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				Golem in My Glovebox
By R.L. Naquin

				A Monster Haven Story, book four

				In her role as Aegis, Zoey Donovan has rescued and cared for hundreds of monsters and mythical creatures. Now humans are the ones in need of her help. Someone with a personal vendetta against the Board of Hidden Affairs has kidnapped all the other Aegises in the country—including Zoey’s mother.

				With the Hidden government in shambles and a string of deadly clues to follow, Zoey and her reaper boyfriend set out on a cross-country chase to stop the kidnapper from killing the captured Aegises. Along the way, they pick up a miniature golem who’s on a quest to find his humanity...and may be the key to solving the grisly clues.

				If Zoey succeeds in defeating this new evil, she’ll finally be reunited with the mother she lost over twenty years ago. But if she fails, she’ll become the final victim.

				Don’t Miss Monster in My Closet, Pooka in My Pantry, and Fairies in My Fireplace, available now!

				80,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I’m jumping right into it this month because New York Times bestselling author Shannon Stacey’s next book in the Kowalski series is out in both digital and print at the end of April. Taken with You is the story of girlie-girl librarian, Hailey. She’s easy to get along with, is a small-town girl who loves where she lives, but she also loves nice clothes and fine dining and is looking for a guy who will be there when she comes home at night, and who will dress up and take her out to something a little more upscale than the local diner. It’s also the story of Matt, a hunky forest ranger who loves the outdoors, loves his dog, and is looking for a woman who doesn’t mind his erratic hours, will take a muddy ride on an ATV and won’t kick him out of the house when he walks in covered in dirt. Needless to say, these two opposites attract when Matt moves in next door to Hailey, and their story will take you on a wonderful romantic rollercoaster that will leave you with that happy-book sigh at the end.

				If you love the TV show Scandal, have I got a new series for you. In Emma Barry’s Washington, D.C.-set, politically charged Special Interests, a shy labor organizer and an arrogant congressional aide clash over the federal budget but find love the more difficult negotiation.

				April also brings a week of sports-related romance releases at Carina Press and we have six fantastic, very different contemporary sports romances being added to our already fantastic sports romance lineup. Allison Parr’s Imaginary Lines continues her new adult series. Tamar fell hopelessly in love with Abraham Krasner at age twelve, but knew he’d never see her as more than the girl next door—until years later, she gets a sports journalist position covering the NFL team Abe plays for...

				Author Michele Mannon follows up Knock Out with Tap Out. Underwear model and playboy extraordinaire Caden Kelly will let nothing stop his come-back as an MMA fighter, especially a red-headed busy-bodied reporter hell bent on ruining his shot at a title. Meanwhile, Kat Latham writes the London Legends series about the world’s hottest rugby team. Book two, Playing It Close, features the team captain and a scandalous woman with whom he spent one passionate night and never thought he’d see again—until she turns out to be his team’s newest sponsor.

				Kate Willoughby brings the on-the-ice action when a hunky hockey player falls helmet over skates for a nurse, but has to convince her he’s not the typical different-puck-bunny-every-day athlete in On the Surface. In a much warmer-weather sport, professional tennis player Regan Hunter’s temper is as notorious as her unstoppable serve, but love and ambition will go head-to-head when she meets former player-turned-coach Ben Percy. Check out Love in Straight Sets by Rebecca Crowley.

				And because we can’t leave out America’s favorite sport, Rhonda Shaw’s The Ace brings us a sexy baseball romance in a follow-up to her debut, The Changeup. “Love ’em and leave ’em” is real estate agent Karen Bently’s motto—that is until her longtime crush, ace pitcher Jerry Smutton, sets her in his sights and offers her a proposal she can’t resist.

				But it’s not all contemporary romance all the time in April. We have an eclectic selection of books from a lineup of talented authors (as always, right?). R.L. Naquin is back with her popular Monster Haven series. If you haven’t checked out this fun, sometimes zany, but always adorable series, look for book one, Monster in My Closet, at all of our retail digital partners. This month’s installment, Golem in My Glovebox, finds crazy shenanigans mixed with a gruesome, cross-country trail of clues, as Zoey and Riley attempt to save the rest of the country’s Aegises—and ultimately, Zoey’s lost mother.

				PJ Schnyder is wrapping up her London Undead trilogy with Survive to Dawn, in which werewolf and pack medic, Danny, must choose between his Alpha’s orders and the human witch who might have the cure to the zombie plague. And in the second installment of the Once Upon a Red World science fiction romance saga from Jael Wye, the tale of Jack and the Beanstalk unfolds on a devastated Earth 300 years in the future in Ladder to the Red Star.

				A.J. Larrieu debuts with her first full-length paranormal romance novel, Twisted Miracles. A reluctant telekinetic is drawn back to New Orleans’ supernatural underworld when her friend goes missing, but once she’s there, she finds her powers—and her attraction to the sexy ex-boyfriend who trained her—are stronger than ever. Talented fantasy author Angela Highland is back with Rebels of Adalonia book two in her epic fantasy Vengeance of the Hunter. As rebellion ignites across Adalonia, the healer Faanshi must save both the Hawk Kestar Vaarsen and the assassin Julian—the one from magical annihilation at the hands of his Church, and the other from a path of revenge.

				For mystery fans, we welcome author Delynn Royer to Carina Press with her book, It Had to Be You. An ambitious tabloid reporter stumbles upon the story of her career when she joins up with a jaded homicide detective to solve the Central Park murder of a notorious bootlegger in 1920s Manhattan.

				Rounding out the April lineup is a book for all Regency historical romance fans. Wendy Soliman’s Forsters series wraps up with Romancing the Runaway. When Miranda and Gabe discover her childhood home has been stripped of all its valuables, Gabe uncovers more to the old house than either of them had imagined. And with Gabe’s safety hanging in the balance, Miranda is prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice...

				I’m confident you’ll find something to love among these books and I hope we provide you with many hours of reading enjoyment and escape from the neverending dishes!

				Coming next month: Fan favorite male/male author Josh Lanyon, an amazing science fiction lineup, more sexy cowboys and hot moments from Leah Braemel and so much more!

				Here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press
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				For you. You know who you are. (Insert absurd wink and knowing look here. And maybe a pirouette, because sometimes I like to be fancy.)
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				Chapter One

				In spite of its light and airy appearance, my ceremonial dress made of flower petals and spider silk itched like an STD through horsehair underwear. And scratching made a mess of the delicate design.

				I scratched anyway.

				Maurice, my closet monster roommate, slapped my hand away. “Dammit, Zoey,” he said, his yellow eyes pleading. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You’re already flashing side-boob. This is a solemn ceremony. I don’t want to have to glue a leaf on you to hide a nipple slip. Quit fussing.”

				I found a spot on my hip where I’d already sprung a hole and rubbed my fingers over it. The motion wasn’t as satisfying as I’d hoped.

				I stood in a clearing in the woods behind my house, surrounded by a menagerie of odd creatures. A low-hanging branch held the tiny, month-old star of the ceremony, along with the rest of the party involved. Plus me. I was too big to stand with them, hence their position on a tree branch. Even if I squatted in the grass I’d be too large in comparison. The only other solution would have been for me to lie on my belly. I didn’t want to think what that would have to done to the dress.

				The chubby brownie vicar stood waving his arms at the surrounding mix of monsters, mythical creatures and urban legends. “May all who witness take to heart the joy and solemnity of this occasion. Today, we welcome this child as a citizen of the world, of the community and of her family. Today, we present her name, that she shall go forth in the knowledge of her place in the world, in the community and in her family.”

				Molly held her month-old daughter, and Molly’s husband, Walter, beamed with pride beside them. The brownies’ sons, Fred and Aaron, stood next to their father, stiff in their formal robes, and little sister Abbey, dressed in a ceremonial dress of her own, clutched her mother’s petal skirt.

				My skirt hit about mid-thigh, while theirs were floor length. My woods didn’t hold nearly enough spiders to complete the dress in my size. As much as I’d like to be fully covered, having another inch of my body coated in the sticky stuff would have been unbearable. I scratched at my arm and realized a welt had formed. Obviously, I was having an allergic reaction.

				Don’t scratch, don’t scratch, don’t scratch. If I sang it in my head as a mantra, maybe the itching would stop.

				One additional brownie stood on the branch with the rest of the family and the vicar—Molly’s brother, Jack. He was there for the same reason I was, but he had the good taste to be an appropriate size.

				The vicar touched the baby’s forehead with his fingertips. “Whose tongue holds the familiar name of this child?”

				Jack bowed at the waist and stepped forward. “My tongue holds her familiar name.”

				“Give this child her familiar name, that all who meet her may know her.”

				Jack’s voice, as he’d been taught in rehearsal, was pitched loud enough for those in the first few circles of onlookers to hear. “Susannah.”

				Baby Susannah cooed, and the air around us shimmered, as if heat were bouncing off asphalt.

				The vicar touched her forehead again. “Whose tongue holds the private name of this child?”

				That was my cue. “My tongue holds her private name.”

				“Give this child her private name, that she may know herself better than all others.”

				I bowed at the waist, feeling the sides of the wispy dress shred with the movement. At this rate, I’d be wearing nothing but hives and a few modestly placed daisy petals by the time the ceremony was over.

				I stepped forward and bent over the tiny baby in Molly’s arms. I bit my tongue to hold back tears that threatened to gather, and reminded myself this was a happy moment, not a time for sadness.

				As we’d rehearsed, I whispered so only the brownie family could hear. “Iris.”

				Petals fell from the tree above, and a scented breeze blew over us. My heart clenched. Iris had been my friend. He’d died a hero. Giving his name to Molly’s child filled me with both pride and sorrow.

				Molly and I exchanged a sad smile, and I returned to my place, silently cursing my inability to keep my eyes from puddling up. You’d think, after a whole month, I’d have my shit together.

				I’d done so well the night before in rehearsal.

				The vicar touched Susannah Iris’s forehead a third time. “Whose tongue holds this child’s family name?”

				The entire brownie family, mother, father and three older children answered in unison, in voices loud enough to carry through the forest. “Our tongues hold her family name.”

				“Give this child her family name, that she may always have a place in this world.”

				They bowed, though Molly’s bow wasn’t as deep, since she held the baby in her arms.

				“Wheatstalk!” Their voices echoed into the sky, and the sky answered with a clap of thunder.

				All around us dryads, a pigmy dragon, a closet monster, two visiting chupacabra, a yeti, a satyr, a large tribe of fairies, a host of other creatures lurking in the forest and a few special humans cheered as the vicar took Susannah Iris Wheatstalk and held her in the air for all to see.

				Baby Suzie, startled by the noise, burst into frightened tears. The vicar smiled and handed her back to Molly, then stood waiting for silence to resettle over the congregation.

				When all was quiet again, he cleared his throat. “Will the godmother and godfather lay their hands upon this child?”

				Jack placed his hand over Suzie’s chest, and I touched her peach-fuzzed head with the tip of one finger.

				“Do you, Jack Brambletuft, swear to be a source of wisdom, safety and love to this child for all her days upon this earth?”

				“I so swear.”

				“Do you, Zoey Donovan, swear to be a source of wisdom, safety and love to this child for all her days upon this earth?”

				I swallowed. “I so swear.”

				“And do you both swear to care for her as your own, should her natural parents become unable to do so?”

				Jack and I waited two beats, then responded together. “We so swear.”

				“Then by the power of the great oak and the humble dandelion, I declare this child joined forever with this brownie and this human Aegis as a part of her family tree.”

				After the clap of thunder earlier, I’d expected something big, like fireworks or a choir of howling wolverines. Instead, the effect was internal. Something clicked inside me, like when you place a puzzle piece into the right space. I saw in his eyes that Jack had felt it, too. The tiny girl in Molly’s arms was now a part of us, and we were a part of her.

				No pressure.

				With the formal ceremony complete, guests moved through the clearing to congratulate the family and to mingle with each other. I shifted my feet and scratched a new welt on my ribcage.

				Sara, my best friend and business partner, closed in on me, her lips pursed in fake disapproval. “We can’t take you anywhere.” She poked me in the ribs in a spot where the dress had already been thoroughly destroyed. “Even when you’re given an outfit to wear, you’re a fashion disaster.”

				I scratched the spot where she’d poked me. It felt so good I expanded the scratching zone, which widened the hole.

				Molly shifted the baby in her arms and moved closer on the tree branch. “Go change, Zoey,” she said. “There is no reason for you to be uncomfortable.” She smiled at me and made a shooing motion with one hand. “Go.”

				I displayed a tremendous amount of willpower to keep myself from running to the house. I made my way through the guests, a fierce grin plastered across my face. My friend, Andrew, and his boyfriend, Daniel, stood talking to Maurice a few yards away. They followed my progress with raised eyebrows. The holes in my dress were now large enough to be seen all the way across the clearing. I didn’t see my reaper boyfriend, Riley, but I’d be back in a few minutes. If he missed me, someone would tell him where I’d gone.

				I skirted a toadstool the size of a dinner plate so I wouldn’t disturb the fairies spread across its surface. At the edge of the clearing, I prepared to make a dash for it, but someone grabbed my elbow and spun me around.

				Riley, stood over me, gray eyes twinkling. “You’re just going to run off and leave me at the party by myself?”

				“I’ll be back,” I said. I scratched my upper thigh and sprang another hole. “Five minutes, I swear.” I tried to turn toward the house, but he held me in place.

				“It seems rude to leave the party when you’re part of it. Don’t you think?”

				While he talked, he ran soft fingertips up my sides. His thumbs moved over the ragged holes that exposed the sides of my breasts. Under any other circumstances, his light, teasing touch would ignite a fire in me and lead to sweaty, breathless things. This time all it did was cause the itching to feel like I’d caught a bad case of poison ivy on top of chicken pox after being doused in itching powder.

				“Riley, I really have to go change.”

				He kissed me. I melted into him, while his fingers traced a delicate line up my spine, causing new places to itch. Of their own volition, my arms curled around his neck, and my mouth welcomed his kiss. The rest of my body struggled for freedom to scratch. A low keening started in my throat.

				Riley chuckled and let me go. “Let’s get you in the shower. I’ll scrub that stuff off your back and get you an antihistamine.”

				I slapped him in the chest with my open palm. “Seriously? You were torturing me on purpose?”

				He grinned and shrugged. “I’ll race you home.”

				I returned his grin and bolted across the yard before he had a chance to move.

				We took a bit longer than the promised five minutes. Riley’s fault. Showering alone takes a lot less time than showering with a helper. He did clean off every strand of spider web on me, and even took care of some places the webbing couldn’t have possibly gone.

				He was quick, but thorough. After all, we did have a party to get back to.

				Downtime alone was hard to come by these days. In the last month, we’d been so busy. Sure, we’d rescued a lot of Hidden from the Collector and her auction, but people were still missing.

				We had families to reunite, wounds to tend, and dead to bury.

				The auction we’d stopped hadn’t been the first, so we were in the process of setting up a missing Hidden network to try to work out who was remained out there.

				Alma Dickson, the head of the Sausalito City Council had been keeping fairies in iron cages in her greenhouse. How many more Hidden were out there—caged or forced into servitude? I couldn’t go door-to-door all across America looking for them, but I could at least learn who we were searching for.

				It was a start.

				Of course, we were looking for a few humans, too. The Collector had taken all the other Aegises to care for her inventory of Hidden. When we defeated her, someone else took all the Aegises from right under our noses. Including my mother. This was more than my wish for other Aegises to share the burden of helping the Hidden.

				I wanted Mom back.

				I turned off the shower and the buzz of my phone vibrated across the bathroom sink. It stopped and Riley’s went off. We exchanged a worried glance and scrambled for our phones, both of us dripping on the tile and dangling our unused towels while we checked our messages.

				In the short time we’d been otherwise engaged, I’d received four frantic voicemail messages, and Riley had three more. Bernice, the head of the Board of Hidden Affairs, needed our help.

				So much for the party.

				I dialed her number and put her on speaker so Riley could hear, too. And also so my hands were free. If there was a major problem, I didn’t relish the idea of hearing about it while I was naked and standing in a puddle of water.

				Bernice answered on the first ring. “Zoey, hallelujah. I’m going nuts over here. I need help.”

				That was a new one. I often called Bernice for advice or information. She would then try to convince me to move to her super-secure compound in Kansas, surrounded by barbed wire, miles of nothing as far as the eye could see, and probably some sort of supernatural mojo to keep out invaders. She wanted to keep me safe. The conversation had almost become a ritual between us—the price I paid to get her assistance on whatever new thing had cropped up. Not once had she called me for help.

				“Riley’s listening too, Bernice. What do you need?” I did my best to sound professional and hoped like hell the acoustics in the bathroom didn’t give away our location. Nothing ruined a person’s street cred like conducting a business meeting near a toilet.

				The woman’s stress leaked through the phone and washed over me in a tight wave. My shoulders tensed in response, and my heart pounded faster in my chest. As an empath, I tend to keep my defenses up so I don’t feel all the emotions from every person I come in contact with. At home, I don’t keep myself quite as guarded. After spending time in the shower with Riley, all my walls were down.

				I couldn’t help Bernice with whatever her problem was if I couldn’t think past her emotional upheaval. I took a deep breath and rebuilt my barriers. My shoulders lost their tension.

				“The goblin switchboard is lighting up with reports,” she said. “We have multiple Hidden sightings all across the country, and one of them is in your area.”

				I frowned and looked at Riley. “Goblin switchboard?”

				He shook his head.

				Bernice grunted in frustration. “I can’t explain how it works right now, Zoey. If you’d come here for training like I’d asked you to a million times, you’d already know.”

				Riley covered his mouth so his boss wouldn’t hear him laugh, and pointed, as if to make fun of me for getting in trouble.

				I rolled my eyes, though I wasn’t sure if it was at his immaturity or her lecturing. “What do you mean, Hidden sightings, Bernice?” I refused to give her the satisfaction of an argument.

				The first time I’d gone to the Board’s headquarters, Bernice almost didn’t let me leave. She’d had me locked up in a suite while her creepy golem automatons stalled for her and told me they’d let me know when Bernice had time to see me. So much had happened since then, our initial meeting seemed a bit ridiculous in retrospect. We knew each other now. I knew her limitations, and she knew I couldn’t be pushed around. Besides. I was the only active Aegis to the Hidden in the entire country right now. That meant all the supernatural creatures would have no one to go to for help if I ran off to the middle of the country and hid from danger.

				“Sightings by humans.” Bernice sighed through the speaker, and some of her frustration dribbled through my filters. “It’s all unraveling, Zoey. Some of the Hidden are taking it into their heads to go on a walkabout. I need the two of you to go to San Francisco pronto. A member of the Hidden community is out in broad daylight parading in front of the public eye.”

				I couldn’t imagine what kind of creature could get away with something like that. A djinn, for instance, looked human, so it was never an issue for my friend Kam to be out in public. Likewise, Darius, the mothman who worked with her, passed for human—at least during the day. No big deal. But if Maurice started doing the grocery shopping, that would be another matter. I shuddered at the thought of business-suited citizens with pitchforks and burning torches marching up my driveway.

				Riley’s face smoothed into a more serious expression. “Do we know who it is or what sort of creature we’re dealing with?”

				“No idea. People are reporting a monster, so it could be anything. Last report was from the Ghirardelli Square area. Just follow the screams, I suppose.”

				“Then what?” I asked. “Are we supposed to tackle him and bring him in? I thought you had a department that covered this.”

				Bernice went quiet for a moment. “Zoey, if the O.G.R.E.s were doing their jobs, you wouldn’t have had the Leprechaun Mafia knocking on your door last year.”

				“Oh. Yeah. Okay.” I winced. I knew the local Oversight and General Rule Enforcement (O.G.R.E.) patrol had gone AWOL in Sacramento, allowing the leprechauns in the area to take their shady dealings on the road and into my town. I hadn’t realized all the O.G.R.E. patrols had wandered off from their duty stations. That meant nobody was policing the Hidden. And apparently, some of them didn’t want to stay hidden.

				“Use your best judgment,” Bernice said. Weariness trickled through the phone, and her voice was smaller somehow. “If you think the creature is dangerous, I’ll get someone out there to pick him up as soon as I’ve got a team free. Otherwise, do what you can.”

				I frowned. “You have teams?”

				“A few freelancers, like your friends Darius and Kam. It’s not ideal, but when Iliandra Northrup died, I didn’t have anybody running the Covenant Enforcement Department. Art’s doing his best to get everything back in order, but until we identify who killed the rest of the board members, we can’t leave the compound. Putting the squads back together or creating new ones requires someone to go out in the field.”

				I grunted. Darius was a freelance soul catcher. The last time I’d seen him, he and Kam rode off into the sunset together with a plan to train Kam to help him, attempt to find—and release—Hidden who’d been sold at the Collector’s auctions and, most importantly, look for clues as to where my mother and the other Aegises had been taken. The idea was they were already traveling as soul catchers. With luck, they’d find more than escaped souls. The fact that Bernice now had them rebuilding O.G.R.E. squads as well was news to me. It was also a testament to how shorthanded she was.

				Riley, having dried himself, tucked his towel around his waist and straightened his spine, all business. “We’re on it, Bernice. On our way in five minutes.”

				“Do whatever you have to do.” She paused, as if deciding how much more to tell us. “Just get whoever it is off the streets. If the general population knows about the Hidden, the Covenant will be broken and it’ll make our current troubles look like a bad hair day.”

				The call blinked out on the display. “Well, that sounded dire. I guess we better get dressed,” I said, wrapping my head in a towel turban.

				Riley already had his pants zipped and one arm in his shirt. “I’ll run out and let Maurice know where we went then meet you in the car.”

				I nodded. “Tell Molly I’m sorry we’re missing the party.”

				It was more like ten minutes before I stepped off the porch. I wore a pretty white sundress covered in cherries, and my low-heeled sandals had matching cherries on the straps. The purple fedora didn’t exactly match, but it was the first hat I’d grabbed to cram over my wet hair to avoid insta-frizz. My dark red curls would turn to a snarled, angry mass the minute one of us opened a window while we drove down the highway.

				When in doubt, wear a hat.

				When I stepped off the porch, Riley was already behind Mabel’s wheel with her engine running.

				I frowned and ducked my head into the open window. “If we’re taking my SUV, why do you get to drive her?”

				“Because I got dressed faster.”

				“Why aren’t we taking your car?” I glanced over at his green sedan. “It’s less noticeable.”

				“We’re taking yours because we have no idea what flavor of Hidden we’re picking up. We may need the extra space and the tinted windows.”

				I pulled a face. I wasn’t over losing my VW Bug a month ago. A thunderbird had fallen from the sky right on top of it. Mabel was its replacement. I’d given in to peer pressure and my own sense of responsibility and bought something more suitable for conveying monsters and mythical creatures. I had nothing against Mabel, exactly. But I missed my Bug. And for the record, I didn’t name her—that was all Maurice.

				The drive from Bolinas to San Francisco took about an hour, so whoever the problem child was had a good chance of getting gone before we could be in the area. I watched the rolling patchwork of hills on our way to the city. Going out on an assignment was a new experience for me.

				In the last year, I’d discovered my empath abilities, met and tended to a host of fantastical creatures, and taken down an incubus, the Leprechaun Mafia and a crazy sorceress bitch. I’d also discovered that, like my mother, I was an Aegis—a protector and caretaker to the Hidden. We had no clues as to why every other Aegis, including my mother, had been kidnapped by someone with a twisted sense of humor and sloppy handwriting.

				The kidnapper had left a childish note stuck to a ragdoll where my mother had last been seen. It said “She’s my mommy now. Come and find us, Aegis. Let’s play!” Not much to go on. Other than that, we had nothing. Riley had been to Mom’s house, searching for clues, but since the Collector had been the one to take her from there, he found no leads to the person who had her now.

				Since I was the only Aegis, the Board of Hidden Affairs wanted me to sit tight, take care of any Hidden who appeared on my front porch and above all, stay safe.

				But now, Bernice had me going out on an assignment. This nagged at me and made my stomach queasy. Before all the Aegises had been kidnapped, most of the board members had been murdered. We’d thought one of the missing board members had been a mole and was responsible for the gruesome deaths of his or her fellow members. With each body, the suspects narrowed, until the last board member’s body appeared about three months ago. Only Bernice and Art remained—and Art was a new addition at my suggestion. Up until last year, he’d been middle management and Riley’s boss. He hadn’t known about the Board’s problems until recently. And Bernice—well, you can’t fool an empath. Her surprise and grief were genuine. Whoever had killed the board members had come from the outside.

				Apparently, Riley and I were now one of Bernice’s freelance teams. I found it exciting to get a chance to do something a little different, something out in the field. But it meant Bernice was getting desperate. My queasiness outweighed my excitement. The entire Hidden world was unraveling, and there weren’t many of us left to reknit it.

				“So,” I said, tilting myself toward Riley in the car. “What’s this ‘Covenant’ thing? Bernice made it sound like the apocalypse was coming if we don’t sort this out.”

				He took his eyes off the road for a second to shoot me a serious look. “You know about the First Story and how the Hidden came to be, right?”

				I shrugged. “Sort of. Maurice gave me the gist of it.” I’d figured it was mostly something monsters told their kids at bedtime. Monster fairy tales. “When humans started telling stories, it sent out a spark of creativity that grew and evolved until the first Hidden was born.”

				He nodded. “Something like that, yes. Each new story fed the spark a new bit of material which created—and continues to create over time—new forms of Hidden.”

				“That’s why we’ve got chupacabra, right? Because that’s a fairly new story.”

				“Exactly. But humans don’t do anything but start the idea of a Hidden. The Hidden grow and evolve on their own after that.”

				I tucked one leg under myself, getting comfortable. “Okay. But there are plenty of things we tell stories about that I haven’t seen.”

				Riley signaled and changed lanes to get around a pickup truck packed with furniture that looked like it could fall off and hit us any minute. He grinned at me. “Like sexy vampires?”

				“Sure. Or even ugly ones. If everything is possible, why haven’t I seen any vampires or werewolves?”

				“No zombies, either,” he said. “Those three creatures—and a few others—have something in common.”

				“They’re all snappy dressers and blend in?”

				He shook his head. “They all have the ability to infect humans and turn a human into one of them.”

				I stared out the window at the passing cars while I thought about that. “So, where are they?”

				“They have their own worlds. Like the demons and the djinn. They keep to themselves. Anything that feeds off of or can infect a human must, by Covenant law, live in a separate world.”

				“Djinn don’t do that, but they have their own world. Kam wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

				“In their case, the djinn are the vulnerable ones. Humans feed off of them, in a way.”

				I nodded. Kam had been held prisoner for a very long time in a cramped, wooden box until we’d freed her from doing her master’s bidding. “So, this Covenant keeps the Hidden and Humans safe from each other.”

				“Yes. Thousands of years ago, when humans had more magic than we have now, the shamans and elders and wise men of the various tribes came together with the leaders of all the existing types of Hidden. The demon queen and the king of the djinn worked with them to create other worlds, and to this day, they still control the portals that keep us all safe from each other. The Hidden who remained agreed to stay out of sight, and the humans agreed to form a secret government to care for them. That’s why the Board exists.”

				I folded my arms across my chest. “We made a pact that they would stay undercover, and in exchange, we would govern them? That kind of sucks.”

				“The Board does a lot more than make rules and enforce them. When it’s functioning, a lot of wonderful programs keep the Hidden safe, sheltered, well fed, and happy.”

				I snorted. “Sounds like the humans are breaking the Covenant before the Hidden get a chance, considering how the Board has been decimated. Without the Board, we’re struggling to keep up our end of the bargain.”

				“I’ve been worried about that myself. It’s a mess, but so far, the Covenant is holding from our end. I think that’s mostly due to you.”

				I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable with the idea that I was holding back some mysterious apocalypse. “So, what happens if the Covenant is broken—either because we’re not taking care of the Hidden or because Hidden are exposing themselves to humans?”

				He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe all the portals will open and hot vampires will spill into the world, stealing all our girlfriends.”

				“Pfff.” I waved a dismissive hand. “I’m sleeping with Death already. Some pale guy in a fancy cape isn’t likely to impress me.”

				Whatever the danger was, it sounded like the protections for both Hidden and human would fall away. And if we were already on the cusp of breaking the Covenant, with the Board being so ineffective, I had to get whoever it was off the streets of San Francisco in case he was the final nail popping out of the vampire coffin.

				I might be able to scare away the Leprechaun Mafia or take down a crazy bitch with a magical staff, but I was so not equipped to stake vampires or lop off zombie heads with a jeweled sword.

				Not to mention getting bitten by a werewolf. Hell, with my luck, I’d get attacked by something stupid and end up turning into a were-llama.

				The afternoon sun had burned off most of the morning fog over the bay, and the water beneath the Golden Gate Bridge gave off sparks of gold in its foam. Once we were off the bridge and on the San Francisco side of the water, trees enveloped us, and the air temperature dropped.

				Riley handed me my purse. “Could you call Bernice, please? Find out if anything’s changed, now that we’re closer.”

				My phone rang before I could hit her number.

				Bernice’s words were sharp and clipped. “Zoey, the creature moved.”

				“Where are we going, now?” I tapped the speaker button and Riley nodded his thanks.

				“My goblins say Pier 39.”

				Riley frowned. “Still no idea what we’re dealing with?”

				“Tall. Reports range from six to nine feet. Eyewitnesses are notoriously unreliable.”

				I blinked. “Tall. That’s all you’ve got?”

				“Several reports say the creature is green, but not all. Deformed face. Likely female, since some are saying it’s wearing a tutu.”

				Riley shook his head. “Are you sure we’re not dealing with someone in a costume? It’s San Francisco, after all. I’m surprised anyone’s even noticed.”

				The call dropped, and Riley and I looked at each other with wide eyes. I tried to call Bernice back, but her line was busy.

				“So, that was helpful,” I said. “Be prepared for anything. And nothing.”

				“That sounds about right.” He was quiet for a moment, his brow furrowed in thought. “Maybe it’s a circus clown escaped from an institution.”

				“You know I hate clowns. Why would you say that?”

				“I thought you were fearless.”

				“Hardly. I’m brave, not fearless. Two totally different things.”

				“Will you be okay if we have to transport a clown in the back of your car?” He couldn’t entirely hide the silly smirk on his face.

				“I’ll survive it, I suppose. Might be scarred for life though. Probably never want to have sex again.”

				“That’s cold.”

				I shrugged. “You’re the one who brought up clowns.”

				“You’re a clown,” he said.

				We parked the car and made our way out onto the pier. The weekend crowd of shoppers and tourists bustled around us, and street performers vied for the crowd’s attention. Bowling balls flew into the air over the onlookers’ heads, and a juggler with solid muscles caught each one with a deft hand, sending it back into the sky.

				A mime, tragically caught inside an invisible box, struggled to escape, despite the thin crowd watching him. A statue of an angel stood silent watch as people walked past, until she reached out and grabbed a small child, making the girl squeal and the adults laugh.

				Of particular interest was a woman in a green, rubber horror mask that had pointy ears and deep crevasses around the long, curved nose. She wore bright orange contacts that made her eyes look twice human-sized. The tutu hadn’t been a lie. It was lime-green and matched her sneakers. It went well with the black-and-orange sparkly tank top. Most people might think the pink-and-yellow-striped tights were a mistake, but personally, I thought it was a perfect choice.

				I’m fully aware I am not most people.

				It was a brilliant piece of street theater—she didn’t seem to notice or care about all the attention she gathered walking through the mass of people. She carried a bag of cotton candy and nibbled while she gazed through shop windows and stopped to watch other performers. Children pointed. Adults gaped.

				The closer we got, the less likely it seemed that we were looking at a mask.

				I grabbed Riley’s hand and dragged him with me to get nearer.

				No. Not a mask. Not contacts.

				She turned and looked at us, her orange eyes wide. “Reaper!” she said.

				Her face went snarly and feral, the cracks deepening into craters. Her six-foot height blew up into the reported eight feet.

				And that’s when the screams from the crowd started.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Sometimes, my warped sense of fashion comes in handy.

				It bears repeating: When in doubt, wear a hat.

				The creature, now a couple of feet taller than me, terrifying to look at and snapping at Riley, backed away toward the edge of the pier. I had a pretty good idea of what she really was. I’d seen Maurice pull a similar stunt once. If my guess was correct, the growth spurt and snarly face were illusions. She was frightened, which triggered her transmonstrification.

				Swimming wouldn’t be one of her magical qualities, but it didn’t mean she hadn’t learned somewhere along the way. We’d have to go slowly so she didn’t dive over the side and disappear into the crowd of barking sea lions below.

				Meanwhile, the people in the surrounding horde had stopped screaming and formed a wall of cellphones held aloft to record the incident.

				“Riley,” I said, pushing him away. “You’re making this worse. I need you out of her line of sight.”

				He hesitated. “Are you sure? You could get hurt.”

				“No. She won’t hurt me. She’s not as big as she seems. Just hide until I get her settled down.”

				He hid around the corner of a pottery shop. I weaved through the crowd until I was within the ring of onlookers closest to the creature. I looked into her orange eyes and opened my filters. Her fear came through at once, tiny, shivery needles against my skin. I concentrated on a warm blanket of calm and projected it toward her. Her rubbery, dark lips parted, and a half smile tugged at her mouth. I nodded and she returned the gesture.

				The crags in her face filled in, and she shrank to her original size.

				I’d been right. Her clothing wasn’t trashed from her Hulking out, verifying my guess that she hadn’t actually been monstrously huge. The first time I’d seen Maurice transmonstrify, I hadn’t understood what was going on. I freaked out and couldn’t look at him for a while until I could get my head around the idea that his scary monster face had been an illusion. This time I was more prepared. I nodded in self-satisfaction. I was learning.

				I turned my back on her and faced the crowd. Their expressions held wonder and awe at the magical transformation they’d witnessed. These people had been touched by magic, and they’d never be the same.

				Unless I could convince them it wasn’t real.

				I whipped off my purple fedora, letting my damp curls fall free. In my best carnival barker voice, I addressed the crowd while holding out my hat.

				“Ladies and gentlemen, the Amazing Matilda! How does she do it? We’ll never tell! Come back at 3:30 for the next show!” I made my way around the crowd, shoving my hat at them. Change jingled and crisp bills folded. “Come on, everybody! Dig deep! You know this kind of illusion isn’t cheap, and the Amazing Matilda has to eat, too!”

				Behind me, the Amazing Matilda snickered.

				The crowd, tiring of my constant demands that they empty their wallets into my damp headwear, thinned and eventually disappeared, with the exception of a few stragglers. I grinned and shooed them on their way.

				I turned to face the creature. “So. Closet monster?”

				She folded her arms and leaned against the railing that overlooked the bay. The half empty bag of pink-and-blue cotton candy dangled from her fist, and her voice came out as sweet as the sugary fluff she was eating. “Under-the-bed monster.”

				“Ah.” I stuck my hand out. “I’m Zoey. I assume your name isn’t really the Amazing Matilda.”

				She smiled and shook my hand in a cotton-candy-coated grip. “Stacy. Though you can keep the Amazing part. People should call me the Amazing Stacy from now on.”

				I wiped the sticky residue on my skirt and looked over my shoulder where Riley had disappeared. “Listen, Stacy. You can’t be here. And the reaper is with me. You’ll have to trust him, okay? He’s not here to hurt you. He’s here to help me get you to safety.”

				Her skinny shoulders twitched. “I don’t need to get to safety. I’m perfectly fine.”

				“You’re breaking the law, and you know it.” I didn’t want to go all hard-ass on her, but the buddy approach didn’t seem to be working.

				She narrowed her eyes. “So what? Are you O.G.R.E.? You don’t look like it.”

				I took a step closer and spoke to her in a low, steady voice. “I’m the Aegis. I far outrank the O.G.R.E. patrol. I suggest you get in the car without making a fuss. The reaper is here to keep me safe. And I’m here to keep you safe. Do you understand?”

				I had no idea if I was higher on the food chain than the missing Hidden police of the O.G.R.E. squads, but I had a suspicion that I was higher up than just about anybody but Bernice. I’d never interacted with another Aegis, so I didn’t know if that was normal or if it was because I was the only one left—having skipped my training with Yoda on Dagobah, I had no clue. And I didn’t care.

				Stacy swallowed and glanced around. “You’re sure the reaper won’t eat my soul?”

				“As long as you do what I say, you’ll be fine.”

				Reapers had a bad reputation among the Hidden. Mommy monsters threatened kiddy monsters with the Big Bad Reaper coming for their souls if they misbehaved. Usually, I did my best to dispel these ridiculous rumors. Today, I used them to my advantage.

				And honestly, Riley wasn’t really doing the reaper thing anymore. He’d been reassigned to look after me for the time being. He retained all his reaper powers, but no longer received the emergency texts in the middle of the night.

				Stacy followed around the corner and quivered next to me when we stopped in front of Riley. “This is Stacy,” I said. “She won’t be any more trouble. Will you, Stacy?”

