Wes. I mean, covert surveillance? You’ve got that down.”

			Yeah, I did. I’d never thought there’d be legitimate employment for me—and working alongside Hudson? Every day? That ignited a little quiver of excitement, not gonna lie.

			“I’d be able to help people.” Really help, and not just the rich who managed to stumble across my contact information.

			“We would, yeah.”

			“And our lives wouldn’t be totally separate, like they were.”

			Hudson’s expression softened. “Exactly. We’d both be all-in.”

			I bit my lip for a second, consulting the swirliness in my gut—but there was nothing there but excitement and want. No fear—not when we’d be facing this adventure as a team. “Let’s do it.”

			“Yeah?” Hudson brightened.

			“Yeah. I get to name the firm, though.”

			“Uh...no.”

			“Uh...yes. You suck at naming things.”

			“If you say so, Ghost.”

			“Shut up.” I chuckled and gave his shoulder a halfhearted shove. “Maybe you can help come up with a name.”

			“For sure, sweetheart. We’ll ask Iskander his thoughts too.” He levered himself up to give me a too-brief kiss. “I’m going to have a shower and head in to see my CO. You want to get up for breakfast or stay in bed?”

			“Stay in bed.”

			“I’ll tell Lexi.”

			As Hudson started to rise, I said, “Hud?”

			He paused and looked back at me.

			We’d shared the words in the otherplane, but...maybe they weren’t ready for the living plane yet. We’d only reestablished ourselves, after all. So I gave him a wide, sleepy smile, and said, “Thanks.”

			He grinned his crinkle-eye grin. “You’re welcome, Mr. Cooper.”

			“Go have your shower, Detective—I mean Mr. Rojas.”

			“Yeah, that’s going to take some getting used to.”

			Eyes closed, I drifted as I listened to Hudson shower and grunted when he kissed my forehead. He left the room, shared some words with Lexi and Evan, and headed out for his meeting. It was weird, but I could feel his presence moving farther away, almost like I was a human-shaped GPS receiver. It was comforting—and at the same time, concerning.

			Because I knew something fundamental in me had changed.

			Swallowing, I opened my eyes, lifted my hand out of the comfy, cozy covers and held it above my face in the dark bedroom. I loosened my grip on my magic—something that took zero effort, much less than before, and felt as natural as crooking a finger. The magic flooded me, almost overwhelming me. It didn’t hurt. It was...weird. Way more magic than I’d ever had before. Way more magic than I had ever wanted or needed.

			Enough magic that my skin glowed.

			I grabbed the magic that had suffused every corner of my being and crammed it back into the metaphysical holder where it had always lived. I tried to ignore how it didn’t want to fit—it would have to, damn it. I wasn’t ready to face it.

			I wasn’t ready to admit I hadn’t walked away from the ritual with the Crown of Osiris unchanged.

			Lexi, Evan, Hudson—they needed to know. But not now.

			I’d tell them tomorrow.
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			A broken super soldier and a former prisoner of war must work together to find an old friend—and see if they can rediscover the love they once shared.

			Read on for an excerpt from Chaos Station.

			Chapter One

			Dardanos Station, 2269

			From his shaded booth, Zed scanned the bar’s patrons for his contact. The dark, anonymous interior could’ve belonged to any bar on any station or colony in human space. It suited this sort of establishment, making sure it didn’t stand out in anyone’s memories—perfect for Dardanos Station and its rough complement of miners and support staff.

			Fifteen men and women, all worn thin by the physical demands of mining the asteroid belt, sat at the bar or the tables. Some were twitchy, their eyes in constant motion as they scanned their surroundings—junkies searching for their next hit of whatever drug they could afford, maybe, or ex-soldiers who’d never quite figured out how to hit the off button. Two in particular had a haunted look about them, quiet, subdued, as if the galaxy had kicked them in the balls so many times that they expected nothing more. Zed knew that look; he saw it every morning in the fucking mirror.

			War would do that to you.

			Unless Elias Idowu was the sort to wear a shitload of tech—not bloody likely, since jump-space messed with cybernetics and implants, rendering them useless—the captain of the Chaos had not yet arrived.