				She shook her head, never taking her eyes off Riley. “No, sir.”

				Riley kept his face neutral, but I could tell he was amused with Stacy’s meek demeanor. Or maybe he thought it was hilarious that I was using him to keep her in line. Either way, he could laugh all he wanted. It worked. “Come with me,” he said, and turned toward the parking garage.

				Stacy hesitated and gave me a nervous glance.

				“Go on,” I said. “I’m here with you.”

				She followed Riley, and I brought up the rear. I didn’t trust her not to try slipping away the minute she had a chance.

				Once we were buckled into our seats and the car was moving toward home, I relaxed. I found it highly unlikely that she would bail out of a speeding SUV. I pulled out my phone and tapped Bernice’s number. She answered on the first ring.

				“Hey,” I said. “Stacy, the lovely under-the-bed monster, is on her way back with us.”

				Bernice expelled a lungful of air. “Thank you. I’ll try to find a damage control team to get out there.”

				“Already took care of it.” I hugged my money-loaded hat in my lap. “I think I cast enough doubt to keep people guessing.”

				“Am I on speaker?”

				“No.”

				“Good. We’re in real trouble. I may need your help again soon. With all the O.G.R.E. squads dissolved and Art and I unable to leave, I’m depending on my freelancers to do all the legwork, and they’re notorious for going off on their own.”

				She wasn’t kidding. Darius was good at being a soul catcher, but he was freelance for a reason. He preferred to keep his own hours and choose what jobs he took. And I’d bet my ass, if he found any sign of where my mother had been taken, he’d drop whatever he was doing for the Board and go after Mom.

				“You’re using nothing but soul catchers?” I couldn’t imagine what sort of rebellious chaos that would cause. No wonder she was a wreck.

				“I’ve had to resort to pulling a few reapers from their jobs to run interference and step in, but I can’t afford to take too many away from their jobs. As it is, Riley’s strictly for emergency reaping so he can keep you safe. I can’t have souls stacking up. That’s inhumane.”

				“You can’t keep up like this, Bernice. Why haven’t you replaced the managers you’ve lost?” She and Art were doing the jobs of thirteen people between them. Something had to change.

				“We’ll be interviewing for new board members soon, but it’s a slow process. There are only so many trustworthy folks out there. I’m running out of options until we can rebuild the squads.”

				“What do you need them to do, exactly?”

				“The O.G.R.E. squads require management. When the head of The Covenant Enforcement Department died, nobody was sending out orders to the overseers of the squads anymore. Without orders, they—I don’t know—got bored or something. The overseers drifted off, and the squads unraveled.”

				How many other departments had fallen apart and stopped doing their jobs? How many of the Hidden weren’t getting the help they needed from the Board, now that nobody was left to give them that help? We had to fix this.

				“Now that word is out that nobody is policing anything,” Bernice said, “the Hidden are taking advantage of it. I need my freelance teams to go out and find the overseers and give them their orders so the police squads can be reassembled.”

				“Do you need us to go out and do that?” I glanced over my shoulder at Stacy. Bernice wanted to keep this quiet, so I couldn’t come right out and ask if we should track down the scattered remains of our local O.G.R.E. squad. It kind of sounded like fun. Getting out of my own backyard today had been a nice change of pace.

				“Of course not. I need you safe.” She paused, and reluctance leaked through the phone. She didn’t want to ask us for help, but she was running low on options. “But if anything further happens in your immediate area, I might need you again, at least until I can get a team out there to reassemble your local patrol. They’re working their way up to you from Monterey, so it probably won’t be too long.”

				“No problem. We can do that.” I stifled my disappointment. “Anything else?”

				“Just stay out of harm’s way as much as you can. We don’t know who started this in the first place. By killing the department heads, they caused a huge disruption. My guess is having Hidden running around unpoliced was at least part of the goal. Sit tight. I don’t want to lose my Aegis, too.”

				“I understand. I’ll call you back once we get Stacy settled.” I hung up and dropped the phone into my purse.

				Riley glanced at me. “What did she say?”

				“She said we’re awesome and she can’t live without us.”

				Stacy shifted in the back seat. The tulle of her tutu rustled against the leather seats. She cleared her throat. “Was that...When you said ‘Bernice,’ you didn’t mean Mrs. Abernathy, the Head of the Board of Hidden Affairs, right?”

				I craned my neck around to look at her. “Yes. Do you know her?”

				“Whoa.” Stacy sat back against the seat, deflated. “Of course not. Nobody knows Mrs. Abernathy.”

				“I do,” I said. “And now she knows you.”

				Stacy’s green face lost some of its color. Her voice was hoarse and whispery. “How much trouble am I in?”

				Riley and I exchanged a silent look.

				“Probably quite a bit,” I said. “How about you tell me what you were doing out there in broad daylight, jeopardizing the entire Hidden community.”

				She shrugged and looked down at her hands. “I got tired of never seeing anything during the day. I wanted to see all the people.” Her gaze met mine, her big eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “Have you ever just watched people when they’re having a good time? They sparkle with it. Like the shops with all their shiny goods in display cases. Kids shouting and laughing. Street performers making magic, and crowds pressing together to see. I wanted to be a part of that, even if it was only for today. Just once, you know, before the O.G.R.E.s came back.” She bowed her head and picked at her fingernails. Her shame pattered at me in speckled drops of heat.

				“How did you know they were gone?” Part of me wanted to strangle her for putting everyone in this position. Part of me wanted to dive over the back of the seat and give her a reassuring hug.

				She picked at her neon-green nail polish. “Everybody says so. They say that’s why the Collector went on tour and stole so many people. Nobody’s in charge anymore. But I have a cousin in Anaheim. He said the O.G.R.E.s there were gone for a while, but now they’re back. I figured this would be my only chance.” She peeled a strip of polish and looked around. After examining the clean floor of my brand-new car, she cracked the window, then tossed the green strip out the window and rolled it up again. Her face was solemn. “So, what will they do to me?”

				“We’ll see. Maybe you can work it off.”

				She nodded, eyes huge and serious. “Okay.”

				Up until that moment, being the Aegis had felt more like I was a customer service representative or a court advocate. I helped people. I fought for them when something wasn’t right. I took care of their needs.

				I never thought of my position as one of authority.

				Well, except under the right circumstances, like when I banished an incubus to his home dimension. Or told the Leprechaun Mafia to get the hell out of my town. Or when I threatened the head of the city council of Sausalito.

				And then there was that first time I met Bernice. Completely unimpressed with her job title, I came damn close to bitch slapping her for taking me prisoner.

				Okay, fine. I guess I did—under the right circumstances—take the bossy-pants stance.

				And I was about to do it again.

				* * *

				I’m not sure why I thought Maurice would be pleased to have an under-the-bed monster staying with us. At the risk of sounding racist or speciesist or whatever, I’d kind of wondered if they would already know each other, since they were almost the same kind of creature.

				In fact, he did recognize her immediately. But he wasn’t at all pleased.

				He looked her up and down and scowled. “It was you parading around in front of humans and endangering all of us?”

				She smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. “Hello, Maurice. Looks like you landed on your feet here.”

				He shook his head in disgust. “I swear to the gods, Stacy, you don’t have the brains of a mollusk. You were raised better than that.”

				She folded her arms and lifted her chin. “You don’t get to tell me how to live. And you hardly have judging room, my friend.”

				I didn’t have to be an empath to feel the tension spark off the two of them. Whatever their history was, it wasn’t good. Which made me feel a bit squidgy about what I was about to do.

				“Actually, Stacy, he does get to tell you how to live. At least for now. You are now officially under his care.”

				Stacy froze, the green draining from her face. Her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish, as if fighting to keep her objections from bubbling up her throat and out her mouth.

				If I didn’t know and love Maurice as much as I did, my blood would have turned to ice water from the look he gave me. Or maybe battery acid.

				He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes. “Zoey, can I speak to you alone, please?”

				Riley put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring squeeze. “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll stay with her.”

				Stacy’s frozen stare of shock melted into a fake, sickening-sweet smile. She plopped into a chair and busied herself with the task of fluffing her tutu.

				Maurice turned on his heel and left the room without checking to see if I followed. He led me through the kitchen and out the back door.

				In the recent past, my back yard had been used as a refugee camp for lost monsters. To keep them safe and undetected, both by everyday humans and the henchman of the terrifying Collector who had been kidnapping them, Maurice had overseen the creation of a protective bubble around the space. While the entire property had the advantage of a fairy ring around it as an early-warning system and first line of defense, this backyard bubble worked by hiding its contents from view.

				When we stepped through the bubble, no one outside could either see or hear us. The bubble was imprinted with a small, recorded loop of time—about thirty seconds worth. From my kitchen window, if you watched for more than a minute, you could see the same bunny run across the yard several times. Sound, too, was imbedded into the recording, repeating the same birdcalls and pattern of blowing wind every half minute.

				It was genius.

				At that moment, we only had a handful of guests on the property, and none of them were in sight. This meant that Maurice had me pretty much alone in a soundproof room.

				“I’m begging you, Zoey,” he said. “I do everything you ask me to do around here. Please don’t put me in charge of her. I can’t do this.”

				His desperation crept across the grass in a sticky mass and oozed up my ankles and calves. Whatever history Maurice had with Stacy, it wasn’t good.

				“Who is she?” I asked.

				He folded his arms across his chest and scuffed his sneaker at a cluster of dandelions, sending the fluff drifting toward the direction of the swimming pool. “It doesn’t matter.”

				“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

				He sighed and waved me over to an abandoned fire pit a short distance away. We each sat in a folding camp chair. I rested my elbows on the canvas-covered arms and waited.

				Maurice examined his fingers, gathering his thoughts. “We grew up next door to each other. Together all the time.”

				I don’t know what I’d expected him to say, but that wasn’t it. “She was your childhood sweetheart?”

				He nodded. “We used to talk about getting married someday and who would be the one to convert—whether I would switch to under-the-bed, or she would become a closet dweller.”

				“Wait—what? Convert? I thought you were just, I don’t know, born a closet monster.”

				Maurice frowned. “It’s more complicated than that. When monsters are born, they go where their families are, obviously. But when they reach maturity, they pledge to a league, and the affiliation becomes permanent.”

				I stared, waiting for him to crack a smile. He didn’t move. “Seriously,” I said. “You have to join a league.”

				He nodded. “Yes. It sets the tone for the rest of a young monster’s life.”

				For some reason, it seemed like the most ludicrous story I’d ever heard. I couldn’t get past the idea that Maurice could have chosen to be anything other than the closet monster I knew and loved. Also, I was pretty sure he was yanking my chain. “So, being in the Closet League—what’s that mean, exactly? Go, team Closet? Is there a bowling team? Are there meetings?”

				Maurice made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “See, this is why I don’t tell you anything. You don’t take me seriously.”

				I did my best to look contrite. “I’m sorry, Maurice. I’ll be serious. So, what happened between you? Obviously, you didn’t stay together.”

				He looked away and shrugged. “People grow apart, that’s all. We lost touch.”

				“Uh huh.” I didn’t believe him. But the set of Maurice’s shoulders told me that was all he was willing to share for the moment. “Can you set aside your differences, or is it too much baggage?”

				“Too much for what, exactly?” He narrowed his eyes.

				I took a deep breath and let it out. “I can’t exactly let her go back out on her own at the moment. Not until Bernice gets a team out here to rebuild the O.G.R.E. squad in the area and we’re sure Stacy isn’t going to go back out on a sightseeing walkabout. Also, if I understand your laws correctly, she would normally be paying some sort of fine or doing jail time for breaking the rules, right?”

				Maurice shifted in his chair and frowned. “Well, yeah. But you’re not going to send her to Bernice, are you? She’ll be locked up.”

				Yeah. There was more to their relationship than he wanted to let on. It was as clear as the worry on his face. He was angry with Stacy, but he didn’t want her in trouble with the Hidden police. “I had something different in mind.” I smiled. “If she stayed here and worked off her punishment, it would probably be easier for everybody involved, including Bernice.”

				He gazed, unfocused, at the distant tree line, his brow furrowed. I let him think it through.

				“So, you want me to be her jailer, basically.”

				“Not her jailer. More like her boss.” Maurice loved bossing people around. He had to love this, at least on some level. “Have her assist you. You really could use some help around here, what with all the Hidden coming and going.”

				Maurice ran his palm over the top of his head, leaving the sparse hairs standing up in a haphazard swatch. “Zoey, I just...Maybe we could...Gah!” He rose from his flimsy chair and paced around the campfire. “You have no idea what you’re asking me to do.”

				I raised one eyebrow and titled my head. “Then maybe you could explain it to me. Why’d you two break up, Maurice?”

				He glared at me. “I told you. People grow apart.”

				“That’s it?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Okay, then.” I couldn’t help him if he didn’t help me. But I could certainly make things more uncomfortable for him. “She can sleep under the bed in the spare room. You might as well go get her settled so she can start helping around here.”

				“That’s my room!”

				“Technically, it’s the room with your closet in it. I’m not sleeping with a monster under my bed. Don’t be crazy.”

				Maurice scowled. “Fine. I’ll take care of it.” He marched off, muttering to himself in a low voice, fists clenched at his sides. “Maybe I’ll get lucky and lightning will strike me dead.”

				I shook my head and grinned. Maurice could make all the noise he wanted. He could complain and stomp off. He could even yell at Stacy and make her work off his anxiety. But I could read the truth on him. He was relieved. And he was excited.

				You can’t lie to an empath.

				When we got inside, Riley had Stacy sitting in a chair in the living room while he stood nearby, looking tough with his arms folded. When she saw us, relief spread across her tense face.

				Reapers. Scaring the crap out of the Hidden since 200 BC. Or something.

				“It’s settled,” I said. “Stacy, you’ll now report to Maurice. He’ll give you jobs to do throughout the day. You will do whatever he says.”

				Stacy’s monstrous face wrinkled into a scowl. “That’s ridiculous. You can’t put me in servitude. You’re not a judge. Plus, you’re not even telling me how long I’d have to stay here. What kind of Aegis are you? I thought you were all nice and helpful. You solve people’s problems. That’s your job.”

				Maurice stalked toward her, sucking air into his chest to make ready for the whoopass can he was about to pop open in her face.

				I stuck my arm out and stopped him on his way past. “I’ve got this.”

				He looked into my eyes and read what was there, then nodded and stepped back. “Okay.”

				I smiled at Stacy and took a seat on the couch across from her. It probably wasn’t an especially nice smile. More like the kind of smile a cop gives you right before he slaps you with a speeding ticket after telling you that your taillight is out. Stacy might have been better off dealing with the reaper she was so terrified of being alone with.

				“You’re right. I solve problems. I help people.” I leaned toward her. “Right now, you are the problem that needs solving. And I’m going to help you, too.”

				“I’m not a problem. And I don’t need help. Just let me go home and I’ll stay out of sight.” She lifted her chin in a stubborn show that was negated by her quivering lower lip.

				I shook my head. “The Board has a team coming out here to renew the local O.G.R.E. squad. You took advantage of the interruption in police activity and jeopardized the entire community. I don’t imagine a judge would look well on that.”

				Her green skin paled to an off-white. “We don’t need to involve them.”

				I shrugged. “Well, I can’t let you go home. Those are your choices. You stay here and work for Maurice, or I hand you over to the Board’s team so they can take you back to headquarters for a trial.” As far as I knew, it wasn’t much of a threat. There weren’t any active judges for a trial.

				Stacy flicked her gaze around the room from face to face, then to the door. She might have been calculating whether she could bolt and make it outside before we could catch her, or she might have been worried about someone from the Board coming in to get her. Either way, I gave her time to think it all through. Finally, she nodded her head in agreement.

				“Alright,” she said, shoulders slumped. “I’ll stay here and work it off.”

				I patted her on the knee and smiled—this time a friendlier, welcoming look. “Good choice. Maurice will get you settled, and you’ll answer directly to him.”

				I nodded at Maurice, grabbed Riley’s hand and went out the front door. Whatever was going on between the two of them was private. And I had to admit, part of the reason I’d set things up this way was because I had a hunch Maurice had some baggage to work out.

				Also, I really didn’t know what the hell else to do with her. From what I gathered, the Board could deal out some harsh punishments. I didn’t want to be responsible for Stacy getting stuck in a cell for ten years or having to spend the rest of her life on a chain gang of trolls. Assuming, of course, she ever got a trial. Under the circumstances, Bernice might have been tossing people into prison without a second thought.

				Maybe my imagination made the Board harsher than it was, but I’d rather Stacy stayed with Maurice. Whether she believed it or not, my job was to help people, not punish them. Though a little punishment for forcing me to miss Molly’s party might make me feel a better.

				I let out a heavy sigh and sat on the porch steps. Riley settled next to me and rubbed his palm over my back.

				“You okay?” He kissed the top of my head, and I leaned against his chest.

				“Tired, I guess.” I glanced at the tree at the end of my driveway and felt a stab at my heart before looking away. Iris used to hang out down there, keeping watch over me. Keeping me safe. Now he was gone.

				My mother could have saved him. Not only was she an Aegis, like me, she was also a necrofoil—someone with the power to hold back death till help could arrive. But after we defeated the Collector, she’d already been kidnapped again when I went to get her, this time by someone or something even worse than her original captor.

				The great irony in the whole thing was that Iris had died in part to rescue my mother, then someone else had taken her while we were busy trying to save her.

				About a month had passed since then, and still we had no leads on where my mother and the other Aegises had been taken or by whom. The only clue was the note I’d found attached to a filthy ragdoll:

				She’s my mommy now. Come and find us, Aegis. Let’s play!

				Since then, nothing. No leads. No word. And I was stuck playing social worker to all the monsters in the country. I wouldn’t mind if I didn’t have my own problems to sort out. I liked helping people. But come on. I couldn’t keep saving the world and not save my own mother. I didn’t expect life to be fair, but some reciprocity from the universe would be appreciated.

				Riley snaked his arm around my waist and pulled me closer. “Maybe we could take a weekend. Go down to Monterey or something.”

				I nodded. “Maybe. Sara’s getting used to running the office without me, and Maurice can handle the house for a few days if nothing else happens.”

				A tiny movie projector in the back of my head ran a reel behind my eyes, showing Riley and I romping through the surf, having drinks with little umbrellas, riding a ski lift, visiting a ruined castle. Clearly, the miniature filmmaker in there wasn’t concerned by where we went.

				As if in direct answer to my greedy thoughts of deserting everyone for a getaway, my phone chimed out the wedding march. I dug it out of my pocket and saw Bernice’s area code but a number I didn’t know.

				I considered not answering. If I tossed the phone in the bushes, we could jump in the car and make a run for it. They had toothbrushes and clothes in whatever beach town we decided on. I let the phone ring a time or two more while I daydreamed this scenario before I answered.

				“Zoey, it’s Art,” said the tinny voice from the speaker. “I think I know who took your mother.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Art was one of my least favorite people in the entire world. And I was one of his.

				A million years ago—okay, about twenty—Art had been the reason the Board had taken my mother away from my father and me, wiped our memories, and relocated Mom to the East Coast to set up shop as an Aegis there. Art blamed my mother for his lack of upward mobility in his middle-management job.

				When he came back last year as Riley’s boss, he’d walloped me with a bad-luck curse to test me for Aegis-hood. In the end, I’d lived through it, and Art and I came to an understanding, even a grudging mutual respect. I put in a good word for him with Bernice, whose entire Board of Hidden Affairs had been murdered. Art got what he always wanted—a spot on the Board. Bernice got some much needed help. And Riley and I got left alone. Win-win-win.

				Until that moment, I’d had no further contact with him. This probably made Art as happy as it made me.

				“You found my mom?” I sat up straight, my heart beating fast. “Where is she? Is she okay?”

				“Wait, don’t get too excited. I don’t know where she is. But I do think I’ve figured out who did it. That’s more of a clue than we’ve had since she was taken.”

				A little of my excitement deflated. Not all, but some. “Oh.”

				Riley squeezed my shoulder. “What do you know, Art?”

				“Is that Riley? Am I on speakerphone? Take me off of speakerphone!”

				I stretched my legs down the steps and crossed my feet at the ankles. “There’s no one else around, Art. This is a secure line. You may proceed. Over.”

				Riley poked me in the side. “Quit teasing him,” he whispered.

				I winked. “Seriously, Art. Riley has to hear this, too, and nobody else is here. What’s going on?”

				He paused for a long moment. “Zoey, there’s a prisoner missing from the compound. I wasn’t here when she escaped, and I only found out this morning. She’s been gone for about two and a half years.”

				Riley scratched his cheek. “That’s not long before the Board members started showing up dead.”

				“Exactly,” Art said.

				“So who is she?” I asked.

				Again, silence. When Art finally spoke, his voice was low and quiet. “I can’t tell you over the phone. I really can’t. Bernice doesn’t even know I’m calling you. You have to come out here, Zoey. Bernice won’t listen to me, and you’re the only one who can fight this person.”

				If it weren’t for the shakiness in his voice and the fear seeping through the phone line, I’d think Bernice put him up to this to get me out there.

				I gave Riley a questioning look. He shrugged.

				“Art, let me call you back,” I said.

				“Hurry,” he said. “Bernice is going to be angry with me as it is.”

				I hung up and stared at the phone in my hand. “What do you think, Riley?”

				“We were talking about going away anyway. And a lead is a lead, even if it’s only Art putting clues together and coming up with the wrong answer. We might get something out of the information.”

				“We were talking about a weekend. This could take a week.”

				“Maybe more.”

				I rubbed the space between my eyebrows. “I’d have to talk about it with Sara first. She’s already taking most of the clients these days, and I have a consult tomorrow morning. Maurice would have a heart attack if I took off and left him for that long.”

				Riley leaned against the stairs and propped his elbows on the step behind him. “All right. Let’s think this through. What else have you got this week?”

				“A couple of follow-up appointments later in the week.” I ticked off items on my fingers. “Dry cleaning to pick up on Wednesday. I have to keep an eye on Stacy. We need groceries. Probably need to take the car in for an oil change soon.”

				“Lame. You’ve only had that car for a month. Sounds like you’re stalling.”

				“A week is a long time.” I peered around at my empty front yard. Riley was right. I was stalling. This was probably the quietest it had been at my place for six months. Earlier in the day, of course, we’d had a fairly full house, but that was because of the naming ceremony and party afterward. The brownie family had gone back to their mushroom house at the far edge of my backyard. The fawn/dryad family, Tashi the yeti and a tribe of fairies had disappeared to their homes in the woods that surrounded my property. Sara had gone home to Sausalito and took Andrew and his partner Daniel with her.

				Somewhere out back a centaur with a broken leg convalesced in a tent. A gryphon with a nasty mite infestation stayed in a corner of the yard under self-imposed quarantine. A family of gnomes hid out under my porch, but they’d been there for a month and a half and still hadn’t told us why they were there.

				For the moment, it seemed, nobody was in dire need of my help. As long as the sanctuary of my house held, they didn’t really need the Aegis.

				If I didn’t go now, I’d probably never get another chance. “Okay.”

				“Okay?”

				“Yes.” I nodded my head with vigor. “Let’s do this.”

				* * *

				To my surprise, Maurice took the news in stride. It was Sara who threw a fit.

				“Dammit, Zoey.” She tossed her glasses on her desk and rubbed her eyes. “We can’t keep this up. I’m exhausted. You’re down to two days a week as it is, and now you’re running off for a week?”

				Her frustration blew across the room in soft, rolling waves. Even her emotions felt tired and worn. The fact that she was wearing glasses instead of her contacts said everything.

				“I know. I’ve been putting way too much on you since all this Hidden stuff started. I’ll cancel the trip.” I meant it. I couldn’t keep putting so much on Sara.

				She sighed and picked up her glasses. “No, don’t do that. It’s the first time you’ve had any clues about your mom in awhile. You have to go. It’s not even especially busy here lately. I’m just...I’m just tired.”

				I frowned. “You’re still not sleeping.”

				She shook her head. “Nightmares nearly every night. And I’m beginning to remember bits and pieces of them.”

				I crossed the room and settled into the loveseat by her desk. “Tell me.”

				“It’s nothing really solid. Chased down a dock by a pirate who turns out to be a vampire. Eyes staring back at me in a dark mirror. Uncomfortably erotic dreams that start out nice but I wake up screaming. I don’t know, Zoey. I think I’m losing my mind.”

				My throat locked up, and it took me a minute to answer. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you tell me all this? You were supposed to tell me if you started remembering.”

				Not that I knew what the hell to do about it if she did start remembering. The previous autumn, a nasty incubus named Sebastian had come to town. He fed on emotions, and my empath abilities had not only targeted me, but also all the women I came in contact with. Several women died an agonizing death in which he forced them to orgasm repeatedly while he sucked away their life essence.

				It was metaphysical rape.

				As bad as that was, Sara had it worse. He’d been making frequent visits to her house, feeding off of her slowly. I was pretty sure he wanted me to catch him in the act. He’d been taunting me with his kills. When I found him, Sara was nearly dead, and the metaphysical rape was also very much a physical one.

				With Andrew and Riley’s help, I’d saved Sara, banished Sebastian, and funneled energy back into Sara’s psyche so she would live. When she woke up, she had no memory of Sebastian or anything else that had happened. We didn’t know if the memory loss was demon related or the self-preservation of a wounded mind. Once she found out about the events, she counted herself lucky not to remember and hoped she would continue to forget.

				And then the nightmares started. Sara insisted she didn’t remember the dreams at all. Nor could she explain her compulsion to cover all the mirrors in her bedroom so she could sleep at night.

				So, it looked like the memories Sara so dearly wanted to stay gone were coming back. For anybody else, it would be a no-brainer. She was a rape victim. The nightmares were probably due to post-traumatic stress. Or something. Obviously, Sara needed a therapist to help her through this.

				But what therapist could she talk to about surviving an incubus attack?

				My face must have conveyed my worry. Sara burst out laughing and grabbed my hand across the desk. “Quit scrutinizing me. I’m fine.”

				“You’re not fine. You’re worn out.” And any minute she might remember everything and shatter into a million pieces. I couldn’t run across the country chasing the half-baked theories of a man who didn’t even like me. I needed to be here for Sara if she cracked. When she cracked. “I’m not going anywhere.” I stood and marched to my own desk, as if the matter were settled.

				It wasn’t. “Bullshit. You need to go. I’m fine. End of discussion.”

				“I’m ignoring you,” I said, taking a sip of coffee and shuffling papers on my desk.

				“Ignore me all you want. Just do it on your trip.”

				“Trip? What trip?” I plucked a tissue from its container and made a show of mopping up two drops of coffee on my desk.

				The door to the office jangled, and two women stepped through, ending the argument. Fighting in front of potential new clients is considered bad form in the wedding-planning industry. Or, I imagine, the delicious fruit-smoothie industry. Really, any industry. Bad form.

				The women were tall and slim, almost ethereal. One had inky black hair, and the other a blonde so light and fluffy, it looked like a cloud had settled over her head and shoulders. Both women wore broad-brimmed hats with trailing ribbons in bright colors. My fingers itched to snatch the hats and try them on. They were seriously gaudy and awesome.

				I couldn’t tell how old the ladies were—somewhere between thirty and fifty, maybe. A huge span, but I couldn’t tell. Nor could I tell which one was the bride and which was, I assumed, the maid of honor.

				I put on my best wedding-planner smile and came around my desk to shake hands.

				“Welcome!” I said. “I’m Zoey.”

				The blonde took my hand in both of hers. “I’m Alex. We spoke on the phone. And this is Jamie.”

				I blinked and looked at them both. Jamie is a girl. The groom is a girl. Pull it together, Zoey. “Oh,” I said, feeling stupid. “Of course. Jamie.” I shook Jamie’s hand.

				She grinned down at me. They both had to be close to six feet tall. “You were expecting a man.”

				Honesty was the best way to go in a situation like this. I looked stupid all the time, anyway. No need to make it worse by backpedalling and trying to cover.

				“Yes, I did. But it’s a pleasant surprise.” I led them to the loveseat across from my desk and held my hand out for them to be seated. “I’m so glad you came.”

				It wasn’t as if, in all the time we’d be doing business, we’d never planned a gay ceremony before, but I hadn’t realized this would be one of them. Kind of like biting into cheesecake and finding out it was crème brûlée. Still good, just unexpected.

				I introduced them to Sara, and Sara got them coffee while I set up the paperwork.

				“Alex, you said on the phone you were thinking of a December wedding. Is there an exact date you had in mind?”

				I looked up from my paperwork and found both women staring at me with silly grins on their faces. Did I have lipstick on my teeth? Part of the donut I ate on the way in stuck to my cheek? A booger dangling from my nostril? I slid my hand over my face as casually as I could. Nothing seemed to be wrong. I patted my hair. They kept looking at me, not saying a word. And smiling.

				“Okay,” I said. Maybe they were so in love their heads weren’t in the game, yet. I’d have to nudge them a bit. It happened, sometimes. “How about we go over the budget? How much were you planning to spend?”

				Nothing. Dumb grins.

				Sara placed cups of coffee in front of them and they barely flinched.

				I leaned forward. “Ladies? Dates? Budget? Color scheme? Anything?”

				They looked at each other and grinned even brighter. “It’s just such an honor to meet you,” Alex said.

				“And to have you plan our wedding,” Jamie said, “well, that’s so exciting!”

				I glanced at Sara and she shrugged. “I have no idea,” she said. She folded her arms and rested one hip on the edge of my desk. Until we knew what was going on, she wasn’t going anywhere.

				The women beamed at me, then beamed at each other. In tandem, they took off their hats and waited.

				Ears longer than my hands poked their pointy tips out of all that glossy, fluffy hair. They took me by surprise for the second time in five minutes.

				Ah. Elves. Wait, elves? In my office?

				Sara let out a chuff of air. I schooled my face to stay neutral. It wasn’t easy. At home, nothing surprised me, no matter how crazy. Work was different. The Hidden weren’t supposed to show up at my desk. The Hidden weren’t clients.

				“Sara,” I said, not looking away from the women across from me. “Could you lock the door, please? We wouldn’t want anyone walking in.”

				We didn’t get a lot of people walking into our office without an appointment, but it did happen occasionally. Sara hurried to the door and turned the latch.

				“Got it.” She returned to her perch on the corner of my desk.

				I shifted in my chair. “Ladies, I’m not sure what you actually need from me. If this is a Hidden wedding, I have to warn you, I haven’t done one of those before. If you’re wanting a wedding out in the open, well...” I trailed off, gesturing at their prominent ears. “We’ll have to special order the veils or come up with some hats that absolutely won’t blow off. Not to mention making sure none of your Hidden guests catch a human’s eye.”

				My two worlds had collided, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. Plus, I was about to go on a road trip. This fusion of Aegis and wedding planner was one more complication than I could handle.

				Alex reached over and knit her fingers with Jamie’s. They smiled into each other’s eyes, then turned back to me. “We were hoping...We wanted to ask...” Alex swallowed.

				Jamie patted her fiancée’s leg and took over. “We’ve heard about the protection bubble around your home, about how no one can see or hear what’s going on without being inside.”

				“So, you’re wanting to have your wedding at my place?” What an off-the-wall request. I wasn’t against it, but I hadn’t been prepared for it, either.

				“We would pay you for it,” Alex said. “We don’t want to be a bother. It’s just that, we’ve been having some problems, and we thought it was the best solution.”

				I frowned. “What sort of problems?”

				Jamie squeezed Alex’s hand. “The Hidden Church of Wisdom. They’re not very tolerant, and we’re not exactly a traditional couple. They picket weddings like ours. They’ve made it known that they think our love is unnatural and against the will of the gods.”

				Intolerance in the Hidden world was foreign to me. I had no idea it existed. Even humans had legalized same-sex marriage in this state. And humans tended to move pretty slow in the equality race.

				“I don’t understand,” I said. “What is this church? I’ve never heard of it before.”

				“It used to be a fringe movement,” Jamie said. “But lately it’s picked up followers and seems to be spreading.”

				I shook my head. “I’ll never understand why same-sex marriage is so offensive to people.”

				Alex laughed, then covered her mouth with the palm of her hand. Jamie smiled and nudged her in the ribs.

				“What?” I had no idea what I’d said that was so funny.

				Jamie coughed. “No Hidden cares about the genders of a couple. That’s a human problem. Our problem is more complicated.”

				“I know we look alike,” Alex said. “But we’re not the same at all. Jamie is an elf, which you probably gathered. I, on the other hand, am an attic monster.”

				She didn’t look anything like either of the monsters back at my house. It seemed impolite to say so, though. “So, this church has a problem with mixed species? My friend the closet monster married a gargoyle.”

				“That’s not exactly what they’re upset about.” Jamie plucked at the ribbons from her hat. “We have different origins. I’m a mythological creature, and she’s a monster.”

				“That’s ridiculous. You look the same.”

				“Looks aren’t everything,” Alex said. “According to the priest who threw a bagel at me this morning, our love is an abomination in the eyes of their god.”

				“Oh, hell no.” Sara rose from the desk. “We’ll be doing your wedding, and anyone who comes near it to picket, throw bagels, or make sour faces will have their asses handed to them.”

				Both women’s eyes grew wide, and they looked from me, to Sara, and back again.

				“Well, there you go,” I said, clicking my pen. “I may be the Aegis, but even I don’t argue with Sara. Let’s plan a wedding.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Maurice seemed more upset about my SUV going on the trip than he was about me leaving.

				“You take really good care of my Mabel,” he said, stroking a side mirror and then polishing away the smudge he’d left. “I checked her oil and washed her so she’s nice and pretty. Whenever you stop for gas, clean off the bugs. Don’t let them set into her paint. And try not to let the gas get below half a tank. Mabel doesn’t like being hungry.”

				I was almost tempted to take Riley’s car so I didn’t have to look at Maurice’s sorrowful face. We tossed our meager luggage over the tailgate and slammed the door shut.

				Maurice winced. “Gently.”

				I laughed and put my arms around him. “Your girl is in good hands. Don’t you worry.” I squeezed him hard. “Thank you for looking after everything. You’ve got Andrew’s number if any medical problems walk through the door. And he’ll be checking in every few days anyway for the centaur and the gryphon. Sara will get you groceries if you need them, and you can go through the closet to pick them up from her house.”

				Maurice hugged me, then stepped back, his face serious. “I’ve got all this. Don’t worry. Go find Clara.” He took my face in his mottled, gray hands and fixed me with his big yellow eyes. “She’s my mom, too. Bring her home safe to us.”

				I wanted to reassure him with promises of success, but we’d both lost her twice, now. Promises would ring hollow. He knew I’d do my best.

				I nodded and stepped toward the car, giving my house and yard one last scan. Molly and her family sat in the tree at the end of the driveway, ready to wave as we went by. Tashi raised one shaggy white arm. I knew she would watch over everyone, the same way her skunk-ape mate, Iris, had watched over us.

				In the shadows beneath the front porch I thought I saw movement, and wondered if the gnomes living under there would ever come out and talk to us.

				My stomach clenched. Now that it was time to leave, I found it hard to do. What if someone needed me? What if something went wrong?

				What if I never found the other Aegises, and I remained stuck to this property for the rest of my life because I was the only one who could help everybody?

				The knots in my stomach loosened. I had to do this. I couldn’t spend my entire life here tending the broken hearts and legs of monsters. Other Aegises were out there to share the workload, and they were in trouble. Who better to find the missing helpers than the only helper who was left?

				Yeah. It had to be me. I was almost embarrassed that I’d taken so long to figure it out and get my ass moving.

				To be fair, I wasn’t exactly Miss Marple or Jessica Fletcher. Definitely not Nancy Drew. My Internet skills were lacking, since I’d only started paying attention to the laptop Sara made me buy when Maurice insisted on giving me lessons. I nearly cried when my old flip-phone died a few months ago and the smartphone I bought to replace it asked me for passwords. I could use all that stuff, but I preferred the old fashioned way. At work, I refused to give up my Rolodex, in spite of all the contacts being accessible on my phone.

				Even with the Internet to help out, what was there to search for? On television, they might be able to analyze the dirt particles on the ragdoll the kidnapper had left behind and pinpoint its origins. Or determine the handwriting on the crazy note could only have come from a German monk with a limp and an eyepatch.

				But this wasn’t television. And my friends Darius and Kam were out there somewhere searching for anything or anyone that might help us figure it all out. Darius loved my mother. He wouldn’t give up.

				The last time Kam called me to check in, they’d been in Georgia, following a dead end. A swamp bogey thought he saw a woman with my mom’s description working in a diner outside Atlanta. He was wrong of course. That was a week ago.

				I slid into the passenger seat and buckled up. “Let’s go.”

				Riley started the car and pulled out without a word. As we passed the tree, Iris’s tree, I forced a happy smile for Molly’s kids and waved.

				Aaron must have sensed that I missed Iris. He balled up his tiny hands and gave me a double thumbs-up, exactly the way Iris used to do. Aaron’s gesture gave me a feeling of peace and comfort. Iris would always be with us in one form or another, as long as we remembered him together.

				I returned the gesture, and my smile became genuine. We pulled out to the street, and tension in my shoulders I didn’t know I had, released. We were on a road trip.

				A million adventures awaited us.

				* * *

				My new-trip euphoria lasted all of an hour and a half. Once I realized, upon scrutinizing the map and Maurice’s travel plans, that the drive from Bolinas, California, to Lebanon, Kansas, was approximately two long days of nothing, my enthusiasm deflated. Plus, I’m a California girl. The farther we drove from the coast, the harder it grew to catch my breath.

				The response was psychological, of course. The minute I stopped thinking about the distance to the ocean, I was fine. Still. We were driving to the geographic center of the contiguous United States. That’s as far away from the coast as you can get, mathematically. But it’s also why headquarters was built there. The center was where ley lines crossed and gave it some sort of extra oomph. Bernice explained it once, but it didn’t mean much to me at the time, so I sort of glossed over the listening part.

				Somewhere on the other side of Reno, we took our first break for gas, snacks, bathrooms and stretching. We chose one of those big truck-stop-type places with a food court, convenience store and gift shop.

				“Four hours down,” Riley said, grinning and rolling his shoulders. “Only about twenty more to go!”

				I tried not to groan. I’d looked at the map. I knew there was a whole lot of nothing between here and Kansas. Rocks, dirt, and for a variety, salt, once we got to Utah. The plan was to stop for the night in Salt Lake City, then make the rest of the trip on the second day. We could do it, if we didn’t die of boredom. And since I’d be driving the next leg of the journey, I got control of the radio. I switched it to play Broadway musicals to punish Riley for the last stint we’d done where he made me listen to the All Elvis station. Things were looking up.

				I leaned against the car door and watched while Riley filled the tank. “That’s hot.”

				He raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What’s hot?”

				“You being all macho, filling my gas tank. You going to check my oil and wash my windows for me, too?”

				His gray eyes sparkled. “I was planning to do that in Salt Lake City in the hotel. They kind of frown on that sort of thing in public places.”

				I pursed my lips in mock disapproval. “Dirty boy. I’m going to check out the gift shop and see if I can find a souvenir.”

				“To commemorate having made it four hours from home?”

				“The farthest I’ve been from my house since all this started is across the bridge to San Francisco. I don’t get out much these days.”

				The gas nozzle clicked off, and he placed it back in its cradle. “Be careful. Those gift shops lure you in with fancy shot glasses. Before you know it, you’re walking out with the second season of The Love Boat on DVD.”

				I gave him a solemn look and crossed my heart. “No Love Boat. I swear.” I walked away singing the theme song at the top of my lungs. “The Looooove Boat...Soon will be making another ruuuuun!”

				Behind me, I could hear Riley sounding like a cheap lounge singer. “The Love Boat...promises something for ev-ery-one!”

				A few minutes later, I made my way back to the car, the proud owner of a Sparks, Nevada, shot glass, a deck of cards with naked women on them, a snow globe in which dollar signs floated around a tiny casino, and a pair of mirrored sunglasses.

				Riley was already filling the cooler with more drinks for the road. “Nice shades,” he said, slamming the door shut.

				“Gently,” I said. “You don’t want Maurice to find out you mistreated his baby.” I snagged the keys from his pocket. “My turn.”

				“You’re the navigator.”

				“I think you can handle it for a while. It’s a big responsibility, but I trust you.” I grinned and jumped behind the wheel. “No time to explain! Get in!” I’d always wanted to say that.

				He slid into the passenger seat, buckling up with a sigh. “Try not to steer us off the road.”

				I lowered my head and gave him a serious look over my shiny, obnoxious new glasses. “Roads? Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.” I started the car and pulled away.

				Riley pressed his head against the seat back and pretended to white knuckle the door. “We’re going to die.”

				The smile on his face reflected in the windshield didn’t hold with his words. Riley was having the time of his life.

				* * *

				Driving or navigating, there really wasn’t much difference. The scenery held very little of interest, aside from the occasional mysterious shoe on the side of the road. We stopped for the night, as planned, on the other side of Salt Lake City, having spent about twelve hours on the road, plus stops. I tried not to think about the similar drive we’d be doing the next day.

				“Whose idea was it to do this in two days?” Riley asked, stretching his arms over his head.

				“Maurice printed out the directions and planned the route. I blame him.”

				He grabbed our bags out of the trunk and followed me into the building to our door. “Closet monsters don’t sleep much. From now on, only humans get to plan road trips.”

				I slid the keycard into the slot, waited for the green light to click on, then held the door open for Riley.

				“I got you here, didn’t I?” The familiar voice came from inside the darkened room. Closet monsters have incredible hearing, what with their enormous ears and all.

				I flinched and turned around, flicking on a light. “How the hell did you get here?”

				Maurice sat on the edge of one of the beds, grinning at us. “I came through the closet. Duh.”

				The closet he referred to didn’t even have a door on it. It was little more than an indentation in the wall with a bar across it and those weird hotel hangers that are locked in place so you can’t steal them.

				“You came through there? How is that even possible? I call bullshit.”

				Riley stacked our bags on the other bed. “Hey, Maurice.”

				“Hey, Riley. How’s the trip going?”

				I cut off Riley as he tried to answer. “Shouldn’t you be back at the house keeping an eye on things?”

				Maurice shifted and looked at his feet. “It’ll keep. I just wanted to check on you guys.”

				I dropped my purse on the desk. He was clearly hiding something. “How’s it going with Stacy? Is she cooperating?”

				He shrugged. “I guess.”

				“You guess? What’s going on, Maurice? Is she giving you a hard time or not?” I gave him my best mom-face. If I’d been wearing my cool new sunglasses, I’d have given him cop-face over the top of them for a better interrogation effect, but I’d already taken them off and put them in my purse.

				“Yes. No. She’s fine. She’s doing all the jobs I give her.”

				“Then what’s the problem?” I sat next to him and made him look at me. “Is it the personal stuff?” I knew it was. His discomfort prickled my skin and made my toes go numb.

				“It’s so damn awkward, Zo. Why can’t I send her home? She’s sorry. She won’t do it again. I’m sure of it.”

				I nudged him with my shoulder. “Have you tried talking to her about it?”

				He scowled. “You’re not going to let her go home, are you?”

				“Nope. Sorry. Talk to her. Sort it out. Then maybe get her to clean out the attic or something. The garage could use some work, too.”

				He picked at a loose thread on the hem of his bright Hawaiian shirt. “Fine. But for now, I thought I’d hang out here with you guys. Maybe watch some TV.”

				I tossed a distressed look in Riley’s direction.

				“Maurice,” he said. “Buddy. Brother. I’m going to have sex with Zoey in a few minutes. It’s going to be really loud, because we’re in a hotel, and because we can. There may even be barking and other animal sounds involved. Do you really want to be here for that?”

				I think my eyes may have bugged out a bit. My cheeks burned all the way down to my knees.

				Maurice, on the other hand, wasn’t particularly taken aback. He sounded more like a thwarted teenager forced to shut off the television and do his homework. “Fiiiine. Go do your monkey-sex thing. I’ll find something else to do.” He pulled himself from the bed and dragged his feet all the way to the makeshift closet. “I’ll be back if anything new happens.”

				Riley patted the monster diva on the shoulder as he walked past. “How about you call us on the phone, instead?”

				Maurice tossed his head back in a dramatic, put-upon pose. “Fine. I’ll call first.”

				Before we could tell him goodnight, he stepped into the opening, blended into the paint and disappeared as if he’d never been there.

				I tilted my head at Riley. “Barking?”

				He grinned and came toward me. “Maybe.”

				* * *

				The second day of travel was much like the first. Unremarkable, dull scenery. Weird souvenirs. Mile after mile of rocks that eventually turned to grazing cows and scrubby bushes. By the time we passed through the tiny town of Lebanon, Kansas, my eyes burned and my lower back was having a pity party. Riley slept in the dying light of twilight when I stopped the car across the road from a large metal plaque embedded in a small stone pyramid. A church not much bigger than an outhouse stood across the grass from the marker, with a few picnic tables under an overhang. A decorative sign declared Welcome to the Geographical Center of the 48 States.

				This, I knew, was not exactly true. The real center was about a half a mile away. The story was that the center was located on a private farm owned by a cranky farmer who didn’t like tourists. In reality, it was located within a fence surrounding the compound headquarters for the Board of Hidden Affairs. The farmer story was only to cover it up.

				“Rise and shine, handsome,” I said, stroking Riley’s arm. “I got us as close as I could. You have to guide me the rest of the way.”

				Riley sat up and rubbed his face. “Oh.” He blinked to focus. “We’re here. Follow the road around to the right.”

				Tires crunched as I guided the car over dirt. “How far is it from here?”

				“Almost there. Turn left here and go straight for half a mile. Then stop.”

				“There’s nothing here. There’s no road—just a field.”

				“Exactly.” His face was deadpan, giving nothing away.

				I gave him a cynical look, and followed his directions. The marker and its tiny outbuildings disappeared in my review mirror, but nothing appeared in front of us. Wide open space. The horizon. The setting sun.

				A crow crossed our path a few hundred feet ahead—the first sign of movement I’d seen.

				“Okay,” Riley said. “Stop here.”

				“There’s nothing here.”

				He didn’t say anything. A few seconds later, a crow flew across in the same spot.

				I narrowed my eyes and glanced at Riley, and his lips curled in a half smile. We waited another minute. The crow crossed again in the same direction, same altitude.

				“It’s got a bubble around it, like my back yard,” I said.

				Riley grinned. “Yes.”

				“So how do we know where to drive into it without bashing our car into the fence?”

				“We don’t know. That’s what makes this place so secure.” He hit a button on his phone. “Art. We’re here.”

				“I had no idea,” I said, amazed. The only time I’d been here before, I’d flown in and out. I’d never driven it. No wonder Bernice kept trying to get me to relocate. It wasn’t only about alarms and defense. It was about disappearing completely.

				Two crows later, a gate swung out in midair, seemingly connected to nothing. A disembodied arm waved at us to come through.

				Passing through the bubble in my car was no different than going into my backyard. Moving forward was an act of faith, knowing something was there you couldn’t see, but also believing you wouldn’t smack into something the minute you crossed the threshold.

				We passed through the membrane without detecting so much as a change in air pressure. A man stood next to the car, his face impassive. I stopped the car and rolled down the window, mostly because I figured it was part of the procedure.

				“Please proceed to the compound.” His eyes were disconcerting—empty and vague. I knew that look. Nobody was home. This was one of Bernice’s constructs. She created golems out of who knows what, and they ran the day-to-day tasks for her.

				The road led around and ended in a circular compound surrounded by small, rickety buildings. We parked and slid out of the car, groaning and working out the kinks in our abused, cramped muscles.

				The front door to one of the buildings swung open, and Art stomped down the steps. “Thank God you’re here,” he said. “We have a new problem, and Bernice is going out of her mind.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Art’s sweaty, balding head shone like a beacon in the dwindling light. He wasn’t as round as I remembered, and his clothes were far more casual than the vacuum-cleaner-salesman look he’d sported the last time I saw him.

				“We’re great. Thanks for asking,” I said. “More importantly, how are you?”

				He frowned at me. “Still just as flip and dismissive of authority as the last time, I see.”

				Still just as humorless and dead inside, I see. You old fart.

				“Lighten up, Art. It’s been a long drive.” Something about that guy set me on edge every time he opened his mouth. To be fair, something about me did the same to him. When he needed help, though, he’d called me. And I came. That said a lot about both of us.

				Riley pulled our bags from the car. “Let us get settled, Art. Then we’ll be all ears.”

				Art waved an arm, and another nondescript man appeared. He took the bags from Riley and headed into the building he’d come from. None of the buildings in the circle were what they appeared to be on the outside. I knew this from my last visit to the compound. This one, in particular, looked like a dilapidated, cracker-box house.

				“There,” Art said, nodding toward the front door. “You’re settled. Follow me.”

				I rolled my head back and groaned, mimicking Maurice from the night before. “Fiiine.”

				We trailed behind Art, and he led us through the front door and down the hall. It was the same building I’d been in the last time. Impossibly big on the inside, the elaborate decorations, tall staircase, and exotic carpets made no sense when compared to the cracker-box, single-story wreck on the outside. More magic. More disguises. If I hadn’t known it was warranted, I’d think the entire Board throughout history had been paranoid.

				Of course, it’s not paranoia if everyone really is out to get you.

				Art took a right down the hall into what I remembered as Bernice’s study. She sat at her desk, gray hair mussed and eyes red either from lack of sleep or crying. Possibly both.

				She looked up when we came in, and relief washed over her like a clean breeze.

				“Zoey,” she said. “I’m so, so glad. Sit down by the fire. You too, Riley. Art, did you get them settled in their rooms? Get them something to drink. Are you hungry? Get them...something.” She came out from behind her desk and put her arms around me. “I cannot tell you how happy I am that you’re here.”

				She let go and ushered us to a cluster of leather chairs pulled up to the fireplace. The spring weather wasn’t really cold enough for a fire, but the temperature in the room was comfortable, as if the fire were only for show. It probably was.

				I didn’t know what to say. This was nothing like the reaction I’d expected. Art had called me behind her back about something she didn’t think was real. We all expected her to be angry—or at least dismissive. Her relief worried me. Whatever had happened since we’d left yesterday morning was going to be big.

				Another of Bernice’s automatons—this time a woman—came in carrying a tray of iced tea, cheese and crackers, and oatmeal cookies. She placed it on the table between us and left without a word. Even when my walls were locked down, people projected a sort of emotional heartbeat or warmth. The lack of any sort of emotion emanating from Bernice’s golems gave me the squidgies. As an empath, it was like staring into an empty eye socket into some minor level of hell where everyone ceased to exist. They made my skin itch and feel too tight for my bones.

				Art paced behind us, refusing to take a seat.

				Bernice shifted in her chair and cleared her throat. “I suppose I should come right out and say it. No use trying to ease you into it at this point.” Her hands fluttered in her lap, and I noticed for the first time the wad of tissue balled up in her palm. “There’s been another body.”

				Riley sat forward. “What do you mean another body? Like back when the board members were murdered? All staged and posed?”

				Bernice nodded. “Yes. Just like the rest.”

				Fear

				Sadness

				Anger

				Devastation

				Bernice’s emotions leaked from her pores and filled the room.

				I looked from Bernice to the pacing Art and back again, frowning. “I don’t understand. The only board members left are here in this room. Unless...” I glanced at Art again, then shook my head. No. That was definitely Art, not a golem replica. He had way too much personality, and his emotions would be easy to read, even if I hadn’t been an empath. “Who?”

				Riley reached across the space between our chairs and took my hand.

				My eyes grew wide. “No. Not my mother.”

				Bernice shook her head. “No, not your mother. But it was an Aegis.”

				My skin went cold. “No. They don’t kill Aegises. Your sources are wrong. The Aegises were all fine when the Collector was in town, then they were captured and taken elsewhere. Nobody’s killing Aegises. No.”

				Riley squeezed my hand. “Zoey.”

				“No,” I said. “Board members only. And there aren’t any of those but you. So, end of story, nobody dies, as long as you two stay here. The Aegises were kidnapped, and we’re going to find them and bring them all home. You’ll see. It’ll all be fine.”

				I was babbling. I knew it. They knew it. But I couldn’t accept that the killing had started again, this time with Aegises instead of board members.

				Because if somebody was killing the Aegises, well, the next body could be my mother’s.

				I took a deep breath, held it for a ten count, then let it out. “Okay. Let me take a step back. First, tell me who died. Was it another awful scene set up to freak us out?”

				Bernice swallowed hard, her lips tight. “It was Dennis Bloom. He was an aquaphile, meaning—”

				I held my hand up to stop her. “Meaning he could draw water to himself.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my eyelids with the tips of my fingers. “I met him in the Collector’s tent. She’d had him manacled to a desk. How...What did they do with him?”

				Normally, when someone dies under suspicious circumstances, cause of death is one of the first concerns. But this was different. The person—or thing—murdering the board members had arranged them in macabre poses in bizarre, family-friendly settings. The fact that Bernice knew it was the same person who’d murdered Dennis meant there had been an elaborate scene with him, as well. I tried to prepare myself for the disturbing worst.

				Bernice pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers. “They found him this morning in Texas, outside of Amarillo at the Cadillac Ranch.”

				I frowned. “Isn’t that—uh—a whorehouse?”

				Riley snorted. “That’s the Mustang Ranch in Nevada. You know, where it’s legal.”

				I eyed him, wondering how he knew that. Then again, I was pretty close to getting it right and wasn’t sure how I knew about it. “Okay. So what’s the Cadillac Ranch?”

				Art stopped pacing and joined us in a fourth chair. “It’s a landmark. A work of art to some, though frankly, I think it’s ridiculous. A bunch of cars out in the middle of nowhere are planted on their ends in a row, with their noses buried in the dirt. People come from all over the world to spray paint them.”

				“What?” I said. “Just anybody can paint them? Or do you mean artists?”

				He let out an annoyed chuff and waved a hand in the air. “Anybody. It’s graffiti. Tourists show up with cans of paint and leave their marks until somebody else comes along and covers it up with something new.”

				“How weird.” I tried to imagine the point of such a thing. “So, what happened to Dennis?”

				Bernice and Art glanced at each other before looking back at me. Art’s thumb twitched, as if clicking an invisible ballpoint pen—a habit that drove me crazy the last time I’d seen him, though at the time, he’d had an actual pen in his hand. “He drowned. Right there in the middle of the desert. They found him posed half in and half out of one of the cars, as if he’d been in an accident and was thrown from the vehicle. He held the remains of an ice cream cone, and ants covered his hand and arm. Someone had dressed him like a tourist in Bermuda shorts, black socks and sandals, and a Hawaiian shirt. Under that was a T-shirt that said No Lifeguard on Duty.” He paused and looked into the fire, avoiding eye contact with me. His thumb twitched even faster. “The killer put mirrored sunglasses on him. Real mirrors. And they’d shattered. Bits of glass were embedded in his eyes and cheeks.”

				My stomach flipped, and goose bumps rose on my arms. “Was there...” I stopped, unsure if I wanted the answer to my next question. “Was there a note?”

				Bernice shook her head. “Not a note, exactly. But there was a message.” She reached for her teacup, her hand shaking. It took both hands to bring the cup to her lips and take a sip without spilling. She set it back down and cleared her throat. “Sprayed in red paint across the hood of the car he was in were the words ‘Let’s play.’”

				A violent shiver ran through me. Those were the same words written on the note from whoever took my mother. “The message was for me.”

				Art and Bernice exchanged another glance, then fixed me with serious faces.

				Art’s thumb went still. “That’s what we think, yes.”

				We all sat in silence for a few minutes. I watched the heatless flames dance and crackle while I considered my options.

				“Okay, Art,” I said. “Now tell me what brought us out here in the first place.”

				Bernice clucked her tongue. “A ridiculous theory. The only reason I’m not angry is because he finally figured out a way to get you here. Now you’re safe, and I don’t have to worry about you.”

				I ignored her. “Art?”

				Art straightened in his seat. He folded both thumbs into his fists to keep them quiet. “About sixty years ago, the head of the Board of Hidden Affairs became increasingly...unstable. And then dangerous. People died. The rest of the Board members had to subdue her and lock her away in a cell where she couldn’t do anyone harm ever again.”

				Bernice shifted in her seat. “I don’t see how this is relevant.”

				“It is relevant,” Art said. “I’m sure of it.”

				I leaned forward. “You said a prisoner escaped. This was her?”

				He nodded. “Her name is Kathleen Valentine. There’s no telling how long she’d been gone when they finally noticed. Golems had been taking her meals to her. Everyone she ever knew was dead, so she had no visitors.”

				“Wait.” I frowned. “She was alone in a prison cell for sixty years and nobody ever talked to her? That’s cruel.”

				“Kathleen was the cruel one.” He stared into the fire, as if seeing the events unfold in front of him. “She was too powerful, and she took that power and warped the people around her into killing machines.” He swallowed hard, his eyes wide. “They say the McKenzie sisters cried as they were forced to eviscerate each other while Kathleen laughed. Martin Francis stopped breathing on her command. The order was so strong, his body refused to breathe, even after he lost consciousness. Albert Finney put a hot fireplace poker through his own eye. All four of them had voted against her on whether to cut funding on social services. It was a bloodbath before they finally caught her and locked her up.”

				I swallowed hard, fighting queasiness. No wonder they locked her up. “That certainly sounds like somebody who could—and would—kill off the entire Board.”

				“See?” Art said, turning to Bernice. “Even she understands what I’ve been saying.

				Bernice threw her hands in the air. “Kathleen’s a hundred and seven. She couldn’t have done these things. She’d break a hip.”

				“Fine,” he said. “Then where do you think she went?” The tension between the two stretched taut across the space, vibrating like a rubber band. When I’d last seen the two of them, Art never would have spoken to Bernice that way. The last several months together, under terrible stress and unable to get away from each other, must have been taking its toll.

				“I don’t know.” Bernice’s face turned pale in the firelight, and her voice softened. “Maybe she crawled off to die somewhere.”

				Art’s disappointment in Bernice puddled on the floor and spread across the carpet. “You know that doesn’t make any sense, Bernice.”

				The Head of the Board of Hidden Affairs stared at her fingers cradled in her lap and said nothing.

				“Art,” I said, breaking the awkward silence. “You said on the phone I might be the only one who could stop her. Why? What kind of gift could make people do such terrible things?”

				Art’s thumbs freed themselves from confinement, both clicking non-existent pens so fast, he might have been playing a video game in a retro arcade. “Because of her powers.” A drop of sweat trailed down the side of his face. “She’s the most powerful empath in human history.”

				* * *

				I wanted to leave at the crack of dawn the next day. A clue is a clue. Whether the killer was a one-hundred-year-old escaped prisoner or some new threat didn’t matter at this point. The faster we could get to the scene of the latest murder, the more likely it was we’d find something useful.

				After a drawn-out argument with Bernice over whether or not Riley and I were going at all, she and I arrived at a compromise. The trip would take about seven hours. If we left by ten, we could get there with some daylight left. Since she couldn’t convince us to stay, Bernice had another job for us to do, and she wanted time to prepare us.

				“Of course, your safety is paramount,” she said. “But I’ll be honest. I’m at the bottom of a very frayed rope. I need the help.”

				I frowned. “If we’re in a hurry, why aren’t we taking the private jet? Art practically kidnapped me in it last year, so I know it’s here.”

				She shook her head. “My pilot spooked when he figured out what was going on around here. And he took the damn plane with him. He left six weeks ago. The Goblin Switchboard managed to get a look at him on their network, but by the time they had their sites on him, he was gone. Probably using my plane to smuggle for some South American drug lord.”

				I was both appalled and amused, and I had to school my face not to either look slack-jawed or burst into laughter. The poor woman had been through so much. My sympathy for her went up a few notches.

				One of Bernice’s golems loaded the back of my car with our suitcases. I shivered and looked away. The construct was a duplicate of a dead board member. I recognized her—it—from my previous visit. The creature was made to look like Darcy Farthingale, the first victim in all this. They’d found Darcy’s body in the funhouse at an old carnival. She’d been strangled with a deflated balloon animal. The killer had posed her holding cotton candy, though rats had come and eaten the snack itself, leaving nothing but the paper cone. The rats had eaten other things by the time they found her, but I refused to think about that.

				This emotionless, empty duplicate of someone who’d died in such a harsh manner made me want to run for the front gate and not wait for my car to be loaded. Bernice’s golems were not cool, as far as I was concerned. They creeped me out. Fortunately, they couldn’t go far from her sphere of influence, so they stayed inside the fence.

				Art, in his element now that he had a clipboard and his clicky pen, oversaw the crew. “I’ve had them refill your gas tank,” he said. “Also, there are fresh drinks and ice in the cooler behind your seats, and snacks are coming out with the next load.”

				He didn’t wait for my startled thanks before moving off to bark orders at an automaton scrubbing bugs off Mabel’s front bumper. At least Maurice would be happy.

				I touched Bernice’s shoulder. “It’s only an eight-hour trip. This seems excessive.”

				She shrugged. “I can’t fly you out there. At least I can make sure you’re safe and comfortable.”

				Her worry hung in the air between us. “Bernice, we’ll be fine. Really.”

				“I have one more item for you.” A golem strode up next to Bernice and handed her an object the size of a large remote control. She held it in the palm of her hand. A tiny man blinked up at me. “Due to a magical fluke, he can sustain mobility outside of my influence. He will be my representative when you are conducting business. Frankly, I have no idea what else to do with him. He should be helpful to you, and you’d be doing me a favor taking him with you.”

				I tried to keep my face neutral. The last thing I wanted in my car was a creepy junior golem. The thought crossed my mind that I should say something to it, but its dead eyes staring at me sent a shiver down my back.

				“Thanks, I guess.” I grabbed it between two fingers and tossed the unsettling thing into the glove compartment through the open window.

				“I wish I could give you some sort of weapons,” Bernice said, opening my door for me. “But anyone who can take down an incubus, the Leprechaun Mafia, and whatever the hell else you’ve run into, is probably safer without trying to add weapons to the mix. Plus, you have a reaper to protect you.” She smiled at Riley. “He’s been pretty good at it so far.” Her words were meant to sound light and confident, but her nervous chatter wasn’t the slightest bit convincing.

				From behind the car, Art muttered to himself and slammed the hatch. “Pretty lucky, is more like it.”

				Bernice gave me a quick hug. “Be so very careful, Zoey. Take no chances. Check in with me frequently. Please, please, please. If anything looks wrong, just run. We need information, and we need to put the O.G.R.E. squads back in place. You don’t need to go off and solve the crimes and then take down the bad guy, okay? In fact, there’s another team already on the way to your first stop.”

				I stepped into the car and buckled in. “Another team?”

				She waved her hand as if the question were unimportant. “They weren’t far from the crime scene, so I sent them to keep an eye on it until you could get there to search. But I need them out of there as soon as possible on another reconstruction assignment.”

				I nodded. “Fine. As long as they know I’m in charge once I get there.”

				Her lips curled in a half smile. “Oh, I think you can handle them.”

				She shut my door and stepped back. The last thing I saw in the side mirror was Art standing in our dust cloud, dangling his beloved clipboard and looking forlorn. I had the feeling being on the Board of Hidden Affairs wasn’t all he’d ever dreamed it would be.

				Leaving the protective bubble around the compound didn’t require any assistance. We could see out into the field. Seeing in had been the problem. The golem attendant opened the gate and waved us through. It was broad daylight this time, and a few tourists having a picnic gave us odd looks as we drove out of a field that, by all appearances, went nowhere.

				We waved at them like maniacs, then turned toward the main road.

				“So,” I said. “If we play good cop/bad cop, will you let me be the bad cop sometimes?”

				Riley snorted. “Like you could ever pull that off.”

				“I could totally pull it off.” I folded my arms and looked out my window. “You don’t know.”

				“Sure.”

				I gave him a playful punch in the arm. “I’m tough.”

				He nodded, looking solemn but not taking his eyes from the road. “You’re tough.”

				As I tried to flip around to face him better, my knee banged into the glove compartment. The door popped open, and the tiny man rolled to the edge of the compartment door.

				His skin looked unfinished, somehow, like unvarnished wood. His features were indistinct, and his eyes were bits of polished turquoise.

				He pulled himself to a standing position, brushed off his tiny pants, and bowed low.

				“Good afternoon, Aegis,” he said. “Griswold Abernathy, at your service.”

				To my credit, I neither shrieked, nor pulled away. I gave myself a mental pat on the back for being tougher than my boyfriend seemed to think I was. Still, the creepy thing was looking at me.

				“Griswold,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

				He bowed again. “The pleasure is all mine, Aegis.”

				“Aegis isn’t necessary. Zoey is fine.” I couldn’t believe I was conversing with it. It had no emotions, so no feelings to hurt. I contemplated picking it up and searching for an off switch, though I knew there wouldn’t be one. “Is there something you need?”

				I gave a sideways glance at Riley. He had one fist pressed against his mouth, as if trying not to laugh at the new batch of crazy trying to talk to me.

				Awesome. I love me some new crazy. Next up: a pie fight at the Texas border.

				“I should explain,” Griswold said.

				I nodded. “That would be good.”

				He stood for a moment, tapping his chin in thought. “I asked for this assignment. I believe I can help you with your quest. And I believe you can help me with mine.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				I stared at the tiny man without speaking. My emotions were at war with each other. My initial reaction was to slam the glove compartment shut. He was one of Bernice’s golems, so he had no feelings to hurt. This also made him creepy, the same way all of Bernice’s constructs were creepy, so I’d be justified in my actions.

				Except, he wasn’t the same. For one thing, we were outside the gates of the compound and miles down the road. The rest of her creatures would have collapsed in a lifeless heap by now. Yet, here Griswold was, upright and chattering—and seeming to enjoy himself. Which was all wrong, because he shouldn’t be able to feel any emotions at all. Bernice had called him a fluke, but that didn’t explain anything.

				While our Pinocchio wasn’t exactly a real boy, the Blue Fairy had certainly made him autonomous. Or something had.

				I pulled my legs up on the seat and got comfortable, my brow creased in a cynical frown. “So, Gris,” I said. “Explain.”

				He bowed again. “Aegis, the story is not long, but it is a sad, lonely one.”

				I wove my fingers together and settled my hands in my lap. “Make it as long as you like. We’ve got all day. But quit with the bowing, already. Sit. You’re making me nervous.”

				He sat, but he didn’t look comfortable. He dipped his head at me in a quick compromise to the no-bowing rule. “My life began in my mother’s workshop, as all of her golems do. However, I am not one of mother’s real children.” He stopped and gazed out the window as Riley passed a big truck full of cows. The chips of polished stone that served as eyes seemed to fog over. He shook his head. “No. I was a scale model—a blueprint—for my larger brothers and sisters. While they are fashioned from many sculpted pieces of clay joined together, I was roughly carved from a single block of leftover wood that had been used earlier as a doorstop. Mother never even bothered to animate me.”

				I reached in the back and grabbed a couple bottles of water, opened one and set it in the drink holder for Riley, then cracked open the cap on the second one for myself. “You seem pretty animated to me.”

				“That came later.” He shrugged. “Consciousness was gradual. I listened for a long time before I started to understand what I was hearing. Eventually, vision came to me, though it was hazy at first. Over the course of several years, I gained control over my body. The energy Mother poured into her creations spilled over, and I absorbed the leftovers. After all that time sitting on a shelf in her workroom, I consumed and stored far more energy than any of my brothers and sisters, and they’re all hundreds of times my size. I grew self-aware and wanted more.”

				I took a sip of my water. Art had done a great job making sure it was cold. I wiped my palm on my pink shorts to warm it up. “So, you asked Bernice to send you with us.”

				“Yes, ma’am. I hoped maybe I could help.”

				Riley tossed him a cynical look. “How do you plan to do that?”

				Griswold threw his shoulders back. “I’ve read all the books in my mother’s library. I speak every language, both human and Hidden. I’m schooled in all the Hidden bylaws, and have a knack for contract negotiations. I should prove very useful when dealing with the O.G.R.E.s.”

				“Impressive,” I said. “What is it you think I can do for you, though?”

				He looked at his feet for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “I want to see the world. I want to meet people. I want...” He trailed off and looked up at me. “I want to be more than my brothers and sisters.”

				He was a golem. A construct carved from wood. He shouldn’t have wanted anything at all. I took a quick peek through my shields. I didn’t get the sense of emotions the way I did with other people—or even the blunt, primal emotions I received from animals—but something was there. A tiny light, maybe. A seedling, like an ancient ancestor to emotion people felt today. It was certainly more than I’d pulled from Bernice’s other creations, but I remained unimpressed and a bit creeped out.

				“Well, Gris,” Riley said. “Welcome to the team.”

				Gris tipped his head at Riley. “Much appreciated. Now that we’ve met, however, I’ll leave you to it. I don’t want to intrude or be in the way.” He grabbed the edge of the glove box door and shut himself in.

				I had no idea how to react. Riley seemed to be taking it in stride, but he wasn’t the one normally wigged out by Bernice’s toys. Now I had one of my very own, and it wanted me to show it the world. Holy hell.

				I tilted my head and looked askance at Riley. “So, that just happened.”

				“What should we do?”

				I shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. At least for now.” I gestured at the closed glove compartment. “He seems content to take a nap.”

				Riley reached over and rested his hand on my leg. “Think we should worry?”

				I paused, considering the implications of having a tiny helper, then shook my head. “Nope. If there were something to worry about, Bernice wouldn’t have sent him. Are you prepared to get your ass royally kicked at license plate bingo?”

				“That’s not a thing.”

				“It is now.” A blue Ford drove past in the other direction. “Wisconsin!” I punched him in the biceps.

				“Wow. That was so unfair. I didn’t even know we were playing.”

				“Get over it, reaper. Loser has to do whatever the winner wants in the hotel tonight.”

				“Is that right?” A wicked twinkle glittered in his eyes. “California!” he gave my leg a light slap.

				“Where? You totally cheat. There aren’t any cars on the highway.”

				“You didn’t count our car.”

				“That’s so uncool.” I folded my arms across my chest and pretended to pout for at least two miles.

				* * *

				By the time we pulled off the road at the Cadillac Ranch, we’d pretty much forgotten about Gris. I’d checked on him earlier when we stopped for gas and souvenirs—a “Don’t Mess With Texas” satin pillow and a silver Texas belt buckle in the shape of a sheriff’s star—but he hadn’t moved or responded. It seemed reasonable that he was conserving his energy, so we let him be.

				Daylight would only last so long, and we had to scour this strange tourist attraction for clues before we couldn’t see anymore.

				We stepped out of the car and stretched our cramped legs. Two other cars were parked on the shoulder. To the south through a gate and down a dirt path, ten Caddies stood on their noses in a straight line, displaying their tailfins to the sky. I shook my head at the weirdness, and we made our way toward them.

				The smell of the spray paint hit me from over a hundred feet away. This was not some casual, underpass graffiti. This was the serious work of thousands of people over the course of decades. The smell had probably absorbed into the surrounding dirt and grass.

				A family of five gathered around one of the cars on the far right, engulfed in a cloud of neon. They shared the paint cans, applying their personal tags of happy faces, initials and stick figures on the side of the car. The clicking of the mixing balls in the metal cans and the laughter of the family traveled across the distance between us.

				After a few minutes, Dad called a halt. Mom gathered the hands of waist-high twins, and Dad hiked an even smaller girl to his shoulders. The little girl waved at us from her perch as they passed by, blonde curls bouncing with each of Dad’s steps.

				I shivered.

				“What’s wrong?” Riley asked.

				“They’re so happy. They have no idea there was a dead body here yesterday.”

				We turned together and watched them make their way back to their green minivan, then we swung around to face the row of brightly decorated car frames.

				“Why isn’t there crime scene tape?” I stepped closer, counting the cars to figure out which one was my target. “Why aren’t cops chasing us off?”

				Two people stepped out from behind one of the cars—an enormous man, with skin so dark it might’ve had no color at all and a tall, shapely woman with an olive complexion and shining black hair to her waist.

				The man’s voice was deep. His eyes were deeper. “Because our people took care of it before local police could get involved.”

				My face split into a grin. “You guys!” I ran to the woman first and threw my arms around her.

				Kam squealed and hugged me back. “I made Bernice promise not to tell you we were your backup team.”

				She smelled like leather and expensive perfume. The first time I’d seen the djinn, she’d looked as if she’d come straight out of an ‘80s music video—poofy skirt, fingerless gloves and massive hair sprayed into impressive heights. She’d helped me save dozens of imprisoned Hidden, and I’d helped her get free from the man who’d kept her enslaved for over a century. I’d been sorry to see her go, but she was determined to strike out on her own.

				“I like the new look,” I said, stepping back to admire her.

				She preened and spun to model for me. Clothed head to toe in tight black leather, she looked damn tough. Her wrists, which always had to be hidden to keep the gems embedded in her skin from view, were covered in leather gauntlets laced with red ribbons. They were a nice touch.

				“Hard to sneak up on people, though. I’m squeaky.” She held her arms out front and did a few squats to demonstrate. She was right. Every move creaked like a tree in a high wind. “I’m thinking maybe silk for tomorrow. It’s quieter.” She looked past me and grinned. “Riley!”

				While the gorgeous djinn squeezed the stuffing out of my boyfriend, I turned my attention to the enormous man who’d first spoken. I still felt a kind of weird about Darius. He was big. He was intimidating. He was more than a little terrifying once the sun went down—that’s when he stopped passing for human and went full-on mothman. Not the Mothman. Darius told me that guy had happened a long time ago.

				Also, this particular mothman used to sleep with my mother, which creeped me out far worse than the lack of a face that occurred at night.