			Zed turned his attention to the wall of garish holo ads and tried to ignore the floating freeform versions that approached his table to entice his creds to leave his hands. Some days he wanted to shake the people around him and demand whether they remembered that six short months ago, humanity had been at war. Everything was just so bloody normal at times, it made his teeth ache. No, he didn’t want to sample the “Station’s Own!” beer. He was good with the generic piss sitting in front of him, seeing as he’d hardly touched it. Unlike the fifteen men and women surrounding him, he hadn’t come here to drink. The bottle was a shield, a reason for him to sit and watch the news program on the holoscreen without the notice of anyone but the ads. The sound was off, the anchor’s lips moving out of sync with the music pumping through the bar. Didn’t matter, he’d seen the report often enough to repeat the reporter’s words even without reading her lips. The image that flashed across the screen still caught him off guard, though.

			So familiar and yet so freaking different. He always remembered Emma with a smile, triumph flushing her olive skin after a successful mission. Her green eyes glowed and her smile was wide enough to encourage creases in her cheeks. He’d appreciated her beauty like one might appreciate a work of art in one of Earth’s museums, with a twist in his chest and a spurt of thankfulness that he’d been allowed to witness it.

			The woman staring out of the holo had dead eyes. The creases that had enchanted Zed had been etched into her skin, around her mouth, at the corners of her eyes, beneath them. Emma looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks—a state Zed knew too well.

			He gritted his teeth, staring at her image until the news switched to the video that had captured Emma’s fall from grace. The security footage of a hydroponic square on Chloris Station was grainy and too distant to get the details he wanted, but he’d know Emma even if she was little more than a collection of blurry pixels. He recognized her movements. The speed of them, the accuracy, the deadly intent. She took out a squad of station security in a matter of minutes, her body her only weapon.

			Zed had studied the footage, trying to find some clue to explain why Emma had attacked and killed so many. There had to be a reason. He refused to believe the assertion that Emma had acted without provocation. She wouldn’t. That wasn’t their training.

			Unless...

			Fuck. No. He wasn’t going there. There was no point speculating until he saw her and found out for himself what had happened.

			Movement at the door caught his eye. A man of just above average height stood there, dark-skinned, with brown eyes and brown hair, scanning the bar’s interior. He might be looking for a seat, but something in his demeanor suggested he sought more than an empty stool. His clothes marked him as someone who didn’t work on this particular station—for one, he had no wearable tech and, two, he was too damned clean. Like on other mining stations, the folks who called Dardanos home worked hard, long hours—though the company that managed this station made sure its workers were rewarded and cared for, miner culture was what it was. Rude, crude, rough and harsh. Most of the people sitting around the bar sported jumpsuits with rock dust ground into them so deeply that it would never be washed out. In contrast, the newcomer wore cargo pants and a vest over a plain long-sleeved SFT. Good, practical gear for a ship captain, though the smart fiber of his shirt looked worn in places.

			Zed raised his hand. The newcomer spotted it immediately and started in his direction, then paused on the opposite side of the table.

			“Loop?” The corner of the man’s mouth twitched, as though the name amused him.

			Zed inclined his head, acknowledging the alias he’d been going by. “Elias Idowu. Have a seat.”

			Elias slid into the chair Zed gestured to. A holo floated by and he ordered himself a beer, the same variety sitting in front of Zed.

			“It’s piss,” Zed warned.

			“Wets the throat.” Elias leaned back into his seat, the image of ease and comfort, but Zed noticed one hand stayed beneath the table. Near a weapon, probably. “So, Mr. Loop. How can the crew of the Chaos help you?”

			Zed supposed the name of the ship suited a crew that made their living by less-than-legal means, not that it mattered. He wasn’t in a position to judge the people who offered the type of help he needed. Besides, hadn’t they all done what they’d needed to do to survive the past eight years of war?

			“I need passage to Chloris Station and help tracking someone down once we’re there.”

			Elias offered the server a smile as she set down his beer, and waited until she wandered off once more before speaking. “Passage and a bounty?”

			“Essentially.”