				But awkward or not, he was my friend. And he’d also helped save all those Hidden from the auction block so they could go home to their families. As devastated as I’d been when it was all over to find someone new had kidnapped my mother right out from under us, Darius had been equally upset.

				I stepped forward and hugged Darius around the waist, which was about as high as I could reach on him without straining my shoulders. “Hey,” I said. “Did you find anything?”

				He gave me a gentle squeeze. “Nothing yet. The last of the tourists seem to have left. I doubt we’ll be interrupted.” He squinted up at the sky, his chocolate eyes already tinged with red. “Not much daylight left. We should hurry.”

				Kam returned to my side and linked her arm in mine as we walked to the crime scene. “So,” she said. “What’s the hap?” She flicked her eyes in Riley’s direction and jerked her head. “Getting hitched anytime soon? Preggers? Anything new at all?”

				I laughed. “Not since last week.”

				Kam had trouble sometimes keeping up with current words and phrases. She was trying to catch up, but she’d escaped her master several times at odd intervals throughout history, picking up the vernacular of that time before being recaptured. She also had absolutely no filters when it came to other people’s sex lives.

				“Nothing new to report,” I said, shaking my head. “Is this the right car?”

				We came to a stop in front of a car frame that, to me, looked no different from the others. The front end was buried, and the body jutted out at an angle, pointing into the eastern sky. Spray paint in every color proclaimed Jerry loves Amber, Terrence is a douchebag and JoJo forever. Discarded cans and lids littered the ground. Paint bubbled in thick, dried layers over the frame. The message someone had painted for me on the hood had already been partially covered by new layers of anarchy symbols and declarations of love.

				I wrinkled my nose. “I feel like I should have gotten a tetanus shot before coming here.”

				Riley laughed. “Come on, Zoey. It’s art.”

				“Oh, I can see that. I’m artistic. I get it. But I’m also safety conscious enough not to want to cut myself on a rusty car frame.” I ducked down and peered into the car. “I’m going in there.”

				Darius grabbed my arm with his thick fingers and pulled me to a standing position. “There’s no need, Aegis. We’ve already thoroughly searched it.”

				“And all the other cars, too,” Kam said. She shrugged. “Bupkis. Nada. Zip.”

				I sighed. “I’ll feel better if I go in.” I shook loose of Darius. “Anybody got a light? It’s getting dark.”

				Kam pulled a small flashlight out of nowhere. I clicked the silver button and crawled into the upturned car through a side window.

				There wasn’t much to see in the tiny space, and not many places to hide a clue or a secret message. I swung the light, examining the cracks, the dirt and the painted shapes and letters.

				A person would get pretty high spray painting in such a tiny space. A picture of a giggling tourist flashed through my head. The picture dissipated, and my thoughts went to poor Dennis. He’d been in this spot a day earlier, his body posed half in and half out of the window.

				The space became claustrophobic, and sweat beaded along my hairline. The car seemed less like a metal frame and more like a gutted cadaver. The already paint-heavy air was difficult to breathe, and my lungs couldn’t grab enough to fill themselves. I tried to back out into the open, but I lost my orientation. I couldn’t tell which way to go, and I bumped against metal whichever way I turned.

				The floor moved. I was sure of it. Everything was so dark, but my flashlight couldn’t penetrate the abyss. I flailed an arm behind me in an effort to find the hole I’d come through.

				Something grabbed me and pulled. If I’d had any air in my lungs, I’d have screamed.

				“Goddamn it, Darius,” Riley yelled. He cradled me in his arms, making soothing sounds. “Turn it off.”

				I gulped air, my whole body shaking. After a moment, the fear that gripped me eased, then left completely, as if it had never been. I let go of Riley’s shirt. My fingers had cramped from clutching the fabric. “Sunset?” I asked, my throat hoarse.

				“Yeah.” Riley brushed my hair away from my face. “Sunset.”

				“Darius,” I said. “So help me, if you don’t warn me next time so I can shield myself, I will buy the biggest bug zapper I can find.”

				“Harsh,” Kam said.

				“Yeah, well. You’re a djinn. You have a natural defense.”

				Darius stood like a wall, even taller than before, powdery wings sprouting from his shoulder blades. His facial features blurred into a black hole of nothingness. Except for his eyes. Two bright stoplights shone from the darkness. Cold. Inhuman.

				We’d been through this before, the first time I’d seen him shift. At least that time he’d warned me it was coming, and after the initial onslaught, I’d shielded myself. This time, I didn’t react fast enough and nearly drowned in the fear that was a natural by-product of his mothman form. Once the shift was complete, he could control it—stifling it or cranking it up as a weapon. During his shift from man to mothman, he couldn’t do anything about it.

				His voice rumbled in his chest before projecting from the nothing where his mouth should have been. “My apologies, Aegis. Sunset caught me by surprise. I was paying attention to you, not the time. I’ll be more careful.”

				I shot him a good dose of the stink-eye, then scanned the row of cars. They were eerie in the half-light of twilight.

				Do I search all the cars in the dark, or do I wait till morning? Come on, Zoey. You know there’s something here. Concentrate.

				Riley stood behind me with his hands on my shoulders. “What do you want to do?”

				I sighed. “If Kam and Darius didn’t find anything in broad daylight, chances are slim we’ll come up with anything by stumbling around in the dark. Let’s find a hotel for the night and come back at the crack of dawn before the tourists start pouring in.”

				The four of us made our way up the dirt path toward the cars. I dragged my feet, depressed. I’d so wanted to find something important. Something that would lead me to my mother’s kidnapper.

				Instead, I was no closer than I had been two months ago.

				I glanced over my shoulder at the ten sleeping monoliths and stopped short.

				“Holy shit,” I said.

				Everyone else turned to look and stopped, too.

				Up close and in daylight, there was nothing to see. From a short distance away and in the dark, the message lit up the night.

				Each car had a single letter sprayed on the roof in glow-in-the-dark paint.
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				Chapter Seven

				I knew what a punchbuggy was. Of course, I did. Up until a thunderbird squashed it like a grape on a sidewalk, I’d owned one. Knowing the word didn’t explain what the hell it was doing painted in glow-in-the-dark letters on the row of Cadillacs. But we’d been late to the party that evening. Kam and Darius were ahead of the game.

				“There’s a place on the other side of the city,” Darius said. “That family you saw talked about going there. It’s called The Bug Ranch.”

				I frowned. “Bug Ranch. Like Cadillac Ranch but with VW Bugs?”

				Kam nodded and pulled out a shiny new phone. “That’s what they were saying, yeah.” She used her thumbs to tap information on the screen. I was impressed.

				Here was this woman who’d been in the modern world all of a month, and she was miles ahead of me technologically. I only managed to use mine for phone calls and the occasional, frustrated texts.

				“I hope this isn’t going to be some sort of cross-country scavenger hunt,” I said, folding my arms. “I will not be amused.”

				The glow from Kam’s screen cast an eerie light on her smooth face. “Got it. It’s about a half hour to forty-five minutes away. What do you want to do?”

				Everyone looked at me and waited for the Aegis to make the decisions. At that moment, I wished someone else were in charge.

				“Well, it’s dark,” I said. “Even darker by the time we get there. But if the clue or whatever we’re looking for is all glowy, we’ll lose time if we leave it until tomorrow, since we’ll have to wait until it’s dark again to see it. I say we head over there and look for anything that lights up. If there isn’t anything, we get a hotel for the night and hit it at dawn so we can scour the place in daylight.”

				Darius cleared his throat. The sound was like sandpaper being run through a garbage disposal with a handful of cockroaches and stale Chex Mix. “How about I fly ahead and check it. I can get there quicker and let you know if it’s necessary to go tonight.”

				I narrowed my eyes. In the past, Darius had been impossible to contact once he left on a scouting mission. “Do you have a phone, now?”

				His head moved up and down, though his face remained featureless. “I have a phone. And I promise to call you, Aegis.”

				“All right. We’ll find rooms for the night.”

				He leaned over and examined Kam’s phone screen, nodded, then catapulted into the sky.

				Kam grinned. “Follow me!” She ran toward the rusted, yellow pickup truck parked a short distance from my car. As she ran, her boots crunched in the dirt, and her leather made that odd squeaky sound.

				As much as I hated the macabre game someone was playing with us, I was happy to see Kam again. When I’d dropped her and Darius off at the airport a month before, I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see them again. I had to admit, I was even glad to see Darius. He was terrifying, stubborn, and pushy, but he did listen to me now. And he loved my mother. He wouldn’t let her down.

				Which meant he wouldn’t let me down.

				As Kam passed my car, the dark window slid down and she stopped in mid-stride. We caught up a few seconds behind her to see Gris hike himself up on the door and bow in her direction.

				“Good evening,” he said, grinning at Kam. “It’s a pleasure to meet you! My name is Griswold Octavius Abernathy.”

				I elbowed Riley and whispered from the side of my mouth. “Octavius? When did he get a middle name?”

				Kam gave him a deep curtsy that made a comical series of creaks, as if she were getting comfortable in a big leather chair in a silent library. “My name is Kam, and I’m charmed to make your acquaintance, Griswold Octavius Abernathy. Are you any relation to the Maryland Abernathys?”

				He tapped a finger against his chin. “No, I don’t believe so. Have you no last name? I hardly think it’s appropriate for me to address you by your given name when we’ve only just met.”

				Riley and I exchanged an amused look. “What the hell are they doing?” I asked.

				“Either preparing to duel or he’s about to ask her permission to court her. Hell if I know.”

				Kam stepped closer to the car squatted down so they were eye to eye. She dropped the weird historical affectation in exchange for a theatrical stage whisper. “I’m a djinn. I can’t tell anybody the rest of my name.”

				“Ah,” he said. “My apologies. Are you helping the Aegis?”

				“Every chance I get. You?”

				He nodded. “I’d very much like the chance.”

				“Good.” She smiled at him, then at us. “Then we’re a team. Let’s go.” She stood up, squeaking with every flexed muscle, waved at us, then slid behind the wheel of her truck without another word.

				“I guess we’re following Kam,” I said.

				* * *

				Kam found us a clean motel on the east side of Amarillo so we wouldn’t have to cross the city in rush hour traffic in the morning to get to the Bug Ranch. She got her own room, and Riley and I took the one next to hers. She’d been on the road working with Darius for a while. Apparently, he didn’t sleep much at night in his mothman form. Around dawn, he’d change back to passing-human form, then crash on the other bed in her room for a few hours.

				“I’m used to it,” she said, scooping ice into a bucket.

				I contemplated the choices in the drink machine in the motel alcove. Various soft drinks offered a nice sugar rush, alongside sensible bottles of water. “So, nothing going on between you two?” We’d been drinking water all day. I hit the button for root beer. The bottle clunked and banged on its way to the exit.

				Kam snorted. “He’s in love with your mom, Zo. It’s what keeps him going every day and every night. Sure, we’ve been working for the Board to rebuild the O.G.R.E. squads and get people off the streets, but, to him, that’s a side mission. He questions everyone we meet, looking for clues. It’s killing him that someone could be so thorough in leaving no trail for him to follow. The minute Bernice called and told us about this murder, I barely had a chance to change clothes before Darius had us on the road to investigate. I know it’s hard to imagine the big tree getting excited about anything, but he didn’t stop talking the whole ride out there.”

				I fed more money into the machine and bought a bottle of orange soda. A clunk and a thud came from inside, but no icy cold beverage came out the bottom. “Dammit.” I slapped at the machine, but it barely moved.

				“I can’t believe people buy water in bottles.” Kam slammed her shoulder into the vending machine and my bottle dropped. “In the eighties, only snooty people drank bottled water—and that had bubbles in it at least. In the sixties, we drank tap water.” She winked. “But in the twenties, we just drank gin.”

				We went to our separate rooms to settle in and wait for word from Darius. When it came, the word was no. Darius called with the news that he’d done a flyby and saw nothing that glowed. Closer inspection yielded the same great big nothing.

				“I’ll keep an eye on it during the night.” His gravelly voice had an odd, hollow quality to it over the phone. “Get some sleep, Aegis. I’ll see you in the morning.”

				Riley had already checked in with Bernice when I got back to the room.

				I tossed him a drink. “Any news from her end?”

				He shook his head. “Nothing new. This Bug Ranch is the only thing we’ve got.”

				“I hope we find something tomorrow we can actually use.” I sat on the edge of the bed and took a sip of root beer. If we didn’t find anything tomorrow, I didn’t know what I would do. My mother could be as close as the next room for all I knew. The longer this took, the farther away the killer could get.

				The bed shook.

				Riley stood halfway across the room, perusing a pizza menu.

				Something under the bed rustled against the cheap carpet.

				I froze, waiting to see if it was my imagination. My fight or flight instincts had always been a little off. Freezing was always my go-to reaction, whether I meant to or not.

				A bedspring squeaked under me, even though I hadn’t moved a muscle.

				We weren’t staying at the Ritz Carlton, but we weren’t in the No-Tell Motel, either. The room seemed clean enough. There shouldn’t be rats.

				Oh, please don’t let it be a rat.

				Something warm and fleshy touched my ankle. I screamed and pulled my legs up on the bed.

				Riley crossed the room faster than I knew he could move. Before my scream had a chance to quit echoing in my ears, Riley had grabbed whatever was under the bed and yanked it out in the open.

				Stacy stood between us, quivering, her eyes filling with tears. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare her, Mr. Reaper. I was trying to be polite.” The tears spilled to her cheeks, and great gulping sobs emerged from her chest. “Please don’t eat my soul!”

				The door to our room blew open, and Kam stood in the doorway in all her leather-clad glory, eyes filled with flames.

				Stacy screamed and covered her face with both hands.

				I palmed my face. “Okay, guys. Everybody find your zen. Kam, thanks for coming to my rescue. We’re good.”

				The fire in Kam’s pupils died down, and she smiled. “Sorry. I heard a scream. Thought you were in trouble. I’m going to order a pizza. Anybody want in?”

				Stacy sniffled and peeked one eye from behind her hands. “Pizza?”

				“No.” Was she insane? “No pizza for you.”

				“So, you don’t want pizza?” Kam asked.

				“I want pizza,” Riley said.

				At the sound of Riley’s voice, his captive under-the-bed monster cringed.

				I unfolded my legs and climbed from the bed. Riley’s hand remained wrapped around Stacy’s wrist, and I pulled him away from her. “You go with Kam and figure out the all-important pizza thing. That way Stacy and I can be alone for a bit, okay?”

				He gave Stacy a small dose of the stink-eye, then left with Kam.

				“Glad the door wasn’t pulled all the way shut,” I said. “I’d hate to have to pay for that.”

				“Are they gone?” Stacy came out from behind her hands, craggy face smudged with tears.

				“They’re gone.” I returned to the bed and patted a spot next to me. “Sit.”

				She swallowed and obeyed, folding her hands in her lap. “I’m really sorry.”

				“It’s okay. You just startled me.” I smiled. “And as you can see, I have a lot of overprotective folks around me. You’re lucky the mothman is out right now.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “A reaper, a djinn and a mothman?”

				I nodded. “I run with a tough crowd.” I patted her hand. “So, why don’t you tell me what was so important you couldn’t call first?”

				“Oh.” She looked down at her lap. “I guess calling would have made more sense.”

				“Probably.”

				She fidgeted with her tutu—orange today. I let her. She had come to talk to me, so when she was ready, she’d talk. Her unhappiness was a weight on my chest. Of all the emotions people gave me, sadness was probably the hardest one to take. Fear was temporary, but sadness could last a lifetime.

				Stacy took a deep, shaky breath. “He hates me.”

				“Riley doesn’t hate you. He was afraid for me is all.”

				“Not him. Maurice.”

				Ah. How I missed that was beyond me. “No, honey. He doesn’t hate you. I guarantee it.”

				“He does. I can feel it.”

				I smiled. “So, you’re an empath like me?”

				“No.” She dropped her hands in her lap and her eyes narrowed. “You’re an empath?”

				I nodded. “Yes. Which is why I can tell you absolutely, Maurice does not hate you. I’d know if he did. And I wouldn’t have left you with him if I’d felt anything like that from him.”

				She brightened and tugged on one of her long blue braids. “What does he feel for me?”

				“Nope. Sorry.” I shook my head. “I signed an empath confidentiality agreement. I don’t share that sort of information.”

				“Oh.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “So, why is he so bossy?”

				I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Are you sure you even know him? Because the Maurice I know is bossier than a head boss at a boss convention in bosstown.”

				She smiled. “I guess you’re right.”

				“Have you talked to him?”

				Her voice went quiet. “He doesn’t talk much.”

				“Now that doesn’t sound like the Maurice I know.”

				She scowled. “True. I’ll rephrase it. He only barks orders at me.”

				“Ah. Well. Here’s the thing, Stacy. You two have a past—one neither of you seem to want to talk about. But you have to talk about it to get past it. Quit dancing around each other. I can’t fix this. You two have to fix it. Together.”

				Prying was not my style. My whole life people had a tendency to dump their sorrows and life stories on me, even if we only had a brief encounter in which they totaled my groceries and took my money. It was part of being an empath. If Stacy and Maurice weren’t telling me their story, they weren’t ready to talk about what happened.

				It was hard not to ask, though. Maurice was family. When he hurt, I hurt. That would have been true even if I hadn’t been an empath. And here was Stacy, the newest member of our group, also hurting. Was it so much to ask for everyone I cared about to be to be happy?

				Stacy shrugged. “Hard to fix something together when you’re the only one trying.”

				Her frustration tasted more of regret and sadness than irritation. It wafted around her in puffy clouds that sank to the dull carpet and piled there in drifts.

				“Honey, it’s only been a few days.” I stroked her arm. “Give it some time, okay?”

				“Yeah. Okay.” She paused, scrutinizing my face. “They said you’re good to talk to. I’m glad I listened to them.”

				“I’m glad I didn’t disappoint you.”

				“I do feel a little better.” She stood and attempted to give me a weak smile. It wasn’t convincing.

				I wanted to do more for her, but there wasn’t much for me to do, especially from so far away. She was hurting, and I couldn’t fix it. I hated when I couldn’t fix something. If they didn’t sit down and sort themselves out by the time I got back, I’d force them into it.

				“Anytime you want to talk...” I said.

				“I’ll call first.” She ducked her head and gave me a sheepish smile.

				“Yes.” I hugged her, and she disappeared under the bed as if she’d never been there. “Welcome to the family,” I said to the empty room.

				* * *

				When we pulled up to the Bug Ranch early the next morning, I noticed two things right away. First, there were only five VWs lined up with their noses buried in the dirt. And second, the same family from the day before was there, too, getting in their car to leave.

				“Weird,” I said, watching them buckle in the youngest girl, then the twins.

				“It’s not that weird,” Riley said. “They were talking about it yesterday, so they’d already planned to come before we did.”

				“I guess.”

				As their car pulled out, the girl smiled and waved.

				After Riley unbuckled his seatbelt, I placed Gris on his shoulder. It was one thing to leave Gris in the car when we were in a motel, but he was here to help. “Time to earn your keep, Gris,” I said.

				He tipped his head toward me. “I’ll do my best, Aegis.”

				Kam and Darius were already examining the cars when we got out. Kam, true to her word, was dressed in red silk with hand-painted flowers. Her dark hair was swept to the top of her head and anchored with a pair of chopsticks. I looked down at my Smurf tank top and jeans and made a face. Boring.

				“Anything?” Riley asked.

				Darius shook his head. “Nothing so far.” He did a double take at Gris, then continued what he was doing, as if he hadn’t seen a tiny man sitting on Riley’s shoulder.

				Kam popped her head through the open door of one of the vehicles. “Just dirt, empty cans and Carly is boss in here.”

				We went through every one of the five cars. Nothing seemed to stand out.

				“Wait,” I said. “Step back this way.”

				We all stood in the dirt, several feet away from the cars, looking from an angle where we could see their hoods lined up.

				Each had been painted with a symbol. The first was blue wavy lines. Water. Then in red, flames. Fire. A green leafy thing. Earth. A white spiral. Air. And last, a black skull and crossbones, like on a pirate ship. Death.

				Water had a red circle around it with a line through it. Fire was circled, but no line.

				“Dennis was an aquaphile,” I said. “And he drowned on dry land. Who had a power that’s fire related?”

				Gris pulled a tiny notepad from his shirt pocket and flipped through it. “Ceecee Tanner. She’s a heatsync.”

				“That sounds like fire,” I said. “What’s a heatsync do?”

				Darius strode to the car and traced the fire symbol with his finger. “It means she can channel heat through her body and redistribute it.”

				“What good is that?” Kam asked, circling the other cars. “Sounds kind of useless to me, except maybe on a cold night.”

				Gris fanned the pages of his notebook. “Not every Aegis is as powerful as Miss Donovan and her mother.”

				I squinted at the symbols. “So, each of these five cars represents a missing Aegis. Do we agree on that?”

				“Agreed,” Riley said.

				The others nodded.

				“Okay,” I said. “So, water is gone. Fire is circled but not marked out. I think this might be the order he—or she—expects to kill them. Gris?”

				“Yes.” He tapped the pages with the tip of a micro-pencil. “If earth is after fire, that would be Amanda Fairweather. She’s a terramotor—she molds earth and rocks. And then Rob Cavendish is an aviacom. He can direct air currents.”

				Selfish or not, it was a relief to know that my mother was slated for last. As a necrofoil, she was kind of an anti-death. It didn’t take a genius to equate the skull and crossbones with her. It meant we had some time—not that I was willing to let other people die first. But it helped keep me moving to try to save the others if I wasn’t paralyzed in fear that the next body might be my mother’s.

				I scanned the area. “That can’t be all we’ve got. Telling us who the next victim is without giving us anything else would be a dick move.”

				Riley returned to my side and put his arm around me. “We’re talking about a murdering psychopath, sweetheart. Dick moves are probably all she’s got.”

				“No,” I said. “There’s got to be more. She’s playing with me. This isn’t nearly taunting enough.”

				We didn’t know for sure that the killer was a one-hundred-and-seven-year-old empath named Kathleen. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense, considering her age, but the rest rang true. For now, she was our only suspect.

				I stepped away from everyone and looked around. The Volkswagens lined up, nose down in the dirt. Next to them, a small building stood ready to collapse under the weight of time, neglect, and layers of graffiti. Not much farther than that, a gutted service station stood watch through its broken windows.

				I stretched my awareness toward the smaller building, searching for the presence of another person. It felt empty, but with a slight tinge of hate. Hate left behind not too long ago.

				“There,” I said, making my way past the spray-painted frame of an old jalopy parked forever out front.

				The boards creaked under my feet. As I started through the door, Darius grabbed my shoulder. “Let me go first, Aegis.”

				I nodded and let him pass, then followed him through.

				Sun streamed through the window frames, bouncing light into the corners. One window had bars, and sunlight left a slatted pattern across the floor. I wrinkled my nose. The room stank of old urine, cigar smoke and mold. Fresh hate echoed off the walls as if some recent visitor had left it for me as a gift.

				The building was mostly one long room, probably once a roadside snack bar or souvenir shack. Whatever it had been was long gone, leaving nothing but four walls and a leaky roof.

				“Over here,” Kam said. She stood at the far end, staring up at the wall.

				I hurried over, with Riley and Darius in tow. My stomach did a backward flip with a half gainer. “Holy shit.”

				The words were painted with a brush this time, rather than sprayed. The evidence lay on the ground, bristles dried in a puddle of red paint. Words covered the better part of a wall and dripped in a bloody, dramatic way.

				Out in the desert

				At a mountain gate

				Caught between stalagmite teeth

				Used as dino bait.

				Red rover, red rover, let Ceecee come over!

				Tag, Aegis! You’re it!

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				The four of us sat in a nearly empty coffee shop, barely touching our breakfasts. My stomach was too full of bile and anger to have room for much else.

				I dropped my fork on my plate in a puddle of syrup. “How the hell are we supposed to know where to go next? ‘At a mountain gate’ gives us nothing to go on.”

				Kam poked holes in her hamburger bun with a sharp French fry. No surprise that she couldn’t eat. The idea of a hamburger at eight-thirty in the morning made me queasy. “Maybe she’s just not giving us any clues. Maybe all she wants is to play this stupid game with you, but not actually give you any chance of winning.”

				“So, you’re saying she’s a cheater.”

				Kam shrugged. “How many murdering psychopaths who also play fair can you name?”

				To be fair, I wasn’t sure I could name any murdering psychopaths, fair ones or otherwise.

				Riley sipped his coffee and made a face. “I miss Maurice’s coffee.”

				Darius nodded. “I spend most of my time on the road. Maurice’s cooking was a vast improvement over the majority of my meals.”

				We sat in silence, all four of us prodding food we weren’t going to eat. When my phone rang, interrupting the quiet, I jumped.

				“Zoey, I need you in Idaho.”

				“What?”

				Bernice’s voice was sharp and impatient. “Idaho. I need you in Idaho.”

				We’d already called Bernice before breakfast and told her what we’d found—and hadn’t found—at the Bug Ranch.

				“Why Idaho? And when did this come up?” All three of my breakfast companions gave me questioning looks. I shook my head at them.

				Bernice sighed. “I’m sorry. The goblins just sent me a message. A rash of chupacabra sightings are coming in from Pocatello. I need you and Riley out there to sort out the O.G.R.E. squad so they can stop it from happening and do some damage control.”

				My gut clenched and I pushed my plate a few inches away. “Bernice, don’t you think we should be trying to figure out where the killer is planning to go next? Can’t the O.G.R.E.s wait?”

				Bernice was silent long enough that I thought we’d been disconnected. When she spoke, goosebumps ran up my arms. “If the Covenant is broken, it won’t matter who’s trying to kill the Aegises. You’ll wish you’d been taken along with them. Get to Pocatello, Idaho. Please, Zoey.”

				I swallowed hard and nodded, though she couldn’t see the motion. “What about Kam and Darius?”

				“Let me talk to Darius.”

				I handed the phone across the table, my hand shaking more from the dire tone Bernice used than from the words themselves. Though, the words were pretty chilling, too. “Your turn.”

				He wrapped his enormous hand around the phone and held it up to his ear. “Darius.” He nodded, scowled, then nodded again. “All right.” He handed the phone back to me.

				I looked at the display. Bernice was gone.

				“That’s it?” I asked. “Go to Idaho? What did she say to you?”

				“Tuscaloosa.”

				My heart sank. “We have no clue where the next victim might be. And now Bernice is sending us half a country apart. What if we miss a clue?”

				Riley grabbed my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It’ll be okay. Have some faith in the universe. We don’t know what to do next anyway, so we might as well do some good while we wait.”

				I tried not to roll my eyes or make any other petulant moves. “I guess.”

				Kam dabbed at a bit of butter on her sleeve. “Damn. That’ll stain. Where’s Tuscaloosa?”

				Darius swallowed the dregs of his coffee and unfolded his bulk from the booth. “Alabama. Long drive. If we leave now, we’ll get there around nightfall.”

				Kam cringed and slid out. “Yeah, we’d better get going, then. I hate when he changes in the car.”

				I could not for the life of me imagine being cooped up in the cab of a pickup with Darius in the first place, let alone when the sun set and he went from big scary guy to terrifying mothman.

				We paid the bill and said our goodbyes in the parking lot.

				Kam gave me a hug. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “Riley’s right. This wouldn’t be a fun game for this dame if you weren’t where she wanted you to be. You’ll get a clue when you need it. And when you need us, we’ll haul ass to be wherever you need us to be.”

				I gave her a weak smile and hugged her back, hard. “Thanks. I hope you’re right. And I hope we can get to Ceecee in time. I prefer rescue work to sleuthing.”

				Riley hugged her goodbye, and I hugged Darius. “We’ll find Clara alive,” he whispered. “I swear it.”

				I let his words comfort me. When a mothman made a vow, the universe was obligated to listen, right?

				As they got into their beat-up truck, Kam’s voice drifted across the parking lot. “Tuscaloosa’s in the south, right? Would it be too much for me to dress in a southern belle gown? They still wear hoop skirts there, right?”

				* * *

				The trip from Amarillo to Pocatello took two days. Unlike Kam and Darius, Riley and I were humans. We had to sleep for more than a few hours a day.

				We didn’t exactly meander up there, but we didn’t rush, either. No one had been hurt, and to be honest, we both were sort of expecting Bernice to call and send us looking for Ceecee—or Ceecee’s body—at any second.

				But that didn’t happen. We made it to Pocatello, Idaho, without anything derailing us and sending us in another direction. It looked like we would be working a different sort of job for Bernice until the killer decided she wanted to play again. The thought gave me chills.

				“Why couldn’t I have a useful skill instead of feeling other people’s emotions?” I asked, coming out of the bathroom after a shower. “Divination or mind reading? Something like that.”

				“Your gift has saved all our asses more than once,” Riley said, taking the towel from me and drying my hair with it. “You have what you have. And I wouldn’t change a thing about you.”

				I closed my eyes and leaned into him. “That’s sweet. But so far it’s not helping us one bit on this particular problem.”

				He handed me my towel and kissed my forehead. “Buck up, little lady. We’re going out.”

				“Out? We just got here.”

				“Bernice called while you were in the shower. I’ve got a lead on where we might find the absentee O.G.R.E. squad.”

				“Seriously? Cool. Should I get dressed up?” I knew this was a silly question. Neither of us had brought much with us, thinking we were making a quick run to Kansas and back again. No evening gowns in my duffel bag. I should’ve asked Kam if I could borrow something when I had a chance. She seemed to have a bottomless wardrobe.

				“No, get dressed down.”

				I folded my arms over the towel I had wrapped around my body. “Where exactly are you taking me?”

				He grinned. “A seedy bar in the worst part of town. It’ll be great.”

				I fixed him with a dead stare. “Awesome. You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”

				* * *

				The bar wasn’t nearly as seedy as I’d expected. My boots stuck to the floor less than I’d have thought, and the table we grabbed only had a few dirty glasses on it. The server was quick to clear them before she took our order.

				I’m not a big fan of beer, but it seemed more appropriate in the dark, smoky room than a girly drink with a fancy umbrella in it. No telling how old the cherries might be.

				We sipped and watched as people came and went. According to Bernice, we were looking for a guy named Frankie the Imp. I had no idea if Frankie would turn out to be an actual imp, or even what an imp might look like.

				“Sounds more like a gangster than a biker,” I said.

				“He might not be a biker. I have no idea.” Riley watched a plate of food go buy and licked his lips. “Do you want onion rings? I want onion rings.”

				Our server had introduced herself as Janis when we sat down. Riley smiled at her now, and she came running.

				I totally understood. The first time he smiled at me I nearly fell off the sidewalk.

				“Another draft?” she asked, grinning so wide I thought her face might crack open. She completely ignored me, of course.

				The sparkle in Riley’s gray eyes gave away his amusement. I let him have his moment. It didn’t hurt me at all to have some other woman flirt with my boyfriend. In fact, you never knew when it might come in handy.

				“Any chance we could get some onion rings, Janis?” he asked, beaming up at her.

				“Absolutely, sweetheart. Anything else?”

				He leaned toward her and touched her hand with one finger. She bent closer to hear him.

				“Would you let me know when Frankie the Imp comes in? We came an awful long way. I’d hate to miss him.”

				Her smile faltered, and she flicked her gaze toward me and back to him. “You’re cops, aren’t you?”

				She looked so disappointed, I wanted to hug her. I wasn’t sure why. Whether we were cops or not didn’t affect her chances with Riley.

				“Not at all,” Riley said. “We’re...” he trailed off, making a show of looking left and right, as if he might be overheard. “We’re paranormal investigators. We’re hoping to interview him, but we’re trying to keep it quiet right now.”

				Her eyebrows rose. “You mean, like that ghost-hunting show?”

				He nodded. “Something like that. More like the Bigfoot shows, though.”

				Now she did the side-to-side looking around thing, as if she were in on Riley’s big conspiracy. Her voice dropped to a stage whisper—the quietest a person can get in a busy bar and still be heard. “You know there’s a creature running around the outskirts of town. I’ve heard things.”

				“That’s why we’re here,” he said with a wink.

				Janis brought her face even closer. “My cousin Sadie saw it. You should go talk to her.”

				Riley smiled. “She’s already on our list. But we’ll tell her you sent us.”

				She patted Riley’s hand and nodded. “I’ll put in those onion rings for you, hun. Soon as I see Frankie, I’ll send him over. Quietly.”

				When she was out of earshot, I laughed. “Well, that was something to see.”

				“Don’t laugh. I bet we get extra onion rings.”

				He was right. Our plate of golden, greasy rings was considerably larger than the one a few tables over. They were far too hot to eat right away, since Janis had probably been hovering over the cook, waiting to run them out to us. Or rather, to Riley. While we waited, a burly guy, maybe four feet tall, with a shaggy mop of dark hair appeared next to our table.

				“I hear you’re looking for me.” His eyes were almost lavender, a color that had to be the result of contact lenses. They gave his eyes a piercing quality that felt like he was examining my soul for wrinkles and lint.

				His inspection went on long enough to make me squirm in my seat, then he shifted to Riley, giving him the same, burrowing examination. Riley held still and waited. After a moment, the other man nodded and took a seat across from me.

				“So,” he said, helping himself to a scorching onion ring and biting into it without flinching. “An Aegis and a reaper looking for me. I have to assume the Board sent you. Yes?”

				Riley and I exchanged a look. “Yes,” I said. “We’re here to set things right.”

				“How much?” He snagged another ring. Saliva sizzled in his mouth when he bit through the crunchy coating.

				“How much what?”

				“My team is owed a pretty hefty amount in back pay. We didn’t just walk off the job because we wanted more vacation time, you know. We have families to feed. Bills to pay. Working for free isn’t the American way.”

				Part of me wanted to give him a rundown of all the shit I’d been doing for free. How much my entire life had been upended and tossed into a tornado. But I understood where he was coming from. Being an Aegis wasn’t so much my job as who I was. As much as I might have wanted to a few times, I couldn’t quit. I couldn’t stop being who I was. This guy? He’d been doing his job until long after the paychecks kept coming before he and his team halted work. Sure, it put the world in danger for him to walk away, but you wouldn’t see a lot of human cops continue to walk their beats if they weren’t getting paid anymore. Why would these guys?

				My purse jerked and nearly fell off the table. Muffled sounds rumbled from within. I’d completely forgotten Gris had climbed in on the car ride over. He’d tossed all my stuff out of the glove compartment and turned the space into a comfortable apartment. For the last day or so, he’d been in there reading the owner’s manual for my car and memorizing my insurance number. Knowledge is power, I guess.

				I cracked the bag open and peered inside. “What?”

				“Let me talk to him, please, Aegis. This is my job, for heaven’s sake.” Gris sat on a package of tissues, hands on his hips, glaring at me.

				I slid my purse toward Frankie. “Um, someone would like a word.”

				Frankie bent over the purse and looked inside. “Yes?”

				“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Griswold Octavius Barnabus Ozimandeus Abernathy. I am your Board liaison, and have full clearance to offer you a considerable bonus, as well as back pay owed to you and your team.”

				I coughed into my napkin to keep from laughing. Every time Gris introduced himself, the name got longer. I regretted not bringing him out to the Cadillac Ranch with us, since it meant he’d met Kam and Darius separately, giving him two new names—Octavius and Barnabus. I wondered how long his name would get if he ever had the misfortune to wander into a cocktail party.

				Frankie frowned. “We’ve heard nothing from the Board for six months.”

				Gris’s speech sounded practiced to my ears, though I supposed that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. “We sincerely apologize for the temporary disruption in the flow of communication. There was an unfortunate break in the chain of command, but that weakness has now been uncovered and rectified. Rather than have you report to a coordinator as you did in the past, we’d like to offer you a promotion, making you the coordinator for your own squad. You will then report directly to Art Ferguson, head of the Human/Hidden Liaison division.”

				“Not Covenant Enforcement?”

				“The two departments have merged for the time being.” Gris spoke in a straightforward, no-nonsense voice that didn’t invite further questions. Board business was Board business.

				Frankie’s piercing eyes burrowed into my purse as if he were trying hard to read the toxic shock warnings on a box of tampons buried in there. “This promotion. I assume there will be an appropriate raise to go with it?”

				“Of course.”

				Frankie scratched his chin. “You have paperwork to reflect this?”

				“Indeed. If you’ll join me somewhere we can speak privately, I have everything you need right here with me.”

				Frankie rose from his chair, then nodded at me. “I’ll have this back to you in a few minutes.” He grabbed my purse and walked off into the men’s room with it.

				I frowned at Riley. “What the hell just happened?”

				He shrugged. “I’m not sure. I think you just gave your Amazing Magic Purse of Holding to some thug in a biker bar and he took it to the bathroom with him.”

				“Maybe he started his period.” I picked at a piece of fried batter that had cooled enough to eat. “These are really good.”

				“Did you know Gris brought contracts and a checkbook?”

				I bit into a ring and sucked in air to cool the inside of my mouth. “Maybe his body is a tiny TARDIS. Otherwise, I have no idea where he put them.”

				* * *

				An hour later, with contracts signed, back pay delivered, and my purse returned to my care, we found ourselves in the midst of a party. The O.G.R.E. squad for the northwestern United States sat around us, drinking, laughing, and gorging on a third plate of onion rings.

				I marveled at the creatures around me. In the short time I’d been involved in the world of the Hidden, I’d met very few creatures who could pass as human, thereby affording them the freedom to walk the streets, interact with the general public and hang out in bars like this one. Kam could pass without a thought, as long as she kept the gems embedded in her wrist covered. Darius could pass during the day, though he was still imposing as hell in his human form.

				Several humans with supernatural abilities had flitted through or were part of my life, my mother, my friend Andrew who read auras, and Emilia, the psychic whose shop was up the street from my office.

				Riley was a different sort of human. He hadn’t been born with any special gifts—aside from devastating good looks and enough charm to convince a mermaid to hand over her comb and mirror. The Board gave him a reaper ring as part of his job, and that gave him the freaky powers he sometimes manifested when pressed, like the ability to see people who were invisible, ward off fear spells, or scare the bejeebus out the Hidden with the activation of his Super-Reaper-of-Doom voice.

				The O.G.R.E. squad was different. Every one of them was Hidden. And every one of them came damn close to not passing for human.

				Their leader, Frankie the Imp, actually was an imp. And those weird eyes were not contacts. But he passed. Dwarfism isn’t too uncommon among humans, and most people assumed like I had that the unnatural eye color was from contacts. His ability to read people was unsettling, but some humans did that, too. Put all of it together, though, and he stood out.

				His team was even more bizarre. He’d explained his philosophy to us that a good O.G.R.E. squad included at least one member for each of what he called The Four Ms—muscle, magic, mental, and management.

				The two-person muscle of his six-person team nearly caused me to embarrass myself. First came a stout woman with quite a bit of facial hair. She was roughly my height, average for a woman. Frankie introduced her as Meg, the world’s tallest dwarf. Right on her heels, before I could react, came a doughy man with blond hair and a pug nose. Garfield stood about six feet tall and, we were told, was the world’s shortest giant.

				The only thing that kept me from falling out of my seat in mad, cackling laughter was Riley’s calming hand squeezing my thigh under the table.

				Meg pulled up a chair and sat in it backward, glaring at me across the table and stroking her chin. Her very hairy chin.

				I smiled, squeezing Riley’s hand as hard as I could. We’re totally being punked. I won’t fall for it. We’re going to sit here and make conversation as if this were the most natural thing in the world. I sipped my beer and nodded at her.

				She nodded back.

				Garfield sat next to her. A definite mouth breather. I would have guessed he was muscle rather than mental without being told. The light in his eyes was one of those low-wattage money savers.

				The magic representative slipped in almost without being noticed. Shelby was a plain girl with lank hair, a figure with few curves, and eyes the color of dirty tap water. Not ugly so much as forgettable. She could have easily passed for a human in her gray cardigan and plain dress.

				Until she spoke.

				“I’ll just have whatever’s on tap.” She said it in a shy, quiet voice, yet it reverberated through the bar like a symphony. The room hushed, and everyone looked around, as if trying to find the source. She ducked her head and said nothing else for the rest of the evening.

				Such is the life of a siren with a social anxiety disorder.

				Last came the two brains of the operation, a husband and wife team. Hector and Felicia lumbered inside, dressed head to toe in black leather, chains, and spikes. The crowd parted to let them through. They were big. They were ugly. And they were both grinning, which revealed large, sharp teeth.

				To me, they didn’t look human at all. Ogres on the O.G.R.E. squad? The thought wasn’t ridiculous. But they shouldn’t have been allowed to come tearing into a bar in public. Shouldn’t they be arresting themselves or something?

				And then I really looked at the people around us. Tattoos. Multiple facial piercings and other body modifications. A guy at the next table flicked a forked tongue at his glass, then laughed at a joke his companion had made. His teeth were pointed and sharp, too. I hadn’t noticed them before, mostly because the bright blue Mohawk kind of took over.

				The more I looked, the more I realized that half the bar was probably some variety of Hidden, and the other half had decorated themselves in ways that made them actually blend with the Hidden. If anything, Riley and I—and poor Shelby—stood out more than anyone else.

				Normal is all relative.

				Hector and Felicia shook our hands and joined us at the table.

				“You called, we came,” Hector said to Frankie in a snarly, gravely voice. “Show us the money.” Janis came around with a tray and placed full glasses in front of everyone, including the newcomers. She also dropped a fresh basket of rings and a second one of fried mushrooms on the table. As she left, she winked at Riley. He winked back and sipped his drink.

				I blew on a mushroom and grinned. I thought it was hilarious.

				“Wait,” Felicia said, narrowing her eyes at us. She pointed a meaty finger at me. “You’re that Aegis. The one who saved everybody from the auction.”

				I nodded. “Yes.”

				She looked at Riley, back at me, then back at Riley. “You’re the reaper boyfriend of the Aegis.”

				“Awesome,” he said. “How’d I get to be the sidekick?”

				“You’re totally my arm candy,” I said. “Ask Janis.”

				He snorted and grabbed a mushroom. “I’m still scary. I’m scary, right guys?”

				As one, they nodded, and made sounds of agreement that seemed more placating than convinced of my boyfriend’s tremendous power to rip out their souls from their living bodies.

				I patted his shoulder. “I think you’re losing your edge.”

				Hector shook his head at me. “It’s not that. It’s you. You’re kind of a legend these days. Don’t you know that?”

				I had no words to respond. I didn’t want to be a legend. The next thing you know, somebody will pull out a lyre and start singing a ballad about me.

				“I’m really nothing special, guys. My friends were in trouble. And people helped me. You’d all have done the same.”

				“Nothing special,” Meg said, picking something out of her teeth. “Everybody knows somebody who was involved in that whole thing. I don’t know about everybody else, but even without the bonus, I’d have gone back to work for the Board today, if only because you asked.”

				The rest nodded in agreement.

				Celebrity didn’t sit well on my shoulders. In fact, I was kind of freaked out to learn the things I’d been doing had gotten around to such an extent.

				“And now,” Frankie said, pushing away from the table, “it’s time for us to get going. It’s been an honor meeting the both of you. But we’ve got a chupacabra to set straight.”

				I couldn’t help but notice how oddly coordinated the strange group was as they walked out the door in formation—almost as if they were doing a slo-mo shot during the opening credits of their own television show.

				“I’ll just leave this with you, sugar.” Janis dropped the check on our table, smiled and walked away.

				Riley picked up the slip of paper and looked at the total. “Awesome. They didn’t pay for a damn thing.”

				“Nice,” I said. “We can’t even write it off on our taxes as a business expense.”

				“Those guys can really knock it back, too.” He shrugged and reached for his wallet.

				My purse wiggled, and a muffled voice rose from the tiny opening on the top. “If you’ll slide the bill in here, I’ll be happy to take care of it. It’s part of my job.”

				Riley smirked, then slipped the paper into my bag. I caught the total on its way past and grimaced. It wasn’t that we were cheap. But Riley wasn’t kidding. Who goes to a skanky bar and spends well into three figures? I was surprised there was any beer left in the place, and the cook had probably gone home for the night since he had to be out of ingredients by now.

				After a minute or two, my purse moved again and the check appeared out the top, along with enough cash to cover it.

				“Be sure to give our server a healthy tip,” Gris said. “I couldn’t see her, but she sounded quite charming and efficient.”

				I took the items sticking out of my purse and placed them on the table. “Thanks.”

				“It’s the Board’s pleasure. Oh, and I’ll need a receipt, if you don’t mind.”

				I made sure Janis got the healthy tip Gris requested. After all, she didn’t get to go to a hotel with Riley when her shift was over.

				That pleasure was all mine.

				When my phone rang at five the next morning, I almost didn’t answer. Groaning, I rolled over and glanced at the display.

				“It’s Bernice.” I tapped the screen to answer, then lay back with my eyes closed. “Bernice, you know we’re an hour behind you and it’s not light here yet, right?”

				“After we catch this psycho, you two can discuss business hours.” Her voice shook, and sadness pattered through the phone line in big fat drops. I sat up, fully awake. “Zoey, they found CeeCee. Her body is less than an hour from where you are now.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				I doubted it was a coincidence that the murderer had chosen a place called Massacre State Park. It seemed to fit her warped sense of humor.

				What bothered me the most about all this, aside from someone dying, of course, was that it happened near where we were.

				“Do you think she knew we were going to Pocatello? Or did she follow us?”

				Riley glanced in his rear view mirror, as if checking for someone tailing us. “Who? Kathleen Valentine?”

				I nodded. “It can’t be a coincidence. We drove all the way from Texas to talk to Frankie, and here the next murder is practically next door. Doesn’t that weird you out?”

				He took a slow, deep breath. “It’s been weirding me out since we got the call from Bernice. I’m also not thrilled that Kam and Darius got sent in the other direction and can’t get back here in time.”

				I understood the whole Covenant-breaking, imminent-doom thing Bernice was trying to avoid by getting the O.G.R.E.s up and running, but I wasn’t happy with how she’d handled it. Separating the group investigating the murders and trying to save remaining kidnapped Aegises seemed counterproductive. Most of Bernice’s way of running things didn’t sit well with me. She had a tendency to pull rank and dole out information only when it suited her. I had to wonder how much of the crap we’d all been through would have happened if she’d been a little more forthcoming from the start.

				I sat forward in the moving car and rapped my knuckles against the closed glove compartment. After a moment, the door clicked open and Gris blinked at me through a tiny pair of glasses perched on his nose. I tried not to laugh. He was a wooden construct. I was pretty sure the glasses were an affectation. Again, something an unfeeling, soulless creature wouldn’t be likely to adopt.

				I wasn’t totally comfortable with him yet, but he was growing on me.

				“Yes?” he asked, peering over his horned rims. “What can I do for you, Aegis?”

				He was so damn formal with me. “Do you have time to talk?”

				He made a show of taking off his glasses and placing them in the compartment in his chest. “For you, I always have time. What would you care to discuss?”

				I sat back and readjusted my seatbelt. Whoever invented the damn things sure as hell hadn’t had boobs to deal with. Otherwise he’d have come up with a solution that actually settled between them rather than slide up and choke the wearer.

				“How long have you been...self aware?” It seemed like a delicate question. I didn’t want to offend him, but I needed more background. On him as well as Bernice. I reached toward him through my mental filters and probed for any emotions, no matter how small. He didn’t feel offended to me. But then, the tiny emotional light inside him was dim and hard to decipher.

				He settled himself on the edge of the open door to the glove compartment, swinging his legs. “Let me see...” He tapped his chin while he thought about it. “It was a gradual thing, you understand. I think it was about ten years ago that I first realized the sounds I sometimes heard around me were voices, and several more months before I understood those sounds were language. About seven years ago, I experienced my first movements. Oddly, it was a twitch in my elbow that started the ball rolling.” He grinned, caught in the memory.

				I couldn’t imagine being stuck on a shelf, unable to move or comprehend the people and objects around me. Worse, understanding came to Gris long before the ability to interact with anything. “How awful,” I said. “When did you begin moving around? When did you know you were you?”

				“When Alphonso Fester stepped down from heading the Board six years ago, Mother was promoted. She’d always lent her golems to do grunt work at the compound, but once she was in charge, she stepped up production. She wanted more help, you see. And more servants to wait on her so she’d look the part.”

				That didn’t surprise me. For a place running on two board members when there should have been thirteen, they seemed to have a ridiculous amount of constructs running around waiting on people.

				“So, she was in her workshop more often.” I saw where he was going with the story.

				“Yes. The more golems she animated, the more residual magic came my way. So, less than a year after she took office, I was fully mobile, thinking for myself and wanting to learn everything I could.”

				The dull glow of emotion inside Gris sparked brighter at the memory, then nearly went out with my next question.

				“What did Bernice think when she found you?”

				“I thought Mother would be happy.” His smile faded and his legs stilled. “I was wrong. At first, she seemed afraid of me. Once she got used to me, she was tolerant at best.” He shook his head, as if to rid himself of unhappy thoughts, then returned to smiling and swinging his feet, though he didn’t show as much enthusiasm at it now. “Anyway. Does that answer your question, Aegis?”

				The small light of emotion inside him faded further, retreating. I squelched my anger at Bernice and gathered love and acceptance around me like a cloak. Those were emotions I always found easy to pull together. It was constantly around me these days.

				Molding the positive feelings into a tight ball in my head, I pushed them past my filters and toward the little wooden man. I’d held back from accepting him because of my own prejudice against Bernice’s creepy golems. No more. No one should feel so utterly lost and alone, even if he didn’t have a lot of feels of his own in the first place. I imagined the ball of love and acceptance pressing against Gris’s chest and melting through to the storage area inside him. To his heart, if he’d had one.

				His dull light flared like a blowtorch, igniting a fuse between the two of us and knocking me against my seat.

				“Great balls of fire!” he said, eyes wide. “What was that?”

				My hand flew to my mouth. “Oh, my God, Gris. I’m so sorry.” I sent out a tentative tendril to check his emotional health.

				What if I broke him? What if I burned out the flicker of emotion he’d grown on his own? Worst. Empath. Ever.

				The dull bulb inside Gris was now a small, cozy campfire. Not the full-blown emotional level of regular folks, but more than it had been before. And it seemed to be steadier, too.

				“I feel a bit warm,” Gris said in a dreamy voice. “If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to take a nap.”

				“Are you all right?” I’d meant to ask him more questions about Bernice and what she’d been doing over the past few years. That’s where I’d been going with my questions, anyway until I screwed everything up.

				“On the contrary. I feel especially good,” he said, rising from his spot then grabbing the edge of the door. “I think I need some time to readjust and rest. Please let me know when we arrive.”

				The door shut, and Riley and I were alone in the car.

				We were both quiet for a minute. Riley finally broke the silence. “What did you do?”

				“I think I broke our golem.”

				* * *

				We parked where the signs directed us, and hiked the half mile or so to the lake. We passed a middle-aged man with an enormous backpack. Four kids with smaller versions of the adult pack skipped behind him. He nodded at us and kept going.

				I frowned. They could have easily been the ones to come across the body if our guys hadn’t found it first.

				A set of stairs led down the side of the cliff to the fishing dock. By the time we got to the bottom, my legs wobbled, and I was grateful for the handrail. I mentally shook my fist at Sara for not dragging me to the gym more often.

				At the bottom, I heard voices on the other side of a pile of rocks, so we headed in that direction. We found Frankie the Imp and his merry band of imp-ettes waiting.

				Well, maybe not merry. And not the whole team, either.

				Shelby sat on a rock, watching for movement in the surrounding area. When I spotted her, she already had her eye on us, and gave me a small, awkward smile and wave. Hector and Felicia, the brainy trolls, wandered the area, carefully inspecting crevasses with flashlights, putting small items in plastic bags, and tapping on rocks and trees with sticks.

				Frankie stood watching with a dour expression. When he saw us, he strode over, his face screwed up in a scowl. “Ugly business,” he said. “Not our usual fare.”

				“Mine either,” I said, frowning. “Where did you find her?”

				He pointed toward the water. “Face down in the drink. Craziest thing ever.”

				“She drowned?”

				“No.” He wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead. “She died of smoke inhalation.”

				Riley frowned. “CeeCee was a heatsync. That shouldn’t be possible. Besides, she was in water, not fire.”

				I rubbed my arms, as if I had a chill. “Dennis shouldn’t have been able to drown, either. Especially on dry land. Where’s the body now, Frankie?”

				“I had Meg and Gar take her back to the office. Once Hector and Felicia are done scouring the area, they’ll do an autopsy. I don’t expect them to find anything, though.”

				“Was she...” I stopped and swallowed. I didn’t want to know the answer to my next question. Hell, I didn’t want to be doing this at all. I wanted to go home and plan a lesbian elf/attic monster wedding in my back yard. I wanted to get up in the morning and eat Maurice’s freshly baked muffins, hang out in Andrew’s herb shop with his fennec fox, Milo, and forget this whole disturbing nightmare. Of course, if I did that, more people would die. Including my mother. “Was she posed in an odd manner? Was she wearing anything strange?”

				Frankie let out a slow breath. “As a matter of fact, she was dressed in a fancy party dress.”

				Riley glanced up at the cliff we’d come down. “A party dress?”

				“Yes. Her hair was done up in pigtails and ribbons, and—well, here. I’ll show you.” He pulled up a picture on his phone and passed it over to us.

				I shuddered. As he’d told us, she was face down in the water, so that made it a little easier to look at, but not much. Her wet dress spread around her in a mass of pink and white crinoline. The pink ribbon on one pigtail had come undone, and the two strands trailed in a V-shape away from her. A water-bloated paper cone engulfed the top of her head, the words Happy Birthday in bright, puffy colors.

				Her right hand was adorned in colored plastic jewelry, and it gripped a small blue bottle.

				“What’s in the bottle?” Riley asked.

				“Bubbles.” Frankie led us to a small rock a few feet away and indicated the bottle of bubbles and a small giftwrapped box sitting next to it. “I kept it here for you to look at. The present was sitting on the shore. Shelby sang at it to check for poison and bombs, but your name is on it, so we didn’t open it.”

				Sure enough. A small tag stuck to the package had my name printed in neat writing. I reached for the bubbles first. “Did you check these?”

				Frankie nodded. “They just seem to be bubbles.”

				I unscrewed the lid and dug around for the wand, soaking my finger in soap. I blew through the hole in the wand, and a regular bubble formed, floated a short distance, then popped. Nothing remarkable happened. I poured the bubble mixture on the ground. It didn’t turn itself into a soap monster and speak to me. It didn’t form words or a map. I emptied the bottle and peered inside.

				“Anything?” Riley leaned toward me to see.

				“Nothing.” I dropped the wand inside and handed him the bottle and lid. The package sat on its rock, waiting.

				I squatted in the dirt, my hands dangling between my legs while I regarded the box. I probably should have been more eager to tear it open. After all, it might hold the answer to the most important question on my mind—where the hell was my mother? Sirens had all sort of cool powers I didn’t know about, apparently, and ours had already cleared the box for giant cartoon bombs or poisonous Joker gas.

				But what about my heart? Would the contents inside the gift shatter me into a million pieces? Would this be the movie scene where I took off the lid and found a dead, maggoty raccoon? A photo of myself sleeping last night? My mother’s hand?

				I braced myself and reached for the end of the ribbon tied around the box. After a sharp tug, the bow came loose and the ribbon fell away. I took my time with the silver birthday paper, in case the message turned out to be on the wrapping itself, but there didn’t seem to be any writing on the undecorated side.

				The plain white box sat in my hands, bare and non-threatening. I shook it, and the contents shifted in the empty spaces.

				“Go ahead,” Riley said. He put his hand on my shoulder to lend me strength. “I’m right here with you.”

				I nodded and lifted the lid.

				Inside, red and silver tissue paper lined the box. I lifted one sheet aside. A white face grinned up at me. “Sonofabitch,” I said, exhaling the breath I’d been holding in case something jumped out. “How’d she know I hate clowns?”

				I pulled the clown doll loose from the paper and handed the box to Frankie. Hector took it from him, and he and Felicia went through to check it for anything I’d missed.

				The doll had porcelain hands and a creepy, porcelain face with an enormous, painted red smile. The rest of the doll was stuffed and floppy, but a hard lump in its center was easy to feel. Its back had an on/off switch and a button. I flipped it to on and hovered my finger over the button.

				Hector and Felicia lumbered over, and everyone stood around me, ready.

				Ready for what, I had no idea. I half expected the thing to come to life and bite me. Or pull a Talky Tina from the Twilight Zone and tell me how much it didn’t like me.

				I pushed the button.

				A child’s laugh came out of the doll’s chest first. In that moment, I regretted every horror movie I’d ever watched. There was an eerie quality to the laugh, as if the child wasn’t at all amused and far older than the voice let on.

				Goosebumps and sweat broke out over my body.

				The giggling cut off, and the little girl’s voice spoke in a sing-song voice, as if it were a jump-rope chant.

				Aegis, Aegis water

				Aegis, Aegis heat

				Together they’re just maggot food

				And Zoey’s on her feet.

				Aegis, Aegis earth

				Then Aegis, Aegis air

				Aegis mommy stands for death

				And Zoey lost the dare.

				The recording went quiet, and I thought it was finished, but then it continued without the sing-song rhyme.

				Now that we have the same mommy, we’re sisters. Empath sisters! And once she’s dead, we can be orphans together.

				I hope you like chocolate milk.

				After that, the recording looped and started again.

				There didn’t seem to be any clues to the next victim. But a clue of a different sort did stand out. Empath sisters. She was an empath. That confirmed it. It really was Kathleen Valentine.

				Judging by her voice, it sounded like she’d lost about a hundred years and become a child again.

				My enemy was an empath. And according to the story Art had told us, her powers made mine look pathetic.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Going home was not an option. Staying put made me itchy and snappish. Without any idea where we needed to go next to try to save the next likely victim, Amanda Fairweather, I decided our best bet was to go back to the Board’s compound. At least it was centrally located, so we could be prepared to make a run for it the minute we knew something and not be stuck on the wrong side of the country.

				Besides. Now that I was positive Kathleen was behind it all, I wanted to find out more about her. The best place to do that was the where she’d been for the last sixty or more years.

				So, we headed south again, back to the dead center of America, land of endless fields and not much else.

				On the way, Gris told us everything he could.

				“You have to understand,” he said from his perch on the dashboard. “I can only tell you historical facts—the things recorded in books. I didn’t have access to her prison records, for instance. Even if I’d had a mind to read them, Mother never let me leave the main building.”

				“You never went outside?” I rummaged in the bag of souvenirs I’d picked up in Idaho before we crossed the state line. I held up the two things I’d purchased. “Do you think Maurice would rather have the keychain shaped like a potato or the Spuddy Buddy plush in the ‘Famous Potatoes’ sweater?”

				Riley gave me a pained look. “Why do you insist on buying that junk every time we stop?”

				I pursed my lips. “It’s not junk. It’s a reminder that not everything on this trip sucked.”

				He mumbled something under his breath. I ignored him. We’d been in the car too much together lately.

				Gris cleared his throat. “No. To answer your question, the first time I’d ever been outside was the day I began this adventure with you.”

				I stashed the potato merchandise and tossed the bag over the seat to join the accumulating pile of roadside souvenirs. Folding my arms, I regarded Gris long and hard. “Why? She had to have given you a reason to stay inside.”

				He shook his head. “She said it was for my safety.”

				Somehow, I didn’t think it had anything to do with Gris’s safety. Bernice was hiding something. And I had every intention of finding out what it was when we got to headquarters.

				“So, what do you know about Kathleen Valentine?”

				He drew his carved eyebrows together. “You already know she was—is—the most powerful empath recorded. She was able to control people’s emotions so tightly that she could also control their actions. If she told someone to stab himself in the eye with a pocketknife, they wanted to do it. Maybe not on the surface, but deep down, in that subconscious, primal place that makes people seek warmth and food and companionship. His eyes might say ‘no’ as he did it, but his arm would carry through the action, just as you can’t consciously will your heart to stop beating.”

				“Holy shit.” I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. Over the last year, I’d learned a lot of cool things I could do with my empath gift. What he was telling me was so far past anything I would ever be capable of doing, even if I wanted to do something so utterly abhorrent. “So, how did they stop her?”

				“They brought in a powervoid. They nullify the powers of both Hidden and special humans, like yourself. Madeline Smetka, in this case. Once they got her in the room with Kathleen, they were able to subdue the empath and whisk her across the courtyard to a cell. Madeline had to stay with her until they could build all the power-nullifying wards into the walls, floors and ceiling. By all historical accounts, it was a very long two weeks.”

				Riley glanced at Gris. “So, that’s the solution we’re looking for. We need a powervoid so we can disarm Kathleen.”

				Gris shook his head. “The last powervoid was Alphonso Fester. Shortly after he retired from the Board and Mother took over, he died.”

				Well, that didn’t sound at all suspicious. “What did he die of?”

				He shrugged. “Nobody really knows. He was perfectly healthy one minute, then he turned purple and died.”

				No. Not at all suspicious.

				* * *

				I didn’t hesitate this time as I pulled off the road. I pointed the car straight at the horizon and didn’t stop until the crow flew past. As before, Riley called Art, Art called the gate guard, and a disembodied arm guided us in.

				We didn’t bother to grab our luggage. It wasn’t worth the argument with Art. One of Bernice’s constructs would unload the car, and I didn’t need to be around when it happened. I’d come to understand that Gris was special, but I’d never stop being creeped out by the others.

				Bernice waved at us from the front porch. “You’re just in time for supper. Come in and get washed up!”

				I raised an eyebrow and shot a look at Riley. “Get washed up for supper? What is this, Leave It to Beaver?”

				He took my hand and led me toward the house. “She’s excited to have you here. Think about it. The only person she gets to talk to on a regular basis is Art.”

				I cringed. “I’d rather take my chances outside the compound if that were my only option.”

				We climbed the steps and collected welcoming hugs before Bernice ushered us inside and to the powder room. Riley let me go first, because I’d had to pee for the last hundred and fifty miles.

				I’m a trooper.

				When I came out, everyone was already gathered around the dining room table, talking in hushed voices.

				“Your turn,” I said, and Riley took off.

				Something small zipped past in the hallway, and I jerked my head to follow.

				“Just Griswold.” Bernice unfolded her napkin and spread it across her lap. “Now that he’s home, he’s recharging.”

				Art reached for a roll. “It doesn’t seem like you to keep someone cooped up in your glove compartment.”

				I shrugged, not giving a damn what Art thought. “His choice. He made himself a nest in there.”

				The toilet flushed down the hall, telling me that Riley would be back in a minute. I reached for a roll of my own. It was light, flaky, and had an odd shape to it, like an hourglass. I frowned, spread butter on it and took a bite.

				My eyelashes fluttered. So good. After being on the road and eating fast food for days, a simple, familiar roll made me so happy.

				“Where is he?” I asked.

				Bernice laughed. “In the kitchen. He wanted to surprise you.”

				“Oh, I’m surprised, all right.”

				Maurice stuck his head around the corner, huge yellow eyes shining. “You got it on the rolls? I thought for sure you’d take till at least the soup course to guess.”

				I got up and hugged him. “Nobody cooks like you, and I’ve eaten your cooking enough to recognize it. What are you doing here?”

				He guided me to my chair. “Sit, sit, sit. I came to feed you. You could die from whatever crap you’ve been eating all week.”

				“Oh, hey, Maurice.” Riley came in and took his seat next to me. “I thought it smelled good in here.”

				“It’s about to smell even better. Hope you’re hungry.” Maurice disappeared into the kitchen, and I grabbed another roll.

				Most of the food we’d been eating was either soaked in grease or handed to us through a drive-through window. A lot of it was both. Eating a meal cooked by Maurice was a dream come true for weary travelers.

				He brought us a salad of spring greens, walnuts and blue cheese. A creamy soup of tomatoes and red peppers. Little Cornish game hens stuffed with apples and cornbread. I was too full for dessert until he brought it out. You don’t say no to Maurice’s peanut butter s’mores pie. Because, you know, pie.

				I hadn’t realized until then how much I missed being home. We’d only been gone a week. I’d wanted to get away, but this wasn’t what I’d had in mind. Looking for clues at crime scenes, crawling around inside gutted cars, and examining photos of dead bodies wasn’t a very good vacation.

				You never appreciate having a spare elephant until you’re stranded in the desert with an ingrown toenail. That’s a saying, right?

				After dessert, golems cleared the table, and Maurice came in from the kitchen to join us.

				“Where’s Stacy?” I asked.

				He brushed crumbs from the tablecloth into his cupped hand and shook them into a dish before a golem took it away. “She’s back at the house, taking care of Andrew and Daniel.”

				“What are they doing there? Is everything okay?”

				Andrew, my friend and herbalist-on-retainer, usually came over once a week or so to check on any Hidden with medical issues. His boyfriend, Daniel, became part of the team once he got dragged out with Andrew in the middle of the night to help transport and treat the injuries of the multitude of Hidden we’d rescued from the auction.

				Technically, there was some sort of law about keeping the Hidden a secret from all non-magical humans, but frankly, I thought it was a crappy law and ignored it when necessary. I’d kept the truth from Sara for several months. In the end, she ran right into Maurice in my house and nearly Tasered him. Since then, I reserved the right to tell anybody I damn well needed to.

				“Everything’s fine.” Maurice flapped his hand as if waving away my concern. “I wanted to come out here and catch up with you, maybe check on Mabel. Stacy’s been doing fine running the household stuff, but Andrew offered to stay there for a day or two to keep an eye on things. Besides, Max’s cast comes off tomorrow, and Andrew wants to be there to do some rehab with him. Gods, centaurs are cranky.”

				“So, you’re on vacation.” I squinted at him in suspicion. He wasn’t telling me everything.

				“Did I not just serve you a marvelous dinner? What kind of vacation do you call that?” He shifted his big yellow eyes away and stared at the wall behind me.

				“One where you don’t have to talk to Stacy.”

				He sighed and his shoulders drooped. “Zoey, it’s irreparable. I know you think you’re trying to fix something that’s broken, but it’s not fixable. We’re just too different.”

				I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I’ll let it go for now. But only because we’re in a room full of people.”

				Bernice rose and tossed her napkin on the table. “Let’s move to my library where it’s more comfortable.”

				I nodded and squared my shoulders. “Good idea. I have questions.”

				We settled into the comfy leather chairs by the fire with the heatless flames. A golem brought a tray of drinks, and we sipped brandy together, as if we were in an old movie. The amber liquid burned a pleasant trail down my throat and warmed my stomach into digesting all that food I’d tossed down there.

				For a moment, I relaxed as if no one had died, no one was in danger, and my life wasn’t filled with strangeness at every turn.

				I pushed aside the feeling of comfort and safety and came back to the real world. Gris had told me everything he could, but it was time to dig around and find out what Bernice was hiding. “Tell me about Kathleen Valentine.”

				Bernice shifted in her seat, and she gave Art a guilty look I didn’t like. “I’m afraid I didn’t tell you quite everything.”

				Art’s thumb twitched a few times before he caught it and folded into his fist. “It was my understanding that nobody had visited the prisoner in at least a decade. That wasn’t true.” He turned and gave Bernice a pointed glare. “Was it?”

				Bernice crossed and uncrossed her ankles. “I didn’t think it was relevant, but yes, I visited her.”

				I leaned forward, my palms on the arms of my chair. “You talked to her and didn’t think it was important?”

				“When did you last see her?” Riley asked.

				Maurice looked around the room, confused. “Who’s Kathleen Valentine?”

				“She was—” Bernice stopped and narrowed her eyes at Maurice. “I’m sorry, when did the cook get to sit in on Board business? This is classified.”

				Maurice jerked as if he’d been slapped, then started to get up.

				I held my palm out at him. “Maurice, sit. You’re not going anywhere.” I fixed Bernice with an epic stink-eye. I’d thought we’d been through enough instances of her trying to push me around and failing, but apparently, she had yet to figure out her limits with me. By now, she damn sure should have realized Maurice was not hired help. “Bernice, I know we don’t always agree on things, but I’ll tell you right now, you do not speak to a member of my family that way. You and I have made friends with each other, and I’m glad for that. But understand that Maurice has been with me from the beginning of this mess, all the way back when your people took my mother from both of us twenty years ago. He’s been through every twist and turn of this ride that, frankly, is all the Board’s fault. He stays.”

				She gave me a long, hard stare, and I gave one right back at her. Finally, her shoulders slumped in defeat. “Fine. He stays. Do you want to call anyone else in here before I tell this?”

				I shrugged. “Not at the moment, no.”

				Maurice swallowed and rubbed his forearm. “I don’t mind, really. I don’t want to be a problem.”

				I scowled at him, and he stayed put. “Bernice, tell us everything you know about Kathleen.”

				She nodded and cleared her throat. “This all happened a long time ago, before I was born. World War II took quite a few Board members, and Kathleen moved up the ranks because of it. A year into the war, she became the youngest person to head the Board of Hidden Affairs. She was thirty.”

				Riley crossed an ankle over his knee. “Impressive.”

				Art nodded. “By all accounts, she was incredibly powerful, even at the beginning.”

				“But she was a good leader,” Bernice said. “The war was hard on everybody, and she kept things going.”

				“Until it went to her head,” Art said.

				Bernice’s jaw twitched. “Yes, well, like I said, the war was hard on everybody.”

				“That’s no reason to throw away all the laws and make people do things against their will.”

				“Art, you weren’t there. Sometimes you’ve got to bend rules to keep people safe.”

				Art’s thumb did the invisible-pen clicky thing, but he was often confrontational and judgmental—and most definitely not one to approve of rule bending. The interesting party in the room was Bernice. Her body language was defensive, fingers clutching the leather arms of the chair and her torso turned slightly away from Art. A nervous guilt rose around her like a cloud of sulfur. It stank, and I had to force myself not to wrinkle my nose in distaste, since I was the only one smelling it.

				My voice was soft. “Art, let her tell it, first, okay? Bernice, what did she do?”

				Bernice took a sip of brandy and stared into the fire as she spoke. “Little things at first. When James Powell refused to call all the Board members in for a special meeting to deal with the shortage of rations, she flipped on her empath abilities and convinced him to do it. After that, she found it was easier to just make people feel what she wanted them to feel rather than sit around in endless debates. War is tough. Sometimes things needed to be done more quickly.”

				What Bernice described was one of my worst fears. I tried so hard not to eavesdrop on the feelings of my friends and family. I’d discovered not too long ago that if I concentrated, I could reverse the emotional flow and send my own emotions into others. I’d done it a few times for what I deemed to be a good causes in harmless situations, but the act left me feeling skeezy. Regardless of the outcome, forcing emotions into someone was manipulative. I worried that crossing that line of what was appropriate would cause another line to appear with an act a bit more manipulative than the last. How hard would it be to cross that next line? And the next? Where would it end?

				Bernice had stopped talking and didn’t seem inclined to go on.

				Art took over. “For months she used people as puppets, making them vote the way she wanted, running their departments exactly as she saw fit, and eventually, waiting on her like a queen. Nobody knows what set her off to start killing. James upset Kathleen in some way, then with barely a pause, he pulled out a gun and shot himself. Kathleen didn’t try to stop him. She stood there smiling while he did it. That’s when the real carnage started. The body count was high by the time they brought in the powervoid to nullify her powers and lock her up.” He shook his head. “Dark times.”

				My hands felt cold. I’d done what Bernice described. It was one thing to hear about some all-powerful villain whose powers were nothing like mine. But Kathleen was once like me, then grew into a dangerous psychopath. Was I on my way to becoming like her? Did I have inside me the capacity to turn people—even the ones I loved—into my personal servants? Goosebumps rose on my skin, and I rubbed my arms to soothe them.

				Before I knew he’d moved, Maurice stood behind my chair and placed his hands on my shoulders. “You’re not her,” he whispered in my ear.

				I nodded, grateful for his reassurance, and put a hand over one of his. “What happened to her?” My voice was hoarse, but I felt stronger for having my friend with me.

				Art shrugged. “That’s it. People were afraid to visit her. Gargoyles are immune to mental powers, so the Board always had a few around to take food to her, keep her and her cell clean. When Bernice joined the Board, they let the gargoyles go to cut costs, and the golems took over. That was—what—about twenty years ago?”

				Bernice nodded. “Twenty one.”

				I frowned. “So, this clearly unstable woman spent most of the last sixty years in total isolation other than gargoyles for the first forty years, then golems for the last twenty-one. So—what? You checked on her once to make sure she was still alive?”

				Bernice’s cloud of guilt grew outward in swirls. “Well, not exactly.”

				“Bernice,” I whispered. “What did you do?”

				“She was old.” Bernice clamped her hands together in her lap and wouldn’t look up from them. “The runes and stones in her cell kept her from using her powers, so I was safe. When I took over as head of the Board six years ago, I felt it was my duty to go talk to her. It wasn’t right to leave an old woman in isolation like that. She was harmless.”

				That explained how Bernice knew Kathleen’s story so well—and as such a biased version. She’d heard it straight from the source.

				Art’s face was hard as stone, and his eyes went dark. “How many times did you visit her? When was the last time?”

				Bernice’s voice shook. “I went there once a month or so for about three years. She really wasn’t the monster history made her out to be. And she was totally powerless. Just a lonely old woman.”

				Bernice Abernathy—Head of the Board of Hidden Affairs, a woman who struck awe in the heart of monsters everywhere—sweated fear, embarrassment, and guilt in great, greasy droplets.

				“When did you stop visiting her, Bernice?” I asked. I tried to keep my voice gentle and reassuring. I could have sent her a stream of calm and acceptance to help her get through this, but after the story I’d just heard, I would sooner have shaved my head and painted it orange.