			“The Chaos isn’t a passenger ship.”

			“I figure for the right amount of creds it’ll be anything I need it to be.” Zed arched a brow. “Am I wrong?”

			Elias sipped his beer, then his long, dark fingers played with the bottle’s neck. A casual gesture, one that masked furious thinking. “Who are you looking for?”

			“I’ll tell you when we get there.”

			“Oh, hell no. I don’t play games like that. I have a crew to watch out for, and I need to know, up front, what sort of shit I’ll be getting them into. You tell me who you’re looking for or I walk. Simple.”

			Damn. It’d been worth a try. Zed jerked his chin at the news program playing above Elias, which had cycled around to the portrait he knew so well, and yet didn’t.

			“Her name’s Emma Katze.”

			“Huh.” Elias watched the holo for a few more seconds. “You’re chasing down an AEF bounty?”

			Zed grimaced. No, this had nothing to do with the price the Allied Earth Forces had put on Emma’s head. Or, rather, everything to do with it. Anyone else going after her might end up in a body bag and send her deeper into the shadows as a result.

			“She’s a friend.”

			“You keep interesting company, man.”

			You don’t know the half of it. “She’s in trouble.”

			“And you’re, what? Her white knight?” Elias gifted him with a crooked grin.

			“No. Just a friend.” Zed stared at the label on his beer bottle for a minute. The curlicues of the lettering seemed to shift, writhing across the logo. He blinked. “I’m not going to get into the history. You don’t need to know it.”

			“That’s blunt.”

			“It’s the truth. You ever been responsible for anyone, Idowu?”

			“I’m a ship’s captain, of course I—”

			“No. I mean beyond duty. Not being responsible because it’s what’s required of you or expected of you, but being responsible because you’ve chosen to be.”

			Elias’s expression sobered. “Like family.”

			Family had a lot of meanings. Soldiers had two families: the one you were born with and the one you found with your unit. Zed had always figured he’d lucked out in both cases, with parents and brothers who loved him and soldiers he’d been proud to serve with. Thing was, war tended to pull you away from one family and toss you at the other, and you had to go with it or you’d crumble. Worse, your unit would crumble. And then, sometimes, there was just no finding your way back to the family you’d been born with.

			Sometimes, there was no finding yourself at all.

			The captain turned back to the holoscreen, lifting his beer to his lips as he watched the cycle of the top stories restart. Zed waited, pulling on patience he hadn’t used much lately. Elias had to come to his own conclusions about this job. After a few minutes, once the security footage rolled around again, he let out a soft curse.

			“Your little sister’s gotten herself into some deep shit.”

			Little sister. That almost made Zed chuckle, since other than their size difference—he had about twenty centimeters on her—it couldn’t be further from the truth. They’d attended Shepard Academy together, an elite private school that funneled its graduates into specialized AEF training. Most of the time since graduation, Emma had acted like his big sister, offering advice, being a shoulder to lean on, a constant connection to his childhood. They’d watched out for one another.

			Lately he’d done a piss-poor job of holding up his end of that unspoken bargain.

			“That’s why I need to find her. You familiar with Chloris Station?”

			“Been there a few times. It smells weird. Plants aren’t meant to grow in space, not like that.”

			Zed tilted his head to one side, acknowledging the point. “I have the schematics for the station, but I don’t have the connections to know where someone would hole up. Word is, you do.”

			“Where the hell did you get the schematics? Never mind, I don’t want to know.” Elias glanced at the holoscreen again. “I might have some contacts. But I don’t want to bring the AEF down on their heads.”

			“You won’t.”

			“And you’re going to guarantee that.”

			Zed’s gaze held steady. “The AEF won’t touch you or your contacts.”

			“You’ve got balls, man, to make a statement like that.”

			The way his eyes narrowed indicated he didn’t believe Zed for a minute—not that Zed could blame him. To the man sitting across from him, Zed was nothing more than a muscular guy in plain, serviceable clothes. The scar on his right cheek indicated he’d seen action of some sort—but then, the war had been over for barely six months. Most men and women of a certain age had seen battle, whether under the AEF’s banner or privately. Zed knew if he dropped his full name, the captain’s attitude would change. But he wouldn’t risk it here. Last thing he needed was to be identified and have to deal with all the damned attention that would bring. If it became necessary to let Idowu in on that secret later, he would.