				“About two years ago,” she said. Her eyes focused on mine. “When the other Board members started to disappear, I had to concentrate more on keeping this place running without anybody finding out what was going on. I didn’t have any time to visit her. And then I forgot about her altogether in all the mess.”

				Riley set his drink on the table and fixed her with a cold stare. “How’d she get out of her cell, Bernice?”

				Bernice shook her head. “I swear, I have no idea. And that’s the truth.”

				Something in her story didn’t ring true. In fact, it stank like discarded shoe insoles left in the garbage behind a fish market after a heat wave. If the Board members started disappearing before Kathleen escaped, I’d dress up in one of Sara’s straight-laced business suits and marry Art.

				The strangest part of all was that, according to the emotions I was reading from her, Bernice was certain she was telling the truth.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				In the morning, I left Riley talking business with Art and headed a few buildings over to check out the prison. I doubted I’d find any clues, since Kathleen had escaped two years ago, but it was worth a try. Besides, I’d only ever been in the one building. Sometimes nosiness pays off.

				From the outside, it looked like any of the other dilapidated, whitewashed cracker boxes lining the half circle that formed the complex. I sort of expected the inside to have the same impossible floor plan as the main building, since it looked the same on the outside, but this one had completely different impossible insides.

				I walked through the front door into an office environment. No atrium. No staircase—nothing remotely similar to the building I’d come from. Four desks, two on each side of the room, faced each other, three of them occupied. A water cooler stood in the corner, a shared printer next to it. Everything was beige—the carpet, the walls, the clothes the people wore.

				All three workers looked up from the paperwork on their desks. In unison, they nodded, then lowered their heads and continued scribbling with ballpoint pens. The room was as sterile of emotion as it was of color.

				A door on the opposite wall stood closed, and I headed for that, half expecting one of the golem office workers to stop me. Apparently, my security clearance gave me access, because no one stopped me from stepping into the hallway and pulling the door shut behind me.

				Beige disappeared to be replaced by a dull gray. To the left, the hall broke off into what I suspected by the clanking noises was a kitchen. I poked my head in there and confirmed my suspicions. A golem in an apron stood washing a plate and cup in the sink. When she was done, she dried them, put them away, then removed another set of clean dishes from the shelf and dropped them into the soapy water.

				I stepped back into the hall, disconcerted.

				Straight ahead, the hall stretched farther than I could see, with no curves or intersections whatsoever. On either side, cell after cell lined the walls. Like the main building, the inside dimensions made no sense when compared to the outside. In fact, the prison made no sense anyway, with its single hall stretching out in to oblivion, as if someone had kept adding on whenever the need arose.

				Except, there didn’t seem to be much need, now. I passed at least twenty cells—ten on each side—before I found one that was occupied.

				The occupant was a sad little thing.

				I almost didn’t see him. His skin matched the dull gray surrounding him. If he hadn’t been muttering to himself, I might have missed him entirely.

				“Oh, hello,” I said.

				He froze and stepped back against the wall. If I hadn’t dealt with gremlins before, I might not have been able to follow the movement and keep from losing track of him. Gremlins match their surroundings like chameleons, melting into scenery. They were simple creatures with simple needs. I couldn’t imagine what this one could have done to get himself locked up, save for petty thievery.

				I smiled at him. “I won’t hurt you. You can come out.”

				Nothing moved against the wall. I shrugged. “Alright, then. I don’t want to upset you.”

				I moved down the line of cells. They were all empty, except for the gremlin’s. I’d expected, for some reason, that I’d be able to find Kathleen’s cell without any information.

				Way to think ahead, Zoey. Did you think you’d find it by osmosis?

				I spun around to return to the office when a chill stabbed my spine like a spike of ice. All the emotions I’ve ever felt poured into me at once, tumbling and jostling, shoving at each other.

				They tasted old, as if lived a thousand lives ago, yet their energy was strong, as if their owner—or owners—stood behind me.

				I gagged and pushed through, slamming my filters shut and building up extra walls to keep the feelings out. Each step I took felt like walking through a swamp of taffy until I succeeded in blocking out most of the bombardment.

				I stood in front of Kathleen Valentine’s empty cell, dismayed. Unlike the naughty gremlin several doors down, hers was more a room than a cell. A thick white carpet covered the concrete floor. Red velvet draped over the queen-sized bed, and pink and white satin pillows lay scattered across it. The cell was triple the size of the others, and contained privacy curtains that could be pulled around the toilet and brass, claw-foot tub.

				Kathleen may have been a prisoner, but they hadn’t tossed her in without some comforts.

				The residue of this powerful empath continued to bombard my barriers until I stepped into her cell.

				It all stopped. All of it.

				In my daily life, despite being closed up tight, I continued to feel people around me at all times. With my walls up and filters closed, I couldn’t read their emotions, but they were there, like when you feel someone standing behind you, or when you can hear people moving around in the next room.

				I hadn’t realized this until I stepped into the cell and it all fell away. I opened my filters and tested, but I was alone. Feeling daring, I tore down my protective walls.

				For the first time ever in my life, I was completely alone with my own emotions. I thought I had been before, but blocking everyone out isn’t the same as being utterly alone.

				Part of me relished the silence. But a bigger part of me had to stave off a panic attack.

				I threw my barriers back up, more for the sense of familiarity and safety than anything else, then backed out of the cell.

				The minute I crossed the threshold, it was as if my ears had popped on an airplane, and I could sense people again.

				The gremlin a few cells down. Riley and Art. Bernice. A large group of people I couldn’t identify, but who probably worked somewhere on the compound.

				My walls were up, so I wasn’t feeling their emotions exactly, but I could feel that emotions were out there being felt by their owners.

				I leaned my forehead against the cool concrete wall and took a deep, shaky breath. Total isolation after a lifetime sharing the lives of others had been a deep shock.

				No wonder Kathleen had crossed over into psycholand. Although, to be fair, she’d already crossed over before that. It’s why they’d put her in there. The isolation sure as hell wouldn’t have helped her, though.

				I had intended to search Kathleen’s cell for clues, but I didn’t feel up to it. Riley could do it, maybe. I couldn’t go back in there. Whatever they’d done to dampen Kathleen’s powers was too strong for me to handle. I trotted down the hall to the office.

				

				All three golems lifted their heads again when I walked in.

				“Hey,” I said, breathless from the jog. “What’s with the gremlin?”

				They continued to stare at me for a minute, then went back to their work without answering.

				God, I hated golems.

				I scanned the room and found a file cabinet in the corner. No one objected or tried to stop me from thumbing through the files, which were arranged by cell number. I pulled out the file for the gremlin, then grabbed Kathleen’s file, too.

				“I’m just going to take these with me to my room,” I said, knowing nobody was paying attention to me. “I’ll be back later to steal the petty cash and drink all the water in your cooler.”

				No reaction.

				“Seriously, guys. Why do you even have a water cooler?”

				They failed to answer before I left.

				* * *

				With the sort-of-stolen files tucked under my arm, I had one more stop to make. The last time I’d been here, I hadn’t been allowed to see anything other than my room. Well, then the dining room and Bernice’s office, once Maurice had broken me out of my luxurious jail cell.

				This time, I had full run of the place, and I had every intention of poking around—partly for the sake of curiosity and partly because the place never felt right to me.

				I’d asked Art ahead of time, and he’d given me directions to the correct building. I climbed the rickety steps of an identical cracker-box house and let myself in.

				Of course, the layout was totally different again. The first room was a bit like a reception area, though there was no receptionist on duty, and only a few chairs lined the wall. I continued through to a maze of cubicles, all populated with serious-faced goblins wearing headsets and staring at computer screens.

				A couple of goblins strode up and down the aisles, hands clutched behind their backs, eyeing the operators, pausing here and there to discuss possible findings.

				One supervisor goblin with an unruly mop of black hair saw me and made his way over. He stood about waist high to me, and had dark skin and pointy ears. I’d taken care of two wonderful goblin kids a few months before until we’d found and rescued their mother, Rene.

				“May I help you?” He asked, tipping his head to look at me.

				This was a different from the golems in the prison. Instead of feeling like I had a right to go anywhere I wanted, I felt bad for disrupting their work. After all, I was a civilian intruding on their space. Aegis or not, it didn’t give me the right to barge in unannounced.

				“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize there were so many real people in here. I won’t interrupt.”

				I turned to go, and the goblin grabbed my wrist and spoke in a soft voice. “You’re Zoey, aren’t you?”

				I nodded. “Yes.”

				He smiled. “Please stay. I would love to give you a tour of the call center, and I doubt there’s a person here who doesn’t want to meet you.”

				So much for thinking I was nobody. I’d have to be careful to avoid getting a fat head.

				Randall, the call center manager, took me around to each station and introduced me to the operators. He also took the time to explain exactly what was going on in there.

				Because they worked inside the compound walls, the goblins were some of the few people who knew that the Board members had been murdered, resulting—among other things—in the O.G.R.E. squads wandering off and Hidden breaking the one cardinal law: Stay Hidden.

				The goblins had always monitored the outside world for problems, but in the current circumstances, their workload was ten times what it had been. They monitored traditional media, supernatural and conspiracy-theory blogs, surveillance cameras, phone calls—everything they had to in order to keep the Hidden safe from the public.

				“Doesn’t this upset people, knowing you’re watching their every move?”

				He shrugged. “They don’t really know. Besides, look at this room. Does it look like we have time to listen in on intimate conversations?”

				“I guess not.” It all seemed familiar in a way I didn’t want to think about. I read newspapers. The Hidden world wasn’t so different from the human one after all.

				“You did a good job getting that under-the-bed monster off the street. We saw a video on a blogger’s post. Quick thinking.”

				“Not very effective if a blogger posted it.”

				“It’s been taken down. We sent him threatening emails that said the performer didn’t give permission to share the video and that we would sue him.”

				“And that worked?” I gave him a cynical look.

				“People are very sensitive these days about getting sued for using images they don’t own, yet they really don’t know what they can and cannot do. If he’d stood his ground, we’d have hacked in and corrupted the files instead.”

				“You can do that?”

				“We’re the Division of Truth Diversion. We can do whatever it takes.” He paused a moment and brushed his hair from his eyes. “I just wish we could have helped you with the auction.”

				I hadn’t thought of that. Bernice had all these resources available, and she hadn’t mentioned them even once. “Could you have helped?”

				“We tried. The Hidden were always kidnapped away from cities, which meant away from cameras. I had a whole department scouring Sausalito for you, trying to find the truck the Collector’s men used. Somehow, they evaded us, no matter how hard we tried. I’m sorry.”

				I smiled. “Thank you for trying. It means a lot that you had my back, even if I didn’t know it at the time. She got the drop on all of us, Randall. Don’t feel bad.”

				We stopped at the desk of a goblin girl named Annabelle. Her hair fell down her back in a single braid, and she smiled at me with wide eyes before shaking my hand.

				“I’m such a big fan,” she said. She shoved a notebook and pen at me. “Would you mind giving me your autograph?”

				I glanced at Randall in a panic, but he was no help. He grinned and shrugged, so I wrote her a little something and signed my name.

				What a weird thing to have to do.

				“You know,” Randall said as we walked into his office. “Annabelle is second or third cousins with that woman you saved.”

				“Rene?”

				“Yes. Rene. I don’t think they’re close, but they’re family. That makes it all the more personal that she got to meet you.”

				We sat in his office and drank a cup of coffee together. I was torn between being freaked out at the level of surveillance going on in the Hidden world, and feeling extreme gratitude that an entire call center was watching out for me.

				I placed my empty cup on Randall’s desk. “How much surveillance goes on within the compound? Do you have cameras inside the prison?”

				He shook his head. “There used to be, but with all the golems around, there’s no point. Nobody comes or goes without their knowledge.”

				“Nobody but the murdering psychopath they were keeping prisoner.”

				“Were?” He leaned forward in his chair. “Did she die? Please say she died.”

				This was seriously bad news that the eyes and ears of the Board were blind and deaf within their own compound. Also, I found it suspicious that internal security had been reduced to golems only.

				“She didn’t die. She escaped.”

				Randall stared at me. “How is that even possible?”

				“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. I have her file here. If there’s anything in it to help me, I’ll find it.”

				His dark lips paled. “She’s the one who killed the Board members then, isn’t she?”

				“Yes. And she’s the one who took the Aegises from the Collector.”

				Randall pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers and closed his eyes. “Why wouldn’t Mrs. Abernathy tell us about this as soon as she knew?”

				“That’s the question, isn’t it?” One I suspected no one but Kathleen Valentine could answer.

				“The Covenant can’t hold up much longer like this.”

				I put my palms on the edge of his desk and looked him square in the eyes. “Randall, what happens if the Covenant is broken? Nobody will tell me, other than overdramatized doom-and-gloom vagaries.”

				He swallowed hard and folded his hands in his lap. “Nobody really knows. But before the Covenant, it was chaos. All sorts of dangers roamed the earth. Humans and Hidden alike were eaten or infected with terrible conditions like necrolosis, lycanthropy or sanguinitis.”

				“I don’t want to know what those are, do I?”

				“Probably not.”

				“We’re talking about the zombie apocalypse, aren’t we?”

				“Among other things.”

				My throat was dry. I gave my empty coffee cup a sad look. “I have to fix this.”

				Randall’s phone rang, and he picked it up. “Yes? Oh. What have you got?” He jotted something down on a pad and glanced up at me while he talked.

				I gestured out the door to ask if I should leave, and he shook his head, holding up his hand for me to wait. “And what’s the address? Uh huh. All right. Great job. Keep me posted.” He hung up and checked something on his own monitor. “Well, dragon balls.”

				“Is it something really bad?” I asked.

				“It’s not great. Not only do I have a rogue Bigfoot, I’ve got a timeshare scam taking advantage of it.”

				“Is there an O.G.R.E. squad in the area?”

				“Yes, but they’re on strike until we get them new contracts and back pay.”

				I nodded. “We ran into that same situation in Idaho. Gris sorted it out.”

				“I don’t have any teams in the area right now.” He tapped away at the keyboard. “I could reroute the banshee sisters, but I really needed them in Seattle. The mothman/djinn team you worked with are knee deep on an Indian reservation in Mississippi at the moment, so I can’t call them.” He ran a hand through his hair, causing chunks of it to stand up in spikes.

				I touched the back of his hand to get his attention. “Randall, where is it? I can do research on Kathleen in the car on the way.”

				His shoulders relaxed, and his fingers stopped flying across the keys. “You don’t mind?”

				“It’s better than sitting around here waiting for the end of the world.”

				He nodded his understanding. “Well then.” He tore off the sheet of paper he’d been writing on. “How do you feel about Branson, Missouri?”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Riley was on board. I had the feeling he and Art had been getting on each other’s nerves—they both seemed eager to get us the hell out of there. Bernice, embarrassed from having been caught in a lie about visiting the prisoner, didn’t have much to say on the matter.

				Maurice, however, was a problem.

				“I’m going with you,” he said.

				I stood in the dark hallway outside my room, blinking at him. “What?”

				“I’ll ride in the back. The windows are dark. Nobody will see me.”

				“What about the house? And Stacy?” The concept had taken me so by surprise, my thoughts flailed around in my head looking for something solid to grab hold of. “What if Sara needs you?”

				He chuckled. “Zo, they have phones, you know. Besides. All we need is a broom closet and I can be back there in seconds.”

				“I don’t understand why you’d even want to go.”

				“I’ve never been anywhere interesting. I always have to stay behind. I don’t pass for human, so I don’t get to go anywhere exciting, like Branson or Vegas. I want to see the lights, Zoey.”

				For a minute, I actually thought he was going to cry. Maybe it was the low light of the hallway. “If it means that much, I guess you can come with us. But only until you see it, okay? It kind of makes me nervous that neither of us are at the house.”

				“Andrew’s doing okay.”

				“I’m sure he is, but I feel better when you’re in charge.”

				Lunch had already come and gone before we left, but Branson was less than eight hours away, and with Maurice in the car, it made sense to arrive after dark anyway. He could see all the bright lights, and nobody could see him.

				Now that we had another passenger, Gris insisted on sitting in the backseat with Maurice—which added Fauntleroy to his already unruly moniker once he introduced himself.

				Gris and Maurice chattered constantly through the drive, sang show tunes, and then argued for eighty miles over whether Neil Diamond sang “Red, Red Wine” before UB40.

				By the time we reached Springfield, my head pounded and Riley gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles.

				“What is that weird noise?” I asked, turning toward Riley in my seat.

				A scowl the likes of which I’d never seen on him before carved deep lines across his face. For the first time, I could see how maybe reapers might be scary.

				“Tire’s low.” He signaled and pulled to the shoulder. “Might be flat.”

				Maurice unbuckled and sat forward. “What’s wrong? Why are we stopping?”

				“Tire,” I said, getting out. “Stay put.”

				“Where would I go?”

				Gravel crunched under my feet. Riley came around to the passenger side, and we both stared at the puddle of rubber pooled beneath the wheel. Cars whizzed past on the highway, and my hair flew in every direction with their passing.

				“Well, I’d say that’s flat.”

				Riley nodded. “Guess so.”

				We had to pull out the luggage to get to the spare. I had AAA, but between us, we could change the tire in less time than it would probably take for a mechanic to get there. The sun hadn’t gone down yet. We could do it.

				Riley had the dead tire off and carried it to the back of the car to stash it when a police car pulled up behind us. I smiled at him and prayed he didn’t feel it necessary to stay long to chat.

				Or glance in the back seat.

				The windows were tinted, sure. But the car wasn’t a limo. If a person really looked, they could see shapes. A cop might ask about who was in the back seat.

				And then he’ll want me to open the door for him. He’ll see Maurice and the entire Hidden world will be exposed. He might try to haul Maurice off somewhere for experiments. And then, oh, hello! Zombie Apocalypse.

				Having totally freaked myself out, I smiled at the officer coming toward us, praying that I didn’t look like somebody trying to hide a dead body.

				“Looks like you’re having a bit of trouble,” he said.

				You have no freaking idea.

				“Yes, sir,” Riley said, shaking the officer’s hand. “I think we’ve just about got it, though.”

				“California plates,” he said, pushing back his hat. “Where you folks headed?”

				My grin felt artificial. I knew I looked suspicious. Oh, God, he’s going to frisk me, and I have a list of Bigfoot witnesses in my pocket. I swallowed. “Branson.”

				He nodded in approval. “Nice. We go to Branson couple times a year. The kids love it.”

				Riley struggled with the lug nuts in an effort to hurry. It might’ve gone faster if I’d helped, but I leaned against the back passenger door, looking as casual as I could, blocking the window.

				The officer made his way over and ducked his head to look. “Branson’s a great family place. You have kids back there?”

				The car shifted and sank as Riley lowered the jack.

				“That’s my brother,” Riley said.

				The cop tried again to peer inside. “Sure would like to meet him.”

				“I’m sure he would love to meet you, too. Unfortunately, it’s still light out. My brother has a condition. When we open the doors to get in and out, he has to stay covered or the sunlight will burn him.”

				The police officer frowned. “You trying to tell me he’s a vampire, son?”

				Riley chuckled. “No, sir. He’s sick.” He paused, then lowered his voice, as if trying not to let Maurice hear. “In fact, he’s dying. We’re taking him to Branson so he can see it all lit up. It’s his last wish.”

				The cop’s face clouded, and he nodded his head. “Branson’s a good place.” He patted Riley on the shoulder. “Have a safe trip. God bless you, son.”

				“Thank you, sir.”

				He returned to his patrol car and climbed in.

				Riley shut the hatch, and we both waved at the officer.

				“What’s he doing?” I asked, without moving my lips much.

				“Probably running our plates, just in case.”

				“Fair enough. I guess it’s possible we made up such an unlikely story.”

				We got back in the car and buckled in.

				Riley started the engine, and we pulled back on the road. He stuck his tongue at me. “I didn’t hear you coming up with anything better.”

				“I panicked. Sorry.”

				Maurice piped up from the back seat. “Did I hear you say I’m dying?”

				* * *

				Thanks to the flat tire, we didn’t roll into Branson until close to eleven. Those of us who had done the driving minded the late hour, but later was better, as far as Maurice was concerned.

				And Branson was lit up like a tiny Vegas to welcome him. Colored lights advertised every sort of show, from singing and dancing, to magic and comedy. Country entertainers competed against opera singers and trained animals to pull people in off the streets.

				Maurice unbuckled his seatbelt and moved back and forth between windows, squealing like an excited child. “Zoey, it’s King Kong! Do you see him?”

				I laughed. “He’s three stories tall, I can’t miss him.”

				Gris, sitting on Maurice’s shoulder, was every bit as amazed at his first look at the town. “Is that the Titanic? I love that movie! I wish we could go into the museum.”

				Maurice pressed his face against the window. “Ohmygosh, can we get frozen custard and ride go-carts?”

				His excitement simultaneously delighted me and made my heart hurt. Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed him to come with us. Showing him things he could never actually do was cruel.

				“We need sleep, Maurice,” I said. “Maybe we can figure out a disguise for you or something once we get through this.”

				“Really?”

				“I’m not promising anything. Maybe.”

				What a bitch. Somebody should shoot me. I am the worst kind of person.

				Riley understood both my discomfort and Maurice and Gris’s excitement. Despite the late hour, we drove up and down the main strip three or four times before getting a hotel room for the night. Our boys got several eyefuls and seemed content.

				The experience gave me a new perspective on Gris. While he was ogling a brightly lit Elvis memorial, I sent a delicate probe his way to check on his emotions. The small campfire I’d felt in him before burned on its own. In fact, it seemed a little brighter, a little larger than it had been. I might have poured some emotional kerosene in there to get it going, but it was maintaining itself without my help. Gris was becoming something more.

				Neither the monster nor the golem needed to sleep, but we did. We paid for a full suite so the boys could have a kitchen and living room while Riley and I had our own bedroom away from them. My intention had been to send Maurice home once we got there, but I didn’t have the heart.

				“Let them have a slumber party,” I said, yawning and snuggling into Riley’s arms for the night. “We’ll figure it out tomorrow.”

				He kissed the top of my head and wrapped his arms around me. “As long as the llama doesn’t eat it, martinis get in free.”

				His gentle snores stirred my hair and made me smile. I followed him into sleep a minute later.

				* * *

				The smell of good coffee, bacon, and homemade biscuits baking woke me in the morning.

				I stretched and sat up. “I love you, Riley, but I think I may love Maurice a tiny bit more right now.”

				Riley sniffed the air and grinned. “I’m going to marry that monster, someday. You’re on your own.”

				Eggs, bacon, biscuits, honey. Maurice hadn’t made anything particularly special or gourmet, but it was all delicious. For Maurice, this was roughing it.

				The kitchen in our suite had a small closet that held a broom, iron and ironing board. Maurice had squeezed into it and gone back to my house to get groceries from my fridge and pantry.

				I would trade the ability to go to the Titanic museum for being able to travel through closets in a second. Then again, I didn’t really feel the urge to go to the Titanic museum, so it wasn’t a fair comparison.

				After breakfast, Riley went off to shower, and Gris glued himself to the television to watch episodes of Scooby Doo.

				Maurice sipped his coffee, a pensive look on his face. “I apologized to Stacy this morning.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “You did?”

				He nodded. “I was so mad at her for walking around in public like that. I never realized until last night how much I was missing by staying at home all the time. If I hadn’t been with you, I might have bolted from the car and run down the street last night. I wanted to see everything. I wanted to do everything.”

				“I’m sorry, Maurice. I shouldn’t have let you come.”

				“No, Zo. Don’t feel like that. I’m glad I got to see it.”

				“Maybe when we get through all this we’ll go on a real vacation. I’ll figure something out.”

				He patted my hand. “I know you will, Zo. First, let’s save your mom. Vacation can wait.”

				* * *

				Two hours later, Maurice was back at the house in California, Gris was absorbed by Leave It to Beaver reruns, and Riley and I hit the street.

				Our hot tip from the all-seeing eyes and ears of the goblin call center told us the best place to go. We put ourselves in the predatory path of the scam artist’s assistant outside the Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum.

				I’d gone in earlier and bought a souvenir book in the gift shop so I’d have a bag with the name of the museum on it. We sat on a bench out front eating ice cream and swinging our legs, oohing over pictures of the Dog-faced Boy and the city of Venice recreated out of toothpicks. We were tourists interested in the strange and unusual.

				We’d baited the trap. Now all we could do was wait.

				It didn’t take long.

				A woman in a spangled cowgirl outfit and the reddest, most sparkling lips I’d ever seen sat on the bench next to us. Her rhinestone hat was tall, but when she took it off and laid it across her lap, I could see her black, shiny hair was teased even taller.

				She let out a deep, dramatic sigh and leaned against the bench.

				“You folks don’t mind if I take up a teeny piece of your bench for a minute, do you?”

				“Not at all,” Riley said. “You look like you need a break.”

				She fanned herself with the hat, though I didn’t think it was that hot outside. Mind you, that could have been because I was eating ice cream at eleven in the morning.

				The woman sat up straighter and smoothed the tassels on her jacket. “Did you just come out of there?” She tipped her head toward the museum.

				I held up the book clutched in one hand. “It was amazing.”

				She nodded, and her tall hair bobbled on her head. “Branson’s got a lot of unbelievable things to offer.”

				Riley grinned. “We’re hitting the wax museum next.”

				The woman’s painted brows dipped. “I suppose that’s fun. It’s not real, of course. Just a bunch of wax figures. But the tourists like it.”

				I shrugged. “What would you suggest?”

				Careful, Zoey. Don’t scare her off.

				“Well, I do have a good friend who has some gorgeous vacation homes right on the path of...” She stopped and looked around, then gave us each a long, hard look. “You probably wouldn’t be interested.”

				Good Lord. How hard is it to get scammed in this town? Do I have to come right out and beg for it?

				Riley pretended to give a nervous glance at a man walking by, then spoke in a hushed voice. “We might be interested.”

				The woman drew closer to us, and from out of nowhere, handed us a business card from between her shiny red talons. “Here. What are your names?”

				Riley didn’t hesitate. “Riley and Zoey McGillicutty.” He took the card.

				I tried not to give him the side-eye. Riley’s last name was Banks. I had no idea where he got McGillicutty.

				“I’m Rosie,” she said, and pulled out her phone. “I’ll just give my friend a call and let him know you’re on your way. Oh, you’re going to love these houses. They’re so pretty. And we need gorgeous, happy couples like you in the neighborhood. You’ll fit right in! But that’s not all. I can’t tell you what the secret surprise is, but since I know you two are such fans of the unusual and different, I know you’re going to love it.”

				Chocolate dripped down the side of my cone and over my knuckles. I’d been paying more attention to the show she was giving us than to the melting ice cream in my hand. I was sure her sparkling lipstick had hypnotic qualities. I couldn’t look away. Her lips were identical to Dorothy’s ruby slippers. That much glitter before lunchtime should have been against the law.

				Glitter Cowgirl Barbie tapped the display on her phone and put it against her ear. “Hey, sugar. It’s Rosie. I’ve got some new friends who would love to come over and chat with you about the opportunities you have to offer.”

				I didn’t recall either of us agreeing to such a thing, but it was what we were there for, so I offered a nervous smile when she grinned at me, and I didn’t object. Riley, having his own trouble with drippy ice cream, took both our cones to a nearby trashcan and dumped them.

				When she smiled, Rosie’s teeth were all the whiter for being nestled between ruby lips that flashed in the sunlight. “No, no, I didn’t tell them. I thought you’d want to share the surprise, Brian. Absolutely. All right, hun. I’ll send them right over.”

				She ended the call and beamed at us. “He can’t wait to meet you! You’re going to love this. Now, where’s your car parked? I want to make sure I give you good directions. You’ll want to get right out there while he’s got a spot for you between appointments.”

				Had we been typical tourists, completely unaware of what was going on, I suspect we still would have landed in the vacation ownership office ten minutes later. She didn’t give us time to think. One minute, we were enjoying our vacation, the next, we were off to see a man about a mysterious something—clueless, disoriented, and feeling foolish.

				Except that we weren’t typical tourists. We were playing a part in order to get into the office. We were playing the player. Scamming the scammer. Getting ready to drop the hammer on some asshole exploiting the Hidden. Or humans. That much we didn’t know for sure, yet. I felt like we were Boris and Natasha.

				In the car, I got excited by the whole espionage thing. “I wish I had Kam’s cool leather outfit. Can we talk in Russian accents?” I licked the back of my hand to get some of the sticky off of it.

				“You need to get out more.” Riley rolled his eyes and looked like he was trying not to laugh. “Is that our turn coming up?”

				I checked the notes Rosie had written down. “Yes. On the right.”

				We pulled into the parking lot of a large building and walked in through the entrance. The room was tastefully decorated with leather chairs, teak end tables, and a big-screen television hanging on the wall running a loop of commercials for various shows in town. A receptionist greeted us, took our names, and asked us to have a seat.

				Fifteen minutes passed. Twenty. People came and went. Every few minutes, the receptionist caught me looking at the clock behind her head and apologized for the wait.

				At the thirty-minute mark, Riley stood up. “It’s been a half hour.” He directed his words at me, but in a loud enough voice to catch the receptionist’s attention. “I think we should just go.”

				“Oh, wait!” She rose, flapping her arm at us, at the same time pressing the phone to her ear and mumbling into the handset. Thirty seconds later, a door opened, and a short man with red hair and freckles introduced himself with the unlikely name of Boudreaux O’Brian.

				Judging by his height of approximately five feet, his red hair, obviously Irish surname and, most of all, the familiar gold shamrock pinned to the lapel of his jacket, I had no doubt whatsoever that we had our scam artist.

				“Sonofabitch,” I said under my breath.

				Boudreaux O’Brian was a leprechaun.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				I’d dealt with leprechauns before. Nasty little thugs who preyed on people they thought were weak and vulnerable. They’d thought I fell into that category, and I made them sorry. I also took all their magical gold shamrocks and kicked their greedy asses out of my town.

				I hated the idea that I was using racial profiling on Boudreaux O’Brian, but we already knew he was up to something. The fact that he was a leprechaun reinforced the stereotype.

				Maybe someday I’d meet a leprechaun who wasn’t a total dick.

				“Mr. and Mrs. McGillicutty!” he said, grinning like a shark. “Have you been waiting long? How long are you in town? Are you enjoying your stay here? Seen any shows yet? Why don’t you follow me?”

				He gave us no time to answer any of his questions, and we followed down a long hallway like a pair of docile dairy cows off to be milked.

				The quiet waiting room and hallway gave us no warning for what awaited us. The hall dumped into an enormous room filled with tables and chairs, more than half of which had people like us held spellbound by salesmen like Boudreaux.

				I’d been under the impression that the problem was one guy making extra cash on the side at the expense of the Hidden community. This was not the case.

				Not a single salesman in the room was over five feet tall. They had a wide variety of hair and eye colors, and their features were all different. Fat, thin, old, young, glasses, beards, even one with an eye patch—their short stature was the only thing they had in common.

				That and the expensive suits and gold shamrock pins.

				Oh, come on. Who did I piss off to get these guys again?

				I rubbed my forehead with the tips of my fingers to ease the growing tension. Riley gave me a sideways glance. He wasn’t happy either. We had to continue to play the part of regular, unaware humans until we could find out what the scam was here, then get the O.G.R.E. squad back together to take down the leprechaun ring.

				Simple, right?

				What followed was the most mind-numbing experience of my life.

				Pretty pictures of pretty places and pretty people. Graphs. Charts. Enthusiastic gestures.

				At one point, to my utter confusion, Boudreaux—call me “Bud”—went off on a tangent about what monsters his two kids were in public. Maybe he intended to make himself more accessible. More like us. But he’d already asked us if we had kids, and we’d said no. So, this tactic was either part of the script, or a slip in character.

				Had someone asked, I’d have said very few people, if any, fell for this spiel. Unless a person was specifically in the market for a vacation timeshare, what were the odds they could be convinced to sign after being scooped up from the street, made to wait, then forced to listen to an overenthusiastic speech on how this timeshare was different. This timeshare was vacation ownership. This opportunity was once in a lifetime and would enrich our entire existence forever.

				And yet, every few minutes a cork popped from a champagne bottle and the room erupted in applause. Several wine refrigerators stood waiting, fully stocked with more champagne in expectation of the hundreds of people a day who would say yes.

				I was appalled.

				I was also aware that the success rate of the salesmen was suspiciously lucky and, more than once, I caught sight of a leprechaun stroking a finger across his magical gold shamrock shortly before the sound of a popping cork.

				After two hours—which included a private showing of a video featuring more pretty people in pretty places—I thought we had to be about done. And yet, there was no word of Bigfoot or any other illegal mention of the Hidden. We’d received nothing but the standard salesman douchebaggery.

				My ass hurt from the hard chairs, I had to pee, and we had nothing on this guy or his operation. I considered bitch slapping him, just because.

				“I know you’re getting tired,” he said, as we came out of the media room blinking in the sudden overhead lights. “We’re almost done, I swear. Now comes the best part!”

				A cork popped and, weary and worn down, I automatically clapped my hands.

				We followed Bud back to our table, but instead of sitting down, he grabbed his briefcase. “Now I get to show you the property. You’re going to love it! The neighborhood I have in mind for you has loads of special features you have to see to believe.”

				Oh, please let the special features be Bigfoot. If this turns out to be a regular, garden-variety scam, I’m going to be so pissed.

				Bud drove us a few miles from the sales center to a pleasant, clean neighborhood of small two-story houses, all identical except for the exterior paint.

				“Every house is the same, with all the same furniture and decorations,” he said. “That way, whenever you come stay, it won’t matter which house you get. It’ll always be familiar and feel like home.”

				There was some logic to that. And the houses were pretty little things. I shook my head to clear it. Before long, I’d be writing this guy a check if I wasn’t careful.

				He led us inside, and Riley took off for the upstairs bathroom, while I made a beeline for the one in the downstairs master bedroom. We didn’t even ask first, so I hoped this wasn’t a model house with no real plumbing.

				The house was nice. And fully stocked with everything we could possibly need at a home away from home. Nothing spectacular, mind you, but it did have toilet paper, so I was pleased.

				Riley and I made it back to the high-ceilinged living room, welcomed by Bud’s wide grin.

				“Well? What do you think?” He seemed to expect us to jump up and down, clap our hands in excitement, and beg to be allowed our 1/50th ownership in such a spectacular piece of property.

				Riley shrugged. “It’s not bad. Sort of small.”

				Bud’s smile wavered.

				I moved to the window. “The view’s not as impressive as I thought it would be.”

				Bud’s renewed grin reflected in the window in front of me. “Of course, there are lots of homes to choose from, and when you make your reservations, you can request a certain area.” He paused, and I turned to face him. He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “I haven’t shown you the best part yet.”

				Riley and I exchanged a look. “There’s more?” I asked. I folded my arms across my chest and tried to look bored.

				He nodded. “Only for a few special owners. Come with me.”

				We piled back in his car and drove to the other side of the neighborhood where the houses butted against an overgrown wilderness of trees, vines and scrubby bushes.

				Without a word, Bud led us into a house and up the stairs. He handed us each a pair of binoculars and pointed our view to a specific area.

				I had to scan the area for a minute, but then I caught it. Over the trees and into a clearing, a Bigfoot family went about their day. Two hairy adults moved logs, leaves and rocks, as if tidying up. Three small children played in the center. The entire family seemed oblivious to their visibility.

				My breath caught in my throat.

				“Ah, so you see them,” Bud said. “That right there is a feature you won’t find in any other vacation ownership opportunity.”

				“Is that Bigfoot?” Riley asked.

				“Indeed it is.” Bud patted us both on the shoulder. “Of course, the price goes up a notch for the privilege of being this close to something so remarkable, but I think you’ll agree, it’s well worth it.”

				And there it was. Three hours of bullshit later and we finally had what we came for. Timeshare salesmen in general were shady. Leprechauns, especially lately, were worse. A leprechaun timeshare operation that preyed on humans and exposed a family of Hidden was the bottom of the scumbucket.

				“I think we’re ready to go back,” Riley said.

				I nodded. “We’ve seen enough to proceed.”

				Bud beamed with excitement. “Wonderful! We’ll go back and get you all signed up!”

				I almost felt bad for him. He really thought he’d made a sale.

				When we settled back into the sales center at the same table we’d had before, Bud pulled out the paperwork and started to go over pricing with us.

				“Bud, my friend,” Riley said, his gray eyes serious. “I know how this works, so we’re going to fast forward through the bullshit. If I tell you no, you’ll call your boss over to make us a better offer, am I right?”

				Bud shuffled the papers in his hands and nodded. “Well, yes. But I think we can—”

				Riley shook his head. “No, Bud, I don’t think we can. Why don’t you call him over.”

				He sighed. “Carlos!” he yelled. “Hey, Carlos! Come on over for a minute.”

				Another leprechaun, a few inches shorter than Bud and with blond hair strode over. “How can I help?” He took the paperwork and eyed it while running a stubby finger over the gold shamrock pinned to his lapel. “I think I can make this an easy decision for you. I’m prepared to knock down the price—”

				Riley brushed his fingers over the dark gem in his ring to summon power, then leaned forward in his chair and spoke in a soft but terrifying voice. “I think we’d better go to your office, Carlos.”

				Both leprechauns sucked in their breaths. “Reaper,” Bud whispered. “I didn’t know.” He looked at me and gave me a once-over, I suppose to see if I was a reaper, too. He started to dismiss me and look away when his face went pale and he froze. “You said your name is Zoey.”

				I smiled. “Yes.”

				“The last name isn’t McGillicutty, is it?”

				“Nope.”

				“And you’re with a reaper.”

				“Yep.”

				By this time, Carlos had drawn the same conclusion that Bud had. “Holy Mother of All, you’re the Aegis. The one that chased off the Sacramento branch of the family.”

				I smiled even brighter. “Shall we go to your office, Carlos?”

				Finally this whole celebrity thing is paying off. Go me! Maybe they’ll want an autograph, too. Probably not.

				The poor man shook through most of our short discussion. As if a reaper and—apparently—a scary Aegis weren’t enough, the knowledge that the local O.G.R.E. squad would be back on the job in the next day or two sent them all running.

				For such a large operation, they packed it up with astonishing speed and efficiency once we came out of Carlos’s office.

				I had no idea how many people lost money on the scam, and frankly, I had far too much on my plate to try to sort through it all and get the money back for everyone involved.

				We’d kept the Covenant safe for today.

				Let the Board deal with the rest.

				We went back to the hotel, exhausted, pissed off, and starving. Maurice hadn’t come back, so we were on our own for dinner. Room service sounded divine. I’d had enough of the whirring colors and bright lights of Branson.

				A knock on the door came as I was hanging up the phone. Too soon to be room service. I raised an eyebrow at Riley, and he went to answer it.

				I was ashamed to admit it, but I hadn’t noticed Gris wasn’t around when we came back.

				He was, however, at the door when Riley opened it. And he wasn’t alone.

				A thin, middle-aged blonde woman, taller than a leprechaun, but a few inches short of average, stood waiting in the hallway with Gris perched on her shoulder.

				“I found her!” he said, punching his fist in the air.

				“Found who?” I moved toward the door, frowning. “Come inside before someone sees you.”

				The woman held out her hand, and lace dripped from her wrist. “I’m Mina,” she said, shaking Riley’s hand and stepping inside.

				It was a good thing we’d splurged on the suite. I hadn’t planned on receiving guests, but having a living room to do it in was better than offering her a bed to sit on.

				“Mina’s the head of the O.G.R.E.s in this area,” Gris said. He hopped off her shoulder and took a seat on the chunky wooden coffee table.

				“Was,” she said, giving him a raised eyebrow. “Gris, however charming, has not convinced me to go back to work.”

				“Didn’t Gris show you the contracts and give you your back pay?” Riley sat opposite from her on the couch, his hands dangling between his knees. “I believe there’s a rehire bonus, too.”

				She nodded. “He explained these things. I’m not convinced, however, that the same lack of management won’t occur again, leaving me high and dry. I’d love nothing more than to get back to work as the regional O.G.R.E. overseer and stop having to hock my wares at swap meets and Renaissance festivals. But the Board’s chain of command broke down somewhere. I don’t know how and, frankly, I don’t want to know. But I don’t think I can trust its stability right now, at least not as far as my own security goes.”

				Riley started to speak, and I interrupted him. I could feel her hesitation mixing with regret in a wind tunnel of emotion. This was a conflicted woman. I’d have to be the one to ease her through it, because I was the only one who could feel it with her.

				“What is it you do, Mina? You certainly look human, but it’s been my experience that looks don’t tell the whole story.”

				She blinked in surprise, though I wasn’t sure if it was my question or my ignorance that surprised her. “I’m an elemental hag.”

				I’d left my Cycle Pedia of the Hidden at home. Janey and Toby, the goblin kids I’d taken care of, made it for me to help keep me from looking stupid in situations like this. I was pretty sure there was no entry in it for an elemental hag, so it wouldn’t have helped anyway.

				“Forgive me,” I said, “but I’m not familiar with that term.”

				Again with the surprised look. “How do you not know who and what I am? Clearly, the Board still doesn’t have its act together if their own employees are so ignorant.” She rose from the couch. “I think I’ll be going, now.”

				Excellent work, Zoey. Chased her right out. Good thing you’re in charge.

				“Mina, please. I think we have a misunderstanding here. While these two gentlemen work for the Board in different capacities, I do not. I’m helping. And doing a poor job of it. If you’ll sit down, I’ll explain.”

				Reluctance and distrust drifted off of her like dandelion fluff, but underneath it, a tiny spark of eagerness flickered. I could get through to her if I tried. She wanted to believe. I had to earn her trust, first.

				She perched on the couch cushion, stiff and wary. “All right. I’ll give you five minutes.”

				I took a deep breath, held it, and let it out while I gathered my thoughts and sized her up. There was only one way to approach this woman. I’d have to tell her the truth. “Mina, you’re absolutely right. I’m going to trust you with information I’m not supposed to give to anybody. I need your promise that, no matter what, even if you decide to walk away, what I’m going to tell you is between us. You won’t tell anyone else.”

				She narrowed her eyes while she considered my words, then nodded. “If you’re straight with me, I’ll be straight with you and keep the information to myself.”

				“Good.” I glanced over at Riley, and his posture was tense. I don’t think he approved of my plan. Too bad. The Board—Bernice—had screwed up in keeping everything quiet. I wouldn’t broadcast it all to the world, but some people needed to know or the whole system would break down. Exactly as it had.

				I told Mina about the Board murders. I told her my story, about how I knew nothing of the Hidden a year ago, but after a series of experiences, had found out I was an Aegis. Mina asked few questions, but nodded a lot, as if she knew some of the stories, but not all of them or how they fit together.

				When I described the auction and how all the Aegises had been captured as slave labor by the Collector, then kidnapped by someone else while we battled the Collector, her face paled.

				She stopped me when I got to the two grisly murders of the Aegises in Texas and Iowa. “What about the others? What about Rob Cavendish?”

				I looked at Riley, and he pulled out his notepad. “Rob’s an aviacom,” he said. “He can direct wind, so he’s air. Earth is next.”

				Mina frowned. “What do you mean by that? Do you know where he is?”

				I shook my head. “We don’t know where he is. But the clues left for us indicate the order they intend to kill the Aegises. I wish more than anything that there was a clue to the location, but there isn’t. Not much of one, anyway. All we have to go on right now is what was written near the first body.”

				Riley checked his notes again. “The only clues for the next two are ‘Caught between stalagmite teeth’ and ‘Used as dino bait.’ That’s not much when the entire United States is possible.”

				Mina chewed her bottom lip, her eyes focused on the wall behind me. After a long moment, she fixed her eyes on me. “I’ve been friends with Rob for a very long time. We have similar skills. Since we can both communicate with the wind, we could communicate with each other over long distances. He stopped talking to me a few years ago. I didn’t think about it much. Friends lose touch sometimes.” She wiped her palms on her jeans. “As long as you keep me in the loop and let me help with the hunt for this murderer, I’ll go back to work for the Board and deal with the petty crimes going on around here.”

				I crossed my heart with my index finger. “I promise. In fact, I’ll give you my cell number. Any problems you have with the Board, call me, and I’ll get it sorted out for you.”

				Riley nodded. “It would be nice to have somebody on speed dial who can talk to the wind.”

				She shrugged. “It’ll be nice to have a steady paycheck again. I’ve been selling handmade soaps imbedded with small spells and charms. It’s a nice hobby, but it’s not paying the bills.”

				Gris stretched from his spot on the coffee table. “Are we ready, then?” He reached into a compartment in his chest and removed some paper folded into a tiny square.

				I’d missed this part of the process last time, since he and Frankie the Imp had conducted their business in the men’s room at the bar. Gris wiped his hand along the condensation on my glass of water, then flicked it at the tiny square of paper. The paper swelled when the moisture hit it, much like those dinosaur sponges that come in a capsule and blow up to their full size when immersed in water.

				After a careful smoothing, the contract was perfectly dry and the expected size. Gris pointed at several spots. “Sign here and here, initial there, and we’re all set.”

				Mina signed the contract, and Gris folded it, blew on it until it shrank, and returned it to the secret compartment hidden in his chest cavity.

				“How long before you can get your team back together?” I asked.

				Mina smiled. “My team is always available. I use dust devils, water spouts, and wind tunnels to assist me. It’s just me and all the elementals I can convince to help me. It’s a matter of tact as much as magic.”

				This woman may very well have been the coolest person I’d ever met. I had to wonder whether my friend Aggie could do all the same things, or if she had a totally different skill set.

				Note to self: Ask Aggie if she controls the weather, and if so, can she make sure it’s sunny when we hold the elf/attic monster wedding in the back yard.

				We followed Mina out into the hallway, then walked out to her car. When she stepped outside, she stopped, one foot poised half in the air. Her head tilted to the side, and her hair fluttered in a slight breeze.

				“Shit,” she said.

				“What’s wrong?”

				“Someone is forcibly disrupting the elements. The wind is distressed.” She paused to continue listening. “You said ‘caught between stalagmite teeth’ was one of the clues?”

				Riley nodded. “Yes.”

				“I know where the next Aegis is.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Felding Caverns was a tourist attraction twenty minutes outside of Branson. The gift shop and check-in hadn’t closed, so if Mina was right about Amanda Fairweather, nobody had discovered the body yet. In fact, if we hurried, maybe we could keep her alive.

				

				As we pulled into the parking lot, an SUV similar to Mabel passed us going the other way. The girl in the backseat looked familiar. Her blonde pigtails swung with her head, her gaze trained on mine. My head swam with pictures of small blonde girls. At the Cadillac and Bug ranches with a small, happy family. Hiking on the trail in Massacre Rock with a middle-aged backpacker and several other kids.

				I gasped. “The little girl. A year ago,” I said, voice shaking. “I saw her a year ago.”

				Riley frowned. “Who?”

				“I saw Katy last year in a park in Bolinas. She was on a swing, looking so sad. I’d just learned I was an empath, and I was practicing with people in the park. I tried to send her emotional comfort from a distance. She looked so, so sad.” I ran my hand through my hair and scrunched it in my hand at the scalp. “She’s been watching us since the first murder. And she’s been watching me all along.”

				Riley put his arms around me and smoothed his hand over my back for comfort. “What makes you think that was her? We don’t even know what she looks like yet.”

				I pulled away and took a step back. “I just saw her. We’ve seen her at every location so far. I don’t know why I didn’t recognize her before. None of us did.”

				Mina frowned. “What is she talking about?”

				Riley brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Honey, there’s nobody around. We’re alone here.”

				I pointed at the road. “She was in the car. Just now. Looking right at me.”

				Riley and Mina exchanged wary looks. “The SUV?”

				I nodded. “Yeah.”

				“There was nobody in there but the driver.”

				“She had her face pressed against the glass. How could you not see her? Mina, help me out. You saw her, right?” I looked at both their faces, desperate to have confirmation that I wasn’t imagining things.

				Mina bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Zoey. There was nobody else in there.”

				My purse lurched from my shoulder. I caught it by the strap before it hit the ground, and Gris popped his head out.

				“I didn’t see anything, obviously, but it’s quite possible she fogged the minds of everyone but you.” He craned his neck to look for the car. “That’s well within her abilities, from what I understand.”

				I shifted the purse in a more comfortable position. “Thanks, Gris. That makes me feel a little less like I’m losing my mind.”

				I glanced down the road, then at the cave’s welcome center. We couldn’t take off to chase a car that held a driver and a girl only I could see. We’d already stood there long enough for the car to hit the highway and be long gone. I’d screwed up and lost my chance at catching her. The best I could do now was try to get to Amanda in time to save her.

				Unlike some of the bigger, more popular cave attractions, the tour was self-guided and on foot. No tour guide, and certainly no fancy jeep to drive us through. We paid the entry fee for the three of us, and the long-haired college kid gave us helmets with headlamps, maps and a prerecorded tour. We thanked him, and he went back to his anthropology textbook.

				Riley and I walked behind Mina into the damp darkness. Water dripped somewhere ahead, and our steps echoed. Mina didn’t bother with the map. None of us bothered to turn on the tour recording. From time to time, Mina skimmed her fingers over the calcium deposits and murmured.

				She led us deeper into the narrowing caves. At times, we stooped to keep from scraping our heads on the ceiling, and twice Riley had to turn sideways to keep his shoulders from getting wedged.

				Gris supplemented the light from our headlamps by holding up my cellphone. It didn’t give much light, but it helped.

				After what seemed like an endless descent into darkness that probably only took about ten minutes, the walls and ceiling widened and dumped into an enormous room lit with torches.

				Stalactites dripped from the ceiling, and stalagmites grew from the floor. On the opposite side of the room, water trickled down the wall into a small lake, the source of the sound we’d been hearing on our way in.

				Not far from the lake, the stalagmites stood in shadows, their forms less uniform, more lumpy than the rest. Mina rubbed her arms, and I pulled my sweater tighter around myself. Our chills had little to do with the twenty-degree drop in temperature from being underground.

				We exchanged a look and made our way over.

				Mina made a small sound in the back of her throat and covered her mouth.

				“Holy hell,” I whispered.

				We’d found Amanda Fairweather. Her body was somehow threaded through a stalagmite, as if it had grown around her body. She lay face up, arms spread wide and feet dangling off the ground. Her face was blue, and a tiny dribble of blood spilled from her lips.

				The stalagmite originally might have had a hole in it, but I didn’t believe so. Amanda had the power to shape earth. Someone had forced her to make the rock malleable enough to push her body through it, then let the rock reform and harden again, crushing her internal organs.

				Her death would have been slow and excruciating.

				We scoured the cave for clues and found nothing. Nothing glowed. The body held no props in its widespread hands.

				It seemed Kathleen had grown tired of taunting me. And if she was tired of the game, she’d probably speed up her activity in order to get finished with what she intended to do.

				We left Mina to deal with the body the same way the O.G.R.E. squad in Iowa had taken care of CeeCee. Riley and I were only in the way, and Mina had the resources to clean up the scene and keep the general public from knowing about it.

				A body morphed through a stalagmite was something no one wanted to explain to the police or the media.

				Back at the room, all I could think about was how little we knew. “Used as dino bait” wasn’t enough to narrow down the next location, even to a general region. Dinosaurs had once been everywhere. Museums housed their bones all across the country. The clue was almost worse than no clue at all.

				“What do we do next?” Riley asked. He leaned against the counter in the small kitchen, his face wrinkled in worry.

				I shrugged. “I’d like to take a hot bath and try to forget what I saw today. I need a few minutes to process all this. I’ve been seeing this bitch without realizing it, and apparently she can project her mojo so that nobody else notices her.”

				We’d failed to save anybody, and now there was only one Aegis left before it would be my mother on the line. And who knew what her captor had been doing to her all that time while we rushed around putting out fires to hold back some vague world-ending threat I’d only just found out about.

				I sighed, exhausted both physically and emotionally. “Just give me some time to pull myself together. I’ll spend tonight going through those files I stole from the prison, then tomorrow we’ll go back to headquarters and, I don’t know, give Bernice a thorough pat down and search in case she’s hiding anything else.”

				I set my purse on the counter, and Gris climbed out. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “We should talk to that gremlin in the jail cell.”

				“Agreed. I’ve been thinking about that, myself, though he didn’t seem very interested in talking when I saw him. There was only one way out of that prison, and it was down the hall past the gremlin’s cell.”

				Gris nodded. “Exactly.”

				I reached into my magic purse and brought out the gremlin’s file, flipping it open. “His name is Crink. A name is a good start.”

				“What’s it say?” Riley craned his neck over my shoulder.

				“Three. He’s been in there for three years.”

				“What the hell did he do?”

				I skimmed the file with my finger. “He stole a bracelet from one of the Board members.”

				“He got three years for that?” Riley moved behind me to read over my shoulder. “That’s ridiculous. Six months, tops.”

				I scowled. “Even that’s harsh. Gremlins steal shiny stuff. That’s what they do. They’ll put it back if you ask.”

				Riley read the file. “He stole it from Amelia Gantry, head of the Hidden Social Services department. She’s really strict.” He swallowed. “I mean she was strict. But the sentence was only for three months. I don’t see why he’s still there.”

				I handed him the file and pulled my hair into a bun on top of my head. “I guess that’s what we need to find out. I’m taking that bath before anything else, though. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

				I went into the bathroom and ran hot water into the tub while I got undressed. Kathleen may have grown tired of giving us clues, but her clues sucked ass, anyway. They weren’t real clues. Nothing we could follow to get us to the next point. More like teasers than solid leads, and Kathleen probably did it more to make herself feel clever than to aid us in any way.

				But something stank at headquarters where the problem originated, and I intended to find out what. We’d overlooked something there, and I was certain it was what we needed to finally give us a solid lead. We had to get ahead. I couldn’t get so close to finding my mother and be too late to save her. I wouldn’t even entertain the possibility.

				I shut off the tap and tested the water with my toe. Hot. I hoped it would be hot enough to burn away the images in my head of dead Aegises in gruesome poses. I stepped in.

				Before I could get the other foot in the water, Riley burst through the bathroom door. “Get your clothes on. We’ve got to go.”

				“Oh, come on. I didn’t even get in yet.” I stuck the other foot into the tub, in case it was all I was going to get.

				Riley handed me a towel, though I wasn’t wet above mid-shin. “Seriously. Get dressed. I’ll go pack. We have to leave now.”

				I folded my arms over my bare breasts and scowled. “First tell me why.”

				His face was pinched and pale. “We can talk in the car. Please, Zoey.”

				I once went hiking with a friend, and she stopped on the trail, inches from a snake. While she talked, she kept shifting closer to it. I asked her quietly to come stand by me. The tone of my voice was meant to keep her from being alarmed, but it only served to freak her out worse, which made her flail around and stomp her feet. This, of course, upset the snake, which promptly bit her in the calf. What followed was a mad dash to the hospital for a dose of antivenom.

				Riley was using that same tone of voice with me.

				Once I realized that, I knew whatever was going on was bad. Very bad. I stepped out of my gloriously hot tub, pulled the stopper to let the water out, and did a quick once over on my damp legs with the towel.

				Satisfied that I wouldn’t be a problem anymore, Riley hurried out to gather our stuff.

				Within five minutes, we were back in the car, driving down the road.

				The muscles on Riley’s forearms bunched and flexed while he drove, and his face continued to hold that pinched quality that bordered on panic. We got on the highway pointed back to headquarters before the muscles relaxed and his breathing appeared more natural.

				He reached two fingers into his shirt pocket and retrieved a folded piece of paper. I took it from him and opened it.

				The paper was a page torn from a coloring book, bright crayon sun shining on two princesses in poofy pink ballgowns. Under the princess with the bright red hair, she’d scrawled my name in bright blue. The princess with yellow hair bore the name “Katy.” Purple letters scrawled in the margins made a personal note.

				I fucking love dinosaurs! Do you? See you soon, sister!

				My hand shook. “Where did you find this?”

				Riley swallowed hard, then glanced at the rearview mirror, as if afraid someone might be following us. “On your pillow.”

				I let that sink in. “On my pillow. How the hell...”

				“She was in our goddamn room.”

				In my room. Touching my stuff. Sizing me up. I knew at some level that she was, ultimately, after me, and that the other Aegises—especially my mother—were the bait. I hadn’t really accepted it, yet. I was so worried about trying to find her before another person died that I hadn’t accepted my role in it all. I was the target. And she’d been playing with me from the beginning in a twisted game of hide-and-seek.

				It was too much.

				“Pull over, Riley.” My voice quivered.

				“I’d rather get some distance—”

				“Pull over.”

				He parked on the shoulder. I bolted out the door and bent over the gravel, throwing up my long-ago breakfast. Before I straightened, Riley was already there, pulling my hair away from my face and rubbing his palm over my back.

				“You okay now?”

				I nodded. “I’m sorry. I kind of freaked myself out.”

				“That’s why I didn’t want to tell you while we were still in the room.”

				“Holy hell. What if she’d been in there, hiding somewhere?” I bent over and heaved again.

				Riley stood with me, patient and steady, while I relearned how to breathe. He never let go of my hair until I stood up straight.

				Now that’s a heroic boyfriend.

				I wiped my mouth with a paper napkin Riley had thought to grab. “It’s not a party until Zoey yacks,” I said.

				For some odd reason, I felt better after that—more in control. I drank a few sips of water, and we resumed the long, overnight drive ahead.

				No more wild goose chase. No more fumbling around in the dark. And no more pretending to be the hunter when I was really the prey. That bitch was going down. She’d pushed too far in her games, and I wasn’t playing anymore.

				For the next several hours, I pored over the files I’d swiped from the Board’s half-ass prison guards. I didn’t learn much more that I didn’t already know, other than the fact that gremlins are especially fond of cornflakes for dinner. Kathleen’s file had pictures in it. I skimmed past the gory photos of her wrecked victims. I couldn’t learn anything from it, and I had nothing left in my stomach to hurl. But I stared at the black-and-white photo of her from the fifties. Her eyes held my attention, mostly. They didn’t strike me as belonging to a psychopath. I searched those eyes for a long time, looking for answers, a connection to the empathic gift we shared, a similarity to the young girl I’d seen. I found nothing but echoes and the certainty that anyone could become something ugly and lost, no matter what their origins. The me of today was no different than the woman in that photo.

				I read until my eyes burned in the waning light, then rested my head against the window. Crink had the answers, I was sure of it. If I could get him to talk to me, he could tell me who let Kathleen out of her cage. I hoped with all my heart it wasn’t Bernice.

				And then I would hunt down the psychotic empath bitch and drag her back to her cell by the hair.

				“Nobody puts baby in the corner,” I said as I drifted off to sleep.

				* * *

				We drove through most of the night, switching back and forth when we stopped for gas and taking turns napping. My heart wasn’t much into collecting souvenirs, but while we were in Branson, I’d scored a chicken magnet and something called a “hillbilly toothpick holder” to go with our book of oddities. For this leg of the trip, gas was all I needed to buy.

				When we pulled into the compound, it was about four in the morning. That didn’t matter to Art. He stood on the porch waiting for us in his old-man bathrobe and slippers.

				The minute we were out of the car, he hurried down the steps. He grabbed me by the shoulders and looked me over. “Are you alright? Did you actually see her or was she gone already? Do you have the note?”

				I tilted my head and looked at Riley. “What exactly did you tell him?”

				Art dropped his hands and gave Riley a dirty look. “He didn’t tell me much at all. Sent me a text saying Kathleen had put a note in your room and you were coming back tonight. Then I couldn’t get either of you to answer your phones.”

				I frowned and pulled my phone from my purse. “It’s off. I didn’t turn it off.”

				“I did,” Riley said. “I was afraid that might be how she tracked our location. I shut off both our phones while I packed. Just to be safe.”

				Art scowled at him. “You could have said so, you know. I’ve spent the last eight hours pacing the floor.”

				“I’m sorry, Art. I just wanted to get Zoey to safety.”

				Art exhaled and nodded. “Fair point. Next time tell me first.”

				We grabbed our bags and hauled them inside, not even waiting for golem valets to show up. Life on the road was getting old. I was also tired of wearing the same outfits over and over.

				Once inside the house, my shoulders relaxed. I hadn’t realized I was so tense. A lot can be said for feeling safe and comfortable after driving all night, even if you aren’t running away from danger.

				Bernice was still in bed. Art hadn’t woken her to be part of the welcome party. He did that all on his own, which I found interesting.

				“Does Bernice know we’re here?” I asked, setting down my bags in the empty hallway.

				Art shook his head. “I didn’t tell her you were coming.” His face was serious, and he glanced left and right. It was a subtle movement, but I saw it. Art was worried about the golems.

				“Come inside, Art,” I said, opening the door. I set my purse on the table and Gris climbed out.

				“Home again, home again, jiggidy jig.” He didn’t look happy about it.

				Art gave Gris the stink-eye. “I think I’d rather talk to you without him here.”

				I reached out to Gris with my empath gift and scanned him. The emotional fire in him roared with life.

				Gris bent to climb down the table leg, and I held my hand up to stop him. “No. Stay here. Art, Gris is safe. I promise.”

				Art gave me a skeptical look. “If you’re sure. But things around here aren’t right.”

				I nodded. “We know. Tell us what you think is going on.”

				He slumped into a chair by the window. “I think Bernice is in on all of this.” He gave us a weary look. “Go ahead and argue. Tell me I’m crazy.”

				Riley sat across from him and folded his hands. “We don’t think you’re crazy, Art.”

				Art’s chin jerked. “You don’t?”

				I shook my head. “All the problems seem to have originated from here. The prison is run by golems. And did you know there’s only one prisoner in there and it’s a gremlin who should have been released two and a half years ago?”

				He frowned. “I thought the prison was empty.”

				“Nearly empty,” Riley said. “Crink the gremlin seems to have fallen through the cracks.”

				“That’s not possible.” Art rose from his chair and strode across the room. “There’s an automated system in place. The only people who get forgotten in there are people who are supposed to be forgotten, like Kathleen Valentine.”

				“She’s calling herself Katy these days.” I stopped him in his pacing and handed over the coloring book page.

				Art examined the paper, his lip curled in distaste. “She’s not well. We have to find her and lock her back up before she hurts anyone else.”

				“We need to talk to Crink,” I said, taking over Art’s vacated seat. He’d gone back to pacing, so he wouldn’t need it anytime soon. “Whoever let Kathleen out of her cell would have had to walk past Crink to do it. Unless she broke out on her own. Either way, the only way in or out is past that gremlin.

				“If anybody can tell us anything about that day, it’ll be him.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Normally, gremlins are full of life, chatty as a small-town barber and in constant motion. Crink wanted nothing more than to hide in the corner of his cell and blend into the wall.

				Art and Riley wanted to come into the cell with me, but I made them wait out in the office with the lifeless drones that were filling out pointless paperwork. If the golems hadn’t creeped me out before, these would have sealed the deal. They had one prisoner. One. No one new came in or out, since the place was generally on lockdown and the cops had all wandered off duty for the last several months. What the hell were they doing? It was as if they were all caught in a loop of some kind, performing the same task over and over in order to keep up appearances. Which made no damn sense, since there was no one around to witness it.

				I unlocked the cell door and stepped inside. Everything was clean, at least. Golems probably came in every day. The noises from the kitchen down the hall implied far more activity than I would’ve thought necessary to feed one knee-high gremlin.

				The whole thing was weird. And the weirder it got, the more it pointed at Bernice as the center of it all.

				I closed the door and sat on the edge of the neatly made bed, silent and with my hands folded in my lap.

				After a few minutes, the shimmer of the camouflaged gremlin shifted in the corner.

				I sighed and cleared my throat, and the smudge in the corner froze.

				Another few minutes went by, and he moved again, drawing a few inches closer to me.

				I bent my head and spoke in a soft voice so as not to startle him. “I wish Crink were here to talk to me. I had good news for him. And a new shiny.” I sighed again.

				The smudge of color on the wall moved toward me again, then stepped onto the floor in hesitant, slow motion.

				His fear tasted old and stale, as if it had become habit, but his curiosity smelled like fresh lemons on a saltwater breeze. Incarceration hadn’t broken Crink—only bent him a bit.

				I shifted on the bed and stretched my legs, crossing them at the ankles. Crink stopped moving for a moment, then came closer, reached out an appendage I assumed was his hand but could just as easily have been his foot, since I was making an effort not to look directly at him. He touched my bare leg, then jerked back.

				Smiling, I looked directly at him. If I focused, I could see him, despite his color-matching and shimmery qualities. “Would you like to go home, Crink?”

				He caught his breath and backed up. “Oh, no. Crink must stay here and be sorry for stealing the shiny.”

				I shook my head. “No, honey. You’ve been sorry for a long time. You don’t have to stay here forever.”

				His eyes brightened and turned green as they filled with tears. “Crink is bad.”

				“No, Crink is not bad.” His sadness and needless guilt made my heart hurt. “Will you talk to me about something?”

				He nodded. “Crink will talk to the nice lady.”

				I wanted to hug him so much, but that would probably have alarmed him, so I kept my hands to myself. “Can you remember a long time ago, when you first got here? Did another lady come by here sometimes?”

				His head bobbed with enthusiasm. “Yes! That lady came every day. She didn’t talk to Crink, but Crink watched her go by.” He paused and climbed onto the bed to sit next to me. “Then the lady stopped coming. Crink never sees anybody but the robot people now.”

				“Do you remember the last day she came? Did she leave by herself?”

				“Crink remembers. The lady left alone. But then the girl left, too. Crink didn’t know about the girl until she went away. That made Crink sad. Girls have shiny things and like to play fun games.” He gave a deep sigh. “No fun games for Crink. Crink is bad.”

				So many people needed an ass kicking. The worst part was, some of the people responsible for mistreating this little guy had already been brutally murdered. That was a tad extreme in the big scheme of things.

				“Can you tell me about the girl?”

				He smiled, though it was hard to make out his lips when they were the same color as the gray wall behind his head. “Pretty girl. Shiny hair like sunshine. Crink wanted to take some of the shiny hair, but she walked away too fast.”

				“How tall was she? My height?”

				He shook his head. “No, small like Crink, but bigger.” The gremlin hopped off the bed and reached above his head to show me. “This big.”

				The height he was showing me was about the height of my chest. Crink’s description confirmed my theory. Somehow, Kathleen Valentine had flipped over the hourglass and lost about a hundred years off her age.

				But how was Kathleen—Katy—doing all this in the body of a child? She had to have help to accomplish the heavy lifting, or even to get her from one place to another.

				And how the hell did she become young in the first place?

				“Crink, what about the lady that visited the girl? What was she like?”

				Crink shook his head, eyes wide. “The lady was not shiny like the girl.”

				“Did she have short black hair?”

				His head bobbed with enthusiasm. “Oh, yes! Black like the inside of a gnome hole! And it looked like this.” He patted his head all over, as if he were smooshing his non-existent hair in place. “And her shoes went like this.” He crinkled his face and sped around the room making a sound like “weeki-weeki-weeki.”

				“They squeaked?”

				He stopped his dash around the cell, face solemn. “Crink had to cover his ears.”

				I was pretty sure the black-haired helmet-head look described Bernice. And the squeaky shoes sounded like the type of sensible footwear Bernice always chose.

				“Nobody else ever came here?”

				“No, lady. Crink didn’t see anyone else.”

				I reached into my magic purse and felt what I was looking for jump into my hand. I held my palm out to the gremlin, revealing a shiny pressed penny from a trip to the zoo where I was nearly trampled by a polar bear.

				Crink’s eyes looked like they were going to leap from his head out of excitement. “That shiny you have is so...shiny!”

				I grinned. “It’s for you, Crink. You helped me.”

				He reached for it and hesitated. I nodded to reassure him, and the penny flew from my hand and disappeared in his grasp.

				“Crink,” I said. “Do you want to leave? Would you like to go home?”

				He nodded, slow and solemn. “Crink is lonely here.”

				I touched his arm. “I’m going to take you out of here, okay? If anyone tries to stop us, you just hold on to my hand. Don’t let go. Do you understand?”

				“Crink understands. The robot people might be angry.”

				“I will protect you.”

				Crink waved his shimmery hand, his voice matter of fact. “They did not stop the girl.”

				His words stopped me in midstep. “No, they didn’t, did they?”

				That was fascinating. And possibly a litmus test to see how involved in this whole thing Bernice was. If we walked right out without the golems flinching, that was a flaw in their programming. If they quit what they were doing and came after us, that was a direct order from Bernice.

				I opened the cell door and took Crink’s hand. “Ready?”

				He nodded. “Crink is ready to see his brothers.”

				We walked together down the hall and into the office. The moment we stepped through the doorway, three golem heads popped up from their paperwork.

				“That prisoner should not be out,” one said.

				“Please return the prisoner to its cell,” said another.

				The third rose from his desk. “I will be happy to escort you in the return of the prisoner.”

				Crink’s small hand squeezed mine, and I held it firmly. “I’ve taken this prisoner into my custody. Please sit down. He’ll be coming with me.”

				All three automatons shook their heads and frowned in confusion, and the one standing took a step toward us. “This is unscheduled. Paperwork has not been filed.”

				Art came to my rescue, putting himself between us and the golem. “Return to your work. You’ll receive the proper paperwork soon.”

				They looked at him, then back at us. “We will return the prisoner to his cell. Please file the correct paperwork before proceeding.”

				The three golems, now agitated, attempted to surround us and cut off access to the front door. Riley maneuvered himself in their way so we had a gap, and Crink and I made a break for it.

				“I hate those things,” I said under my breath.

				We ran for the car and jumped in. All my stuff was upstairs, but the car seemed the safest place to go. Of course, I didn’t have keys with me, but if necessary we could at least lock all the doors. Once Riley came outside, we could get out of here—as long as he had keys.

				A moment later, Riley and Art both backed out of the building and down the front steps. They stood in the courtyard watching the door for another minute or two before turning and walking to car.

				The puzzled looks on their faces were almost comical.

				Riley tapped on the window and motioned for me to come out. I patted Crink on the shoulder, unlocked the door and climbed out.

				“Well? What happened?” I peered over his shoulder at the door to the prison, but it didn’t open, and no golems flew out shaking their fists and yelling at me to come back.

				Riley and Art glanced at each other and shrugged.

				“Nothing,” Riley said. “The minute you closed the door behind you, they looked all confused, then went back to their desks to do paperwork again.”

				“What paperwork could they be doing?” Art scratched his chin in thought. “The place is empty.”

				I tilted my head and looked at the main building where Bernice was probably eating breakfast. “Now what do we do? If we go in there, will we be attacked by her golems because we know the truth?”

				Art shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m convinced Bernice has no memory of what she did.”

				“What she’s doing, you mean,” Riley said.

				I frowned. “What else is there? Kathleen is gone.”

				Riley shifted his feet. “Katy’s known where we were every step of the way. The last two murders occurred conveniently close to where we were already working on a Board-related problem.”

				I leaned against the car and thought about that. “But which came first? Did we get sent to that location because that’s where the next murder would be, or did the murder occur there because that’s where we were located?”

				Art shook his head. “The last one came directly from Randall in the call center. I think it’s more likely that Bernice is keeping Kathleen updated on your whereabouts, not that you’re being sent to where Kathleen is.”

				All three of us stood in the circle of dirt, eyeing the main building and wondering what to do.

				“What if Gris is a plant?” Riley asked. “Maybe he’s feeding information to Bernice, who then sends it on to Katy?”

				“I can’t believe that. Gris wanted to get away from here. And Bernice hasn’t treated him very well. I’ve read his emotions—and yes, he now has those. His loyalties lie with us, I guarantee it.” I folded my arms and stared at my rhinestone-studded Keds. They were filthy. “We can’t stand out here all day. I’m going inside.” I took a step forward, and a small hand tugged the hem of my cutoff shorts.

				“Crink is going home now.”

				I’d forgotten all about the little guy. “Where do you live?” Even with me squatting, he was below my eye level, but it was better than making him crane his neck to talk to me.

				He made a vague gesture with one hand. “Outside.”

				That was no help. “How far away is it?”

				“Far.”

				“Do you trust me?”

				He nodded. “The lady is kind to Crink.” He stroked the smooth side of his pressed penny.

				“If you’ll get inside my car and lock the doors, I’ll be back later to help you get home. I want to keep you safe, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to walk out of here on your own just yet. Will that be okay?”

				The gremlin smiled and nodded, then moved in front of the open car door. His color changed to match the interior as he climbed inside. By the time I shut the door behind him, he was nearly impossible to see. A click told me he’d done as I asked and locked himself in.

				A small handprint appeared on the darkened window, and I pressed my hand against it. “We’ll be back soon.”

				The three of us strode up the steps and into the house. We agreed not to make any assumptions and to make an attempt to act like we didn’t know anything. If Bernice wasn’t aware of her own actions, tipping her off wasn’t the best idea. If she did know, she had a golem army in there she could bring down on us, so we had to be prepared to run if necessary.

				Bernice was, in fact, eating breakfast. We found her in the dining room, sopping up egg yolks with her toast. “There you are. I thought everyone was still asleep. I didn’t want to wake you. I saw your car outside through the window.” She licked her fingers. “When did you get in? I didn’t even know you were coming.” Bernice waved her hand at a female-looking golem attendant in the corner and it went off to the kitchen to get us some breakfast.

				My stomach gurgled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.

				I slipped into a seat across from Bernice and smiled. “We came in early this morning and didn’t want to wake you.”

				“That’s sweet, but unnecessary. Although, I have to admit, I haven’t been sleeping well. I feel absolutely wretched when I wake up in the morning. I think the stress of all this is taking its toll.” She drained her coffee and set the cup down. “Did you just come in from outside?”