			So, instead, all he said was, “I have connections too.”

			“Uh-huh. Those kinds of connections wouldn’t have you sitting in a shitty dive hooking up a ride on a thirty-year-old corvette.” Elias took a long swallow from his beer before setting it on the table. “Good luck, man. You’re gonna need it.” He started to get up.

			Zed didn’t move. “Two hundred k.”

			“Two hundred k what? Good luck wishes?”

			“Creds.” Zed nudged a flexible plastic square across the table. A wallet of unhooked credits. “Nice, clean and untraceable.”

			The captain settled back into his seat but didn’t call any further attention to the wallet. Smart. “You’re paying that up front?”

			“That’s half. You get me to Chloris and we track down Emma, and you get another two hundred k.”

			Elias didn’t bother to hide his shock. “Holy shit. That’s... Who the hell are you?”

			Zed’s lips twisted into something between a smile and a grimace. “Her big brother. Do we have a deal, Captain Idowu?”

			Elias let out a breath and extended a hand. “Welcome aboard the Chaos, Mr. Loop.”

			 

			“Shit!” Felix Ingesson shot an accusatory glare at the ashushk crouched in front of the gutted refrigeration unit. “I thought you said you’d disconnected this panel.”

			His companion’s blue face wrinkled into an approximation of a smile. “Actually, I said, ‘Wait for me to disconnect that panel.’ Do you require medical assistance?”

			Felix flapped his hand but the motion only made his burnt finger throb. “Jesus, Qek. If Nessa sees what we’ve done to her refrigerator, she’ll break my good hand.”

			Ashushk names were generally long strings of consonants that tangled human tongues. Qek had chosen a fluid equivalent in Standard—Qekelough, pronounced Keck-eh-low—but she seemed happy to be referred to as just Qek.

			“Your glove is a remarkable piece of engineering, Fixer.”

			She never shortened his nickname, though.

			Felix flexed the web of steel and wire that gave him use of his mangled left hand. Then he stuck the injured finger of his right into his mouth and sucked on it. The taste of scorched metal and solder swirled across his tongue as connections formed in his thoughts. Withdrawing the finger with an audible pop, he tapped the scarred metal bracelet nestled into the crook of his left elbow, activating a holographic projection. A maze of circuitry materialized in the air between them. He picked a single line and traced it through several junctions before tapping the projection. The image enlarged.

			Qek leaned forward and clicked her teeth, an ashushk mannerism that roughly equaled a human hum. “Our unit is configured differently,” she said, extending a blue finger toward the same point.

			“Yes, it is.” Felix scowled down at the panel, then picked it up and peered at the manufacturer’s logo in the bottom right-hand corner. “Someone has swapped out the regulator unit. This one isn’t rated for jump-space. In fact...” He held the clear plastic panel up to the striplight and squinted at the configuration of circuits. “This one is designed to interface with a domestic implant.” For those who had to know exactly how cold their beer was, all the time. “It shouldn’t even be on a ship. No wonder our food keeps spoiling.” He dropped the panel with a noise of disgust.

			“Nessa should be pleased by the fact we have disassembled the refrigerator.”

			“Until she finds out where we put the food.”

			“Where did we put the food?”

			“In the medicine locker.”

			Qek immediately grasped the problem. “Oh.”

			“Yeah.” Felix hitched up one shoulder. “At least we didn’t leave it out this time.”

			“I suspect that had we purchased a second refrigeration unit and moved all our supplies there, Nessa would have found fault with the procedure.”

			Felix chuckled, as amused by the ashushk’s statement as by her acceptance of collusion. “Yep. We’d probably have had the meat touching the cheese or something like that.”

			Nessa O’Brien, ship’s doctor and cook, liked things kept in a certain order. She had two stations to keep organized and did so with more military precision than Felix had acquired during his five years with the AEF.

			“Can you fix it?”

			“Y’all don’t call me Fixer for nothing.”

			“How may I be of assistance?” Qek’s expression had morphed again, subtly, until her features were arranged in quiet question. The ashushk were a peaceful species. Scary intelligent, but benign in their intent. They were explorers and expert astrogators. Within their enlarged skulls, they held the keys to the universe—star charts and the mathematical skill to fold, unfold and navigate the ripples of space. They also resembled little green men, except they were blue.

			The Chaos was extremely fortunate to have an ashushk pilot, particularly as their star drive used ashushk technology. As ship’s engineer, Felix could fix most systems aboard the corvette. Even his genius tried to dribble from his ears when confronted with the inner workings of the star drive, however. His request for a spare to pull apart and tinker with had been respectfully declined by Elias, his business partner and captain of the Chaos. They couldn’t afford the spare engine or the cargo space.

			“I’ve got this, but if you’ve some time, we could continue our lessons. I think we were up to programming the drive to jump cold,” Felix said.

			“The drive cannot jump cold in the sense you would like it to.”

			“Yeah, I know. Pity ’bout that.” He waved at the ashushk. “From your definition of cold.”

			“After a burn and before a windup.”

			“None of these terms are in the manual, are they?”

			“There is no manual and I have devised simplified phraseology for your use.”

			“You sound like a computer sometimes, Qek.”

			“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

			“Hey! That one almost fits!” Ashies loved to use idioms. It made them feel fluent in whichever language they absorbed, even if they didn’t often get them right. Felix put his good hand to his heart in a gesture of sincerity. “I appreciate all of your lessons, please continue.”

			“As you wish.” Qek’s blue face creased into another smile. “If the temperature of the drive is above—”

			“Fix?”

			Felix tapped his bracelet. “Hey.”

			Elias’s voice squawked from the communicator. “En route with a load.” Which translated as: The client is with me. Cargo was cargo. A load, or possible passenger, represented significantly more work.

			“ETA?”

			“Ten minutes.”

			Lips twisting, Felix surveyed the disassembled refrigerator. Shit. If a client traveled with them, they’d need a functioning galley. Some folks could be picky about the whole having-to-eat thing and their foodfactor really only made decent coffee. It could do donuts in a pinch. Every other meal it produced had the taste and texture of a prepackaged ration bar, hence the kitted-out galley and doctor with a delicious hobby. The doctor who might need to medicate herself if she returned to the ship too soon.

			“When’s liftoff?”

			Qek rolled her almond-shaped eyes at the anachronistic expression. Felix winked at her.

			“Have Qek request a slot for eighteen hundred.”

			“Will do, Captain.” With a subtle shift of her lithe frame, Qek rose to her feet. “We will have to continue our lesson later, Fixer. I want to run some preflight checks.”

			Felix affected a wounded expression. “You’re leaving me alone with this mess?”

			“Mess?” his comm inquired.

			“We’re in the mess. See you when you get here, Cap’n.” Felix cut the connection and surveyed the jumble of panels and wires spewing out of the refrigerator. “Double shit.”

			He could fix it, given the right parts. He had a crate full of regulator units and the like in... “Triple shit.”

			They hadn’t had a client aboard the Chaos in ten months, which meant no one had used the one spare cabin in ten months. Well, almost no one. Felix had been using it to store spare parts.

			Unfolding his lean frame took considerably more effort than Qek ever exhibited. The ashushk had not broken as many bones as Felix; nor was her skin marred by as many scars. Felix didn’t often have trouble getting around—he was thirty-one, not sixty-one. He kept himself limber with daily exercise and the wonder of modern medicine. But two hours cross-legged on a hard floor would mess with anyone’s joints.


			His spine snapped, crackled and popped as he stretched his arms overhead. A sway to either side relieved more tension. Straightening, Felix hustled out of the mess. The steel web covering his left hand clanked lightly on the rail as he hauled himself up the narrow stairs between levels. He keyed open the hatch to the spare cabin and stood in the doorway, chewing on his lips.

			Barely large enough to swing an ashushk, the cabin housed a single-and-a-half bunk, a desk, a chair and a cubbyhole of a closet. When not littered with stuff—small bins of parts, flexible plastic circuits, panels, wires, spare tools—both the bed and the desk could be folded back into the smooth metal walls. Larger bins peeked out from the underside of the bunk. The cabin didn’t look bad, per se, just...cluttered. Huffing out a sigh, he bent to the simultaneous tasks of finding a compatible regulator while sorting his vague piles of parts into their appropriate bins.

			“Fixer!” The cry echoed through the ship without the assistance of the comm system. “Oh my freaking God, what have you done to the refrigerator?”

			Felix leaned his head out of the open hatchway. “Don’t touch anything. I’m about to fix it.”

			Nessa’s voice shot up the access stairs. “We have a client coming!”

			“I know, I got the call. I’m cleaning up the spare cabin.” Sort of. Felix thumbed his bracelet, which had slipped back down to loosely encircle his left wrist. “Nessa? I found the fault. Once I fix it, the deep freeze will work after a jump.”

			“How long...where...” Felix could hear Nessa moving through the mess. “Where’s the food?”

			“Somewhere cold.”

			“You didn’t.”

			“Want to come toss some stuff in tubs while I clean up the mess?”

			“You’re asking me to clean up one of your messes while you clean up the other.”

			“Yes.”

			Nessa’s sigh whistled through the comm as her boots clanked against the stairs in the access. “That’s about three jillion you owe me!” she called out.

			“Fine, fine, add it to the tally.”

			Felix grabbed the correct regulator and went to meet her at the access. Her ginger head emerged first, her freckled face followed. Finally, Nessa stood before him, arms folded beneath her ample bosom, one hip cocked and ready, brown eyes flashing, lips pursed into something resembling a plum.

			Felix adopted a pose of quiet appeal. “It will work better, I promise.”


			“And you’ll get those contaminants out of the medicine locker?”

			“That’s our food you’re talking about.”

			She arched a pale auburn brow. Felix flashed a dimple at her. “Our beer won’t freeze when I’m done.” Which had been more mystifying and annoying than the spoiled food.

			Grumbling, Nessa stepped around him and leaned into the spare cabin. “Okay, this isn’t as bad as I expected.”


			Felix made his escape while he could. He had the correct tool out of his belt before he even dropped from the stairs, and his momentum allowed him to kneel at the door and skid across the mess floor on his knees. He grabbed the panel and began working the bum regulator loose. Ideally, he’d like to replace the whole panel, have it match the spec of the rest of the unit, but he didn’t have time. A quick fix was in order.

			A hum buzzed against his throat and seconds slipped into minutes.

			Footsteps approached the mess from Cargo One, two sets. Felix slotted the panel back into the refrigeration unit and began scooping up the arterial tangle of cables. He glanced up when he sensed Elias and their guest reach the door. Elias stepped through first, his handsome face held in an expression of anxious calm. Not exactly his client face, more his “we need to talk” face, and Felix did not think the exposed refrigerator guts would be part of the conversation. The job must have sounded or paid right for Elias to accept, but he obviously wanted to confer with his partner.

			Felix stood up and scrubbed his right hand against his thigh. The dead smart fibers in his worn pants didn’t even flinch away from the smudge of burnt skin and solder.

			“Fixer, this is our client, Mr. Loop.” Smile broadening, Elias stepped to the side and gestured grandly. “Mr. Loop, this is my engineer and business partner, Felix Ingesson.” Elias aimed a pointed look at the half-gutted refrigerator. “Goes by Fixer.”

			A tall, broad-shouldered man ducked his head through the hatch and stepped into the mess. As he straightened, Felix felt the blood rush from the top of his scalp down to somewhere around his boot heels. But for the scar on the right side of his face, the dark-haired, blue-eyed giant was a dead ringer for Major Zander Anatolius—AEF specialist, his oldest, dearest friend, his lover for five short days, the man he had planned to spend his life with until the war with the stin had pulled them apart. That had been nearly nine years ago.

			“Fix?” Elias said into the awkward pause.

			Ignoring Elias, Felix worked his mouth until his throat moved. “Zed?”
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