				If I told her where we’d been, would she react with guilt? Alarm? I decided a half-truth was the best way to go. “We went to the prison to check Kathleen’s cell for clues.” I threw open my filters so I wouldn’t miss her reaction.

				Curiosity.

				Worry.

				Hope.

				“Did you find anything we can use?”

				“Nothing, really.” I waited. Her emotions didn’t flicker. She truly wanted this solved. She wasn’t hiding anything.

				Not that she knew of, anyway.

				I chose not to bring Crink into the conversation, not because I thought it would make a difference to Bernice, but because I was sure that whatever Bernice knew, somehow Kathleen would know it, too.

				I was trying to avoid one of those terrible “I know that you know that I know that you know” situations.

				Kathleen needed to remain ignorant that we’d figured out who her mole was, partly so we might later feed her misinformation if we needed to.

				The golem servant came back with a fresh pot of coffee and clean cups.

				“What brought you back so early?” Bernice asked, adding three spoons of sugar into her cup.

				“This,” Riley said. He passed the crayon picture across the table. “We found it in our room when we got back.”

				Bernice’s face went pale. “She was in your room?”

				I nodded. “We left as soon as we could pack.”

				Fear.

				Worry.

				Bernice wasn’t faking. She truly had no idea what was going on.

				“That settles it,” she said, dragging a cloth napkin across her mouth. “You’re not going back out there. She’s going to kill you.”

				Another servant came through the door carrying a tray laden with eggs, potatoes, sausage and pancakes. Knowing I was probably getting back in the car again in a short while, I dug in and ate as much as I could hold. The food wasn’t up to Maurice’s standards, but it filled the gaping hole in my stomach. Really, nothing was up to Maurice’s standards. I was spoiled.

				We chatted about inconsequential things while we ate, avoiding the subjects of murder, dead bodies and psychopathic empaths.

				“Where do the goblins sleep?” I asked, shoveling hash browns into my mouth. “There’s so many of them. It seems like it would be dangerous to let them come and go on the compound.”

				“Oh, they go home,” Bernice said. “They’ve got bracelets to let them pass through the security spells.”

				“Why don’t we need bracelets?” I asked.

				Riley drained his glass of juice. “We came in through the front gate.”

				“And the goblins don’t?”

				“They live north of here. There’s no gate, just a gap in the fence.”

				“What if someone tries to come in without a bracelet?” The idea that Kathleen, in the guise of a goblin-sized girl, could come and go as she pleased gave me chills.

				Art pushed away from the table so a servant could clear his dirty dishes. “Zapped and detained until security gets there.” His voice was soft and reassuring. “Don’t worry, Zoey. Even if she stole a bracelet or tried to come in with somebody else, it wouldn’t work. She could leave, but she can’t get back in.”

				I nodded. “Okay.” I paused, frowning. “Maurice never got zapped and detained.”

				Art snorted. “No one ever thought about closet and under-the-bed portals before. The security breach has been mended.”

				“He was here the last time.”

				“He has clearance to come through, now.”

				“Ah.” The servant took my plate away, and I finished my coffee. My phone rang, and I answered without thinking. The number was unfamiliar.

				“Zoey, it’s Mina. Rob got a message to me on the wind, but it was faint. He’s in Michigan, and he’s in big trouble.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				I debated lying to Bernice about where we were going, but it might have tipped our hand to Kathleen that we were on to her. So, I told her the truth and hoped like hell we’d be able to use her connection to Kathleen later. We still had no idea what that connection was. If Kathleen couldn’t get into the compound, did she have a direct mental connection to Bernice? Smoke signals? A crystal ball or a scrying pool? Without knowing how Kathleen was getting information from an unwitting Bernice, we had to tread lightly.

				At the very least, we didn’t want to trigger some sort of emergency programming Katy might’ve put in Bernice’s head that would send golems after us. And Art had to stay behind, so we didn’t want him in danger, either.

				She fought like hell to keep me from going anywhere, which further solidified her complete ignorance of her role in all this. Kathleen wanted me in Michigan, not safely stuffed away at headquarters.

				The question of whether Katy was leading us or following us didn’t matter anymore. She had changed the rules. This time we were definitely following.

				We grabbed our bags and got the hell out of Dodge. Art promised to do more research on Kathleen’s origins, and Bernice stood in the dirt, wringing her hands as she got smaller in our rearview mirror.

				Two hours out, we stopped in Lincoln, Nebraska and got a room. Having already driven through the night without stopping, we’d never make it to Michigan, even if we continued to take turns napping. Besides, we had a passenger who needed to be dealt with.

				We brought Crink into the room with us, and I called home. I didn’t get a chance to disconnect before Maurice came through the makeshift closet.

				“What happened?” he asked, clutching his phone to a pointy ear.

				We sat him down and told him everything, ending with Crink, who sat in a chair in the corner looking nearly invisible.

				“So,” I said, “I know humans can’t comfortably move through your closet portals, but what about gremlins?”

				Maurice grinned and knelt next to Crink’s chair. “Can you describe where you live, my friend? I can take you there right now if you’re ready.”

				Crink’s green eyes sparkled through the beige and blue fabric colors he’d mimicked. “Crink can go home right now?”

				Maurice held out his hand, and Crink took it. They moved toward the closet alcove, and the gremlin let go and ran to my side. “Crink will tell everyone of the kind lady.” He touched my leg. “Thank you, kind lady.” He returned to Maurice and, when the closet monster bent over, whispered into his ear. In a blink, they were gone.

				Riley took me in his arms and kissed me without warning, making my toes curl and warmth spread through my entire body.

				“What was that for?” I asked, breathless.

				“Just because. Your whole world is crashing around you, we’re on a cross-country manhunt, and you stop to help one gremlin who didn’t even know he needed help.”

				I shrugged. “Was I supposed to leave him there?”

				He laughed, his gray eyes smiling. “Most people would have sent him off to find his own way home.”

				“I didn’t think that would be a good idea.” I yawned. “I’m supposed to keep the Hidden safe. It’s my job.”

				I kicked off my shoes and crawled under the covers, not bothering to get undressed. Shorts and a T-shirt were comfortable enough, especially after driving all night. Riley climbed in next to me, and I cuddled up against him.

				“Mmmph mm,” I said.

				I felt his breath brush my cheek. “Mmmph you, too.”

				* * *

				When I woke, Riley was gone, the television was on with the volume on low, and Maurice sat at the foot of the bed watching a rerun of Three’s Company.

				I stretched and nudged him with my foot. “Is this the episode where there’s a big misunderstanding, hijinks ensue, and it all turns out okay in the end?”

				“No. This is the episode where Crissy sleeps with the senator. Jack goes into a jealous rage and accidentally kills Janet with a sharpened spatula.”

				“Classic. Where’s Riley?”

				“Getting breakfast.”

				I scrubbed my face with my hands and sat up, folding my legs under me. “You okay?”

				He nodded. “Fine.”

				“Since when are you just ‘fine’? What’s wrong?”

				The dramatic sigh told me I was right. He flopped backward on the bed, sprawled across the space my legs had vacated seconds earlier. “Why did you have to bring Stacy back to the house? You could have given her a warning and sent her on her way. But noooooo. You had to make me work with her.”

				I stroked the sparse hairs on the top of his head, trying not to giggle at his dramatics. Maurice was a showman. Sometimes he needed to burn off a little diva energy before getting to the root of a problem. “Sweetie, you can yell at me all you want, but you need to work this out with Stacy.”

				His yellow, upside-down eyes grew wide. “But why? I was perfectly fine. I didn’t need closure.”

				“No?”

				“No!” He scowled. “I’d made my peace.”

				“Had she?”

				“Well, no. I suppose not.”

				“Because she was the injured party, wasn’t she? You haven’t told me what happened because you’re ashamed. Am I right?”

				He pressed his lips together, the perfect picture of a petulant child—if the child in question had ash-gray skin, pointy ears and large eyes the color of daffodils.

				I rubbed the frown lines in his forehead with my fingertips, trying to coax them smooth. “Sweetheart, everybody makes mistakes. We all hurt each other from time to time without meaning to. And when love is involved, especially young love, we’re not always in control of ourselves.”

				His chin quivered. “But I was such an ass. Zoey, you don’t know.”

				“Did you break up with her to be with Pansy?”

				He nodded, paused, then shook his head. “I never bothered to break up with her. I was just...mean. I guess I thought maybe she’d break up with me. And it wasn’t only Stacy. I ignored all our friends. Started dressing to look tough. Listening to different music. Pansy’s friends were different from mine. Cooler. I tried to be like them.”

				“And Stacy got left behind.”

				He nodded, miserable. “The last time we saw each other wasn’t pretty. We had a big fight. I said some nasty things.”

				I leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “It’s not too late to tell her you’re sorry.”

				Maurice sat up. “I don’t blame her for hating me.”

				“I doubt she hates you.”

				“She should.”

				“Well, then, talking to her can’t make it worse, can it?”

				“True.” He scooched up the bed to sit against the headboard next to me, and we watched Jack trip and fall, and Crissy and Janet help him up, with nothing but the faint sounds of the laugh track accompanying them in our quiet room.

				A dog food commercial came on, and I unfolded my legs, crossing one foot over the other. “I should go take a shower. I stink.”

				He didn’t look at me. “Yes. You do.”

				I hauled myself from the bed and looked in my bag. “My clothes are missing.”

				“They’re in the washing machine back home. I’ll get you some clean clothes while you’re in the shower.”

				I would never get comfortable with Maurice doing my laundry or digging around in my underwear drawer. Uncomfortable didn’t mean ungrateful, though. “Thank you. Fresh clothes would be nice. I’d expected to wash them at the compound, but we bugged out pretty fast.”

				“Riley told me about it before he went for food. Go shower. He’ll be back soon.”

				* * *

				By the time I stepped out of the shower, Maurice had already been to the house, picked out some clothes for me, and left them on the bathroom counter for me. Ever thoughtful, he’d picked out all the comfiest clothes for me, knowing I had a twelve-hour drive ahead. My old jeans were soft from a million washes, and the oversized Tommy Pickles shirt was usually reserved for sleeping. I threw the clothes on, brushed my teeth, and tossed my wet hair in a loose bun on top of my head.

				Riley and Maurice sat at a table, scarfing down burgers and milkshakes when I came out.

				“That’s breakfast?” I asked.

				Riley slurped through his straw. “It’s two in the afternoon. Nobody’s serving breakfast.”

				I shrugged and joined them, dipping my fries in my chocolate shake. “You coming with us?” I asked, waving a dripping fry at Maurice.

				He wrinkled his nose. “That is so nasty.”

				“It’s delicious.” I shoved it in my mouth and smiled.

				“I’m not going with you this time. I need to get back. Stacy and I have to talk, and I don’t want to risk being away overnight again, either.”

				Riley wiped ketchup from the corner of his mouth. “The place isn’t going to fall apart at night without you, you know.”

				Maurice shook his head. “It’s not that. I usually spend the nights at Sara’s, keeping an eye on her.”

				I froze midbite, then put my burger down on its wrapper. “Is she worse?” I was a terrible friend. I hadn’t thought about Sara’s problem much at all while I’d been gone. Though, to be fair, I’d kind of had a lot going on. “She’s still not sleeping?”

				“She’s sleepwalking. Nothing dangerous. She gets up and takes showers, mostly. Or gets on her treadmill.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. That’s why she’s so tired? She’s up at night working out in her sleep?”

				He nodded. “Mostly, yeah. Then she gets back in bed, tosses and turns for awhile moaning, screams and wakes up.”

				My burger tasted like plastic, and the cheese stuck to my teeth. “We need to get her to a counselor. We have to find someone in the Hidden community or a human with powers.”

				Riley crumpled his garbage and tossed it in the bag. “I’ll see if Art has access to a list.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of her.”

				I gave him a weak smile as he walked to the other end of the room to call Art. “Maurice, thank you for taking care of her.”

				“She’s my friend, too.”

				“I know.”

				We finished eating without talking. Riley hung up and grabbed our mostly empty bags to pack up the car. “Art’s going to see what he can do.”

				I swallowed. “Thanks.”

				Repeatedly through all these Hidden disasters, my best friend was the one who got overlooked while I tried to save everyone else. I made a silent promise to myself that once I made it back home, Sara would be my main priority. She deserved at least as much attention as I gave to strays I picked up off the street.

				We said our goodbyes, and Maurice promised to bring us our clean clothes to wherever we ended up staying in Michigan.

				We settled in, knowing we wouldn’t arrive at our destination until about one in the morning.

				A few minutes into the drive, I accidentally knocked my knee into the glove compartment while trying to flip around in my seat to grab a drink. The compartment door popped open, and Gris peered out.

				The depth of expression on his face was jarring—especially in light of how little he’d had in the way of emotional juice when I’d first met him. He’d been awfully quiet when we’d packed the car at the compound, and he’d declined coming into the hotel room with us. And now, here he was sitting alone in the dark glove compartment, his tiny face morose and despondent. I reached through my filters to check his emotional health and found his emotional campfire reduced to glowing coals—strong and hot, but not the happy blaze he’d had before.

				I frowned in concern. “Gris, what’s wrong?”

				His shoulders sagged. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

				Curls of depression spun in slow, lazy circles around him, filling the nearly empty storage area he sat in. My heart ached for him. Without thinking, I sent a tendril of comfort toward him and used it to nudge his banked campfire of emotions into a small flame. His face brightened a bit with it, and he gave me a sad smile.

				“You know, I can feel you do that,” he said. “Thank you. It helps.”

				I felt my face grow hot with embarrassment. Influencing another person’s emotions was something I tried not to do, but here I’d done it with Gris without thinking. And I’d been caught.

				“I’m sorry, Gris.” I dropped my gaze to my hands, ashamed to make eye contact. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

				“No!” he said. The word was so emphatic that it startled me. “You’ve already done so much for me. I feel so much more now. I wanted that. I wanted more than knowledge and self-awareness. I knew there was more. I just didn’t know what it was until you gave it to me.”

				I leaned toward him. “Gris, the very fact that you wanted something shows you already had that ‘something more’ inside you. I just sped up the process.”

				He nodded, “Still, I value what you’ve given me. And I value the friendship you’ve both given me.”

				I frowned. “We value you, too, Gris. So, what’s wrong?”

				He sighed. “I’m afraid that if I tell you, you’ll cease to trust me. Even I don’t entirely trust myself, in fact.”

				Riley reached across the car and pinched Gris between two fingers, then placed him on the dashboard between us. “I can’t drive and look at you all the way over there at the same time.”

				Gris settled himself on the dash. He didn’t swing his legs the way he usually did.

				“Gris,” I said. “Just tell us. It won’t change how we feel. You have to trust us, too.”

				He nodded. “Very well.” He sighed again, steeling himself for the big reveal that he thought would make us hate him. “I did some eavesdropping on Mother while we were home.”

				Riley and I exchanged a quick glance. If I’d thought of it, I’d have sent Gris in to spy on Bernice. It was genius, really. He was small and quick, and she was dismissive of him and distracted by the mess that was going on. Of course, he considered her his mother, so the thought never crossed my mind.

				He shifted on the dashboard, sending a patter of guilt through my filters. “I also eavesdropped on you, Zoey.”

				I raised an eyebrow, Sara-style. “Oh?” I sat up straighter.

				He nodded. “I followed you to the prison and listened to you speak to the Gremlin. It upset me. In all the time I’d been reading everything I could find in the library, I never knew about him. How could I? I wasn’t allowed outside the main building. I put it all together and realized the prisoner was the very reason Mother... Bernice wanted me inside.”

				I relaxed against my seat. “You weren’t eavesdropping on me. Not really. I’d have taken you with me if I’d known you wanted to listen.”

				He gave me a weak smile. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “So, I decided I needed to follow Bernice to see what she was up to. Maybe I could confront her. Demand answers. She didn’t like being alone with me, usually, but I’m more, now, you know? I thought maybe she might accept me, now that I’m more like her and even less like my brothers and sisters.”

				My heart hurt for him. I knew this story couldn’t have a happy ending, not with the unhappiness he was leaking all over the inside of Mabel, and the way he’d stopped calling Bernice “Mother.”

				I tilted my head toward him, and my voice was quiet. “What did you hear, Gris?”

				He examined his hands for a long moment before he spoke. “After you rescued the gremlin, I ran back to the house. It was early, so I went to Bernice’s room to wait. I wanted answers, and I wanted them the minute she woke up.”

				“She wasn’t asleep, was she,” Riley said.

				Gris shook his head. “No. Yes. She was on the phone. I hid from her and listened. She told the person on the other end that your car was parked out front and that you’d arrived sometime in the night. Then she laughed. It didn’t sound like her laugh at all. If I had skin, it would have chilled me. After she hung up the phone, she climbed back into bed and started snoring. A few minutes later, the alarm went off and she stretched, as if she hadn’t been up five minutes earlier.”

				“Did she see you?” I asked.

				“No. I hid behind the door and watched. She looked out the window and saw your car. I’d swear she was surprised to see it, even though she’d obviously called someone to tell them it was there.”

				“That’s messed up,” Riley said.

				Gris nodded.

				Of all the options I’d thought of for how Bernice and Katy were communicating, I hadn’t thought of the phone. I mentally slapped my forward. “So, now we know. Good work.”

				“Good work? I was dishonest. I was ashamed to tell you about it. And now, I don’t know if I can be trusted, since I’m connected to Bernice, and she’s connected to Kathleen Valentine.”

				I frowned. “Gris, no. You did exactly right. And I’m pretty sure you’ve severed your connections to Bernice.”

				“We can’t know that. I should have stayed there. I’m endangering the entire mission by being here.” He folded his arms and gazed out the window.

				To be fair, I was concerned myself. As far as we knew, he could turn into a zombie and start making phone calls to Katy, too. But I doubted it.

				“How about I check, Gris? I’m sorry I pried before—I didn’t really think of it as prying, since you were new at having emotions. But now, I want you to know I won’t press anything on you or dig around in there without your permission. If you’re concerned about connections to Bernice or Katy, I think I’ll be able to see it if I’m looking, since Katy would be using similar mojo to mine.”

				Gris’s face brightened. “Would you? That would be such a relief.”

				I nodded. “My pleasure.” I probed his emotional campfire, but this time I spread out and really felt my way around his psyche. Most people are a jumble of emotions outside the core, immediate feelings—petty resentments left over from earlier in the day, ancient baggage from when they were children, nagging problems accumulating depth, and learned, automated emotional responses to their immediate surroundings. Not so with Gris. His outer layer was clean and orderly. He’d come so recently to the emotional arena, he had no learned responses or accumulated baggage.

				The exception to this orderly, pristine outer circle was a thin thread, pulled taut and leading behind us in the direction of headquarters. I touched it with a tendril of my own emotions, and it vibrated like a guitar string. I smelled Bernice’s hairspray and tasted oatmeal cookies.

				“Well,” I said. “I have good news and bad news.”

				Gris blinked at me, silent.

				Riley drew his eyebrows together and glanced at me. “Good news first, please.”

				“The good news is there are no raisins in the oatmeal cookies Bernice is currently eating.”

				“I like raisins,” Riley said.

				I made a face.

				“You felt her,” Gris said, sounding as if he would cry if he had tear ducts. “I am connected.”

				“Yes.” I hesitated. There was an enormous risk involved in what I was about to offer him, and I wasn’t crazy about the options. “You have a choice now. And you need to know, this is your choice. I will stand by your decision, no matter which way you go.”

				“You can sever the connection?”

				I nodded. “I think so. There’s no evidence, though, that Katy can control you through that connection.”

				“Even if she can’t control me, Bernice can probably see and hear through me if she thinks of it. Then she can tell her mistress.”

				“Maybe.” I said. “If that’s the case, we can just be more careful until this is over.”

				“Or you can just cut her off,” Riley said.

				“Yes.” I gave Gris the most serious face I could. “But we don’t know what that will do to you. It could be what keeps you alive. If I cut that cord, it might be that I unplug you from your power source.”

				“That would be problematic,” Gris said, his expression unchanged. “May I think about it?”

				Relief washed over me. “I would rather you did. It’s a big decision.”

				Without a word, he climbed down the dash, over the heater vent, across the radio dials, and hopped into the glove compartment. He gave me a brave smile, nodded and closed the door.

				* * *

				We drove past a hundred tiny towns, farms, and fields. I tried to make a game of counting how many times I spotted the Golden Arches, but I grew bored with it. We stopped to fill the tank, and I drove for a while until we needed gas again. Then Riley took another turn at the wheel.

				Did I really say I wanted to get away? Had I really wanted a break from my house?

				“Worst vacation ever,” I said, somewhere in Indiana. The sun had gone down a while ago, and the lights of an anonymous small town twinkled in the distance. “I haven’t had a single churro or funnel cake.”

				“I’m waiting for my first mai tai with an umbrella in it.”

				Gris tried to be helpful. “You had a few beers back in Idaho.”

				I blinked. “We were in Idaho? That seems so long ago.”

				Riley scratched his chin, as if thinking back over the distant past. “Yes. We had onion rings. But the beer didn’t have tiny umbrellas. I definitely remember that.”

				“Good times,” I said, gazing out the window. “Good times.”

				My phone rang, interrupting my daydreams of my own bed, favorite coffee mug, and lack of imminent danger. Mina had already arrived in Michigan.

				“How much longer till you get here?”

				I looked at the clock on the dashboard. “We’re almost to the border, so we’re another hour, hour and a half out.”

				“No you’re not. You’re almost here.”

				“Did she move Rob to another location?”

				“No. As far as I can tell, Rob’s okay for the moment. We have another problem to deal with first.” Mina’s voice was sharp, and filled with urgency.

				I groaned. “Of course we do.”

				“You’ll see a sign in a few minutes for Coldwater Lake State Park. That’s where I need you to go.”

				“It’s the middle of the night. Will we be able to get in?”

				“Just turn off when you see the signs. You’ll know exactly where to go. Just follow the news vans and RVs.”

				“News vans? Shit. What happened?”

				“The last thing the Hidden community needs. They’ve trapped a lake monster in a fishing net. Humans finally have concrete proof.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Mina hadn’t exaggerated. We turned into the park entrance and followed a line of cars past a golf course to an area along the side of the lake. Huge spotlights shone on the water from truck beds and the roofs of Jeeps and SUVs on the shore, and from helicopters circling above the water. This sort of attention had to be the worst possible scenario when it came to keeping the Covenant intact. The situation had to be fixed fast or we’d have to start hoarding bottled water and cans of chili for our future apocalyptic survival.

				A raspy, echoing howl reverberated against the surrounding trees. Something enormous slapped the surface and churned the water. The low murmur of the crowd grew louder, and the bodies lining the shore moved closer to the edge. People shoved each other and craned their necks to see.

				Despite the time being a few minutes after midnight, the place was bright as daylight, and far busier than I imagined the area would be even on the fourth of July. The space wasn’t exactly meant for cars, but we’d all driven in anyway. My old VW would never have made it, but Mabel didn’t complain too much.

				We hopped out and started toward the commotion. Mina separated from the rear of the crowd and met us halfway.

				“This is horrible.” I said.

				The lake monster splashed again and let loose a heartbreaking, mournful cry.

				Mina’s face was grim. “I’ve never had to deal with damage control this severe. I have no idea how we’re going to cover it up.”

				“How are they keeping it there?” Riley squinted, trying to look over the heads of the onlookers. “I can’t make out any barriers.”

				Mina scowled. “They’ve surrounded her with fishing nets. And she’s still caught in the net that caused this in the first place, so she can’t jump over and escape.”

				Riley frowned. “I’m going down there to get a closer look. Are you coming?”

				I shook my head. “In a minute. I want to talk to Mina first.”

				He hurried into the mass of bodies, eager to get a look.

				The excitement from the crowd dripped through my filters like hot wax. Sweat beaded along my hairline, and my palms itched. “So, we have two problems. This is a rescue mission, as well as a cover-up.”

				She nodded. “And this isn’t my territory, so I don’t have all the connections I’d normally have with local law enforcement and the media.”

				I had no idea the Board had its claws so deep in human affairs. “So, what do we do?”

				“First, we talk to the person who does have those connections.” She pointed at a tall, slim man, leaning against a nearby tree with his arms folded.

				The man paid no attention to us as we came toward him. His dark eyes watched the lake with an intense stare, as if calculating a million different ways to remedy the situation if only someone would ask. He wore his soft, blue shirt unbuttoned about two buttons more than what was socially comfortable. His stance made him seem like a cowboy out of the old west and the lack of hat and spurs was a mere oversight.

				Something about him gave me a mad case of the shivers. I wasn’t sure if it was the I’ll-die-if-he-doesn’t-ask-me-to-the-dance or the holy-shit-we’re-all-going-to-die kind. That ambiguous shiver increased when he moved his gaze from the water to me.

				If this guy turns out to be an incubus like Sebastian, I will totally stab him in the eye with the nearest stick.

				He straightened and stuck out his hand. “You must be Zoey. I’m James.”

				His hand was cold to the touch. Not icy, exactly, but not warm. It felt less substantial than I would expect flesh to be, too. The darkness in his eyes drew me, and I didn’t want to look away. I realized after a minute that I was still shaking his hand.

				I let go. “You’re the head of the local O.G.R.E. squad?”

				“I was.” His voice was thick and sweet like honey. “I’ve talked to Mina. I guess I just need to sign something and we’re back in business?”

				I nodded. “You’ll need to speak with Gris. He’s got all the paperwork.”

				He followed me back to the SUV, and I could feel those dark eyes on me every step of the way. I’d dealt with the fear induced by a mothman. I’d weathered the forced lust caused by an incubus. This was different from either of those things. Less intense. But very real.

				I swung around to face him once we reached the car. “What flavor?” I asked.

				He blinked at me, and I realized how long his lashes were. “What?”

				“What flavor of Hidden are you?”

				He smiled. “Oh. Shadowman. See?” He took a step toward the back of the car and melted away into the dark, as if he hadn’t been there. A second later, he stepped out of a shadow on the front end of the car and tapped me on the shoulder.

				I jumped, and he chuckled.

				“So, you travel in the shadows. Anything else?”

				He shrugged. “I’m pretty good at math, and when I whistle the theme song to Gilligan’s Island my neighbor’s cat shows up.”

				“No super powers?” I hoped my face didn’t look disappointed, but I’d have expected more out of a guy who made my insides all wobbly. It had to be something he was doing.

				He wrinkled his forehead. “Traveling in the shadows isn’t good enough?”

				I opened my mouth, but couldn’t find anything to say in response, worried that I’d offended him.

				James laughed. “I’m messing with you. Yes, I’ve got some other tricks. Fear-based stuff, like your reaper friend over there.” He nodded at Riley, who was weaving his way toward the lake. “I don’t use it much. Mostly, I just like to hang back and watch until I make my move.” He winked at me.

				He actually winked at me.

				Not sure how to take that last line, I ignored it and opened the car door. Gris sat on the center console between the seats, waiting. He hopped to his feet and bowed.

				“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “My name is Griswold Octavius Barnabus Ozymandeus Fauntleroy Cornelius Abernathy.”

				James quirked an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged. He slid into the passenger seat and shut the door for his contract negotiations.

				Mina and I moved away to give them privacy. I directed my gaze to the brightly lit lake. “How do you normally cover up a sighting?”

				She stuffed her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “Normally, we don’t have a mass sighting with film coverage to deal with.”

				“Sure,” I said. “But if it’s a small sighting, say a party on a pontoon boat. Then what would you do?”

				“Well, we’d debunk it. Send in a team of gnomes with some really large carp, for instance. Make sure whoever’s investigating the sighting sees the carp lined up so they look like a lake monster, then let them see it was an optical illusion.”

				“Okay. And what about the footage the pontoon people got on their phones and cameras?”

				“Don’t you know about the distortion field?” She tilted her head at me, puzzled. “Didn’t you get any training in all this?”

				“I don’t stay put long enough for official training. What about the distortion field?”

				“When a Hidden creature is photographed or filmed, the image is always changed in some way—blurred, grainy, too far away to make out details.”

				“That explains a lot.”

				She nodded. “You’ll never see a clear shot of a Bigfoot. Not unless the world changes and Bigfoots are no longer considered Hidden.”

				I jerked my head toward her in surprise. “Can that happen?”

				“The narwhal was Hidden, once. Now it’s mainstream.”

				I wondered if that was part of the natural evolution of the Hidden—creative spark into live creature into evolved creature separate from human thoughts to part of the human world. No, that couldn’t be right. Some of the creatures I’d come in contact with, like the sphinx and the harpies, were ancient.

				“So, you discredit what they see with their eyes, and the camera discredits the proof.”

				“Yes. Also, a gnome team sometimes goes out to divert attention elsewhere. For example, gnomes will sometimes take plaster casts from a real Bigfoot and leave prints in the mud in areas where there are no such creatures. That way, humans go looking in the wrong place.”

				“That’s actually genius.”

				She smiled. “It happens that way a lot. The diversion gnomes leave weird combinations of animal scat and hair samples so the DNA-testing folks get crazy readings. From what I understand, the gnomes love their job.”

				“So, even with this large a group, nobody’s really getting decent footage.” I did a mental count of all the people holding up camera phones and news equipment.

				“Probably not, though it’ll be good enough for some people. Especially since the lake monster keeps splashing around in the water.”

				“But it could be something else. A dolphin or something.”

				“Bigger than a single dolphin, I’d say, but yes.”

				We stood watching for a while, each of us deep in thought. Or maybe she was making a grocery list. Who knows? Riley rejoined us the same time the car door opened and the region’s new/old O.G.R.E. overseer stepped out.

				“I think I can get out there,” Riley said. “If I slip into the water about half a mile south of here, no one will see me. I should be able to swim under and cut a hole in the net.”

				“That won’t be necessary, my friend.” James reached out and shook his hand. “James Wilde, O.G.R.E. overseer. I’ve already got a man at the ready. Back in a minute.”

				James took two steps toward the trees, then disappeared.

				“Where’d he come from?” Riley asked.

				“He came from the shadows.” Having lived with a closet monster, I was only mildly impressed with the shadow traveling.

				Riley frowned. “I don’t trust him.”

				True to his word, James returned about a minute later. “Rescue is set in motion. We just need to hang back and wait for a few minutes.”

				A few minutes actually took about fifteen before everything changed. If I hadn’t been there to see it, I wouldn’t have believed the plan would work.

				From where we—and all the other humans—stood, it looked as if we’d all imagined the lake monster. Something had cried out and slapped at the water, but did we really see a long, snakelike arc rise above the water? Did we really see a monstrous snout surface? Was there really such a huge splash?

				Or maybe we’d seen what we wanted to see, our brains translating the length of a marine mammal into a coil, a bottlenose into a gaping maw, and the venting of a blowhole into a massive splash.

				Because all we were looking at was a group of three bottlenose dolphins. One leaped high in the air, making it clear to everyone watching that it was nothing like a lake monster. If I hadn’t been on the inside of the conspiracy, I’d have believed my eyesight had been faulty.

				“Okay,” I said. “That worked, though I have no idea how you pulled that off.”

				James grinned. “I have a merman on my team. He went in and made the switch underwater.”

				Riley’s expression was pinched and a tad hostile. “But where the hell did you get dolphins in a landlocked lake, and how will you explain their existence to the media? They’re not stupid.”

				“They aren’t real dolphins. Teddy talked some catfish into letting him put a temporary glamor on them.”

				“Teddy?” Riley scratched his chin.

				“The merman.” James patted Riley on the shoulder. “Keep up. Anyway, I’ve already got my tree sprite, Aspen, dealing with the media. She’s feeding them some nonsense about a traveling marine exhibit being set up over by the campgrounds. Since the dolphins escaped, the backers are canceling the entire project and the dolphins will be sent back to Florida.”

				I shook my head. “That doesn’t even make any damn sense.”

				He shrugged. “It makes enough sense to divert the media from lake monsters to a marine exhibit fiasco. The whole incident gets moved from the front page to the fifth, figuratively speaking, and everybody eventually forgets about it.”

				Considering I went nearly my whole life oblivious to the Hidden around me, this seemed plausible. Crazy. Ridiculous. A bit embarrassing. But plausible.

				“So,” Riley said, annoyance leaking from his pores. “You’re saying we drove all the way up here for nothing.”

				“Of course not.” Mina scowled at Riley. “You came all the way up here to help me save Rob. And I brought you to the lake so the little guy would pay James and get him to sign the contract.”

				Riley turned on James. “And you were just going to stand there and watch while the entire Hidden world was exposed until somebody renegotiated your contract? Nice.”

				He stomped off, furious. James didn’t seem at all concerned, and returned his attention to the lake, where fishing boats had drawn closer to the nets. What had earlier been a triumphant capture of a monster was now a heroic rescue mission of a dolphin family.

				Mina and I exchanged a look, and she held out her hands, as if to say “Men. What can you do?”

				I trotted after Riley and caught him by the arm before he could melt into the crowd. “Hey. What was that all about?”

				Riley’s arm was rigid under my hand. “I don’t like that guy. I don’t like how he was looking at you. Hell, I don’t like how you were looking at him.”

				“Seriously? Riley, we’ve been here less than a half hour. There’s nothing to be jealous of.”

				“I’m not jealous.” His words didn’t carry a lot of conviction. “Okay, maybe a little jealous.”

				I tugged on his bicep until he turned to face me. “After everything we’ve been through together? We practically live together. And we’ve been with each other nearly every second since this trip started. Why would you be jealous of anybody? I wasn’t jealous of that waitress in Idaho. This is no different.”

				Riley took a deep breath, then let it out. “I guess you’re right. It’s just that...” He looked away, his eyes following a camera crew setting up for a live broadcast. “It’s just that we went from flirting and disastrous first dates to this comfortable, practically married stage. I’m not saying I’m bored, don’t get me wrong. But...”

				Pinpricks of ice stabbed at my heart. I couldn’t imagine not being with Riley. But he was right. “It’s like we jumped over the newlywed phase straight into married for fifty years.”

				He nodded. “And then that asshole comes along, and reminds me what it was like to flirt with you and feel like everything was new. Too much has happened outside our relationship to have time for butterflies in my stomach. Except the kind of butterflies I get when your life is in danger—which is far too often.”

				I sighed. “I don’t disagree. I don’t know what to do about it, either. Seems like something will always be in the way.”

				We stood together in silence. I was terrified of saying anything else. He was right. We’d slipped into this comfortable relationship that wasn’t exactly boring but definitely not interesting. What did people do when their relationship was getting stale?

				A bitter chuckle erupted from my chest.

				“What,” he asked.

				“I was just thinking, when this sort of thing happens to other people, they get away. Go on vacation.”

				He cringed. “Ironic.”

				“Yeah.” I folded my arms, tucking my chilly hands against my body, my stomach full of lead and bile. “Riley, are you breaking up with me?”

				“What?” His eyes grew wide. “Why would you think that? Oh, my God, Zoey.” He put his arms around me, pinning me against his chest. He buried his face in my hair. “Of course not. I want to be with you forever, don’t you know that?”

				I tugged my arms loose and wrapped them around him. My throat constricted and my eyes burned. “I don’t know what to do, though. I can’t stop being an Aegis. We’ll always have problems to solve.”

				Riley placed his fingers under my chin and tilted my head to look at him. “Zoey, part of why I love you is that you care so much about everyone around you. I don’t want to change you. But when this latest problem is solved, do you think maybe we could make us more of a priority?”

				I nodded, not trusting my voice, and he kissed me. Really kissed me, like he used to in the beginning. My barriers crashed around us, and his emotions and mine slammed into each other and joined, the lines between our own psyches blurring until we were a single entity fueled by love and lust and want and need.

				When he broke the kiss, I looked into his beautiful gray eyes and knew I belonged there. I swore never to take it for granted again.

				“Are you done?” Mina stood a few paces from us, one hand on her hips. “Or should I give you a minute?”

				I smiled and tucked my hand into Riley’s. “No, I think we’re good.”

				“Glad to hear it. I know where Rob is. If we hurry, I think we can save him.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				The drive should have taken over an hour, but we made it in less than forty-five minutes. The distress call Mina had received on the wind carried urgency, and I was sure the entire episode with the lake monster had been carefully engineered by Katy in order to delay us until she was ready.

				In fact, everything to date had been one manipulation after another. We were always in the right area at the right time. I no longer thought that might be because Katy was following us. She’d already written out her creepy poem of half-assed clues. She knew where she would stage each brutal murder, long before she let us in on the game.

				Getting us to each location had been simple, with help from the unwitting Bernice and the greedy Leprechaun Mafia.

				And this time, she had the connection between Rob and Mina. She knew Mina would get us out here. Apparently, we were faster than Katy wanted, so she dropped a huge media event in our direct path to buy herself more time.

				We’d been on Katy’s schedule all along. Our only hope of saving Rob now was to drive faster than she’d calculated.

				As advantages go, it was pretty weak. Fifteen minutes wasn’t much.

				We absolutely had to catch her this time. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing one more Aegis. And after that, my mother was the only one left. Riley drove, but by the end of the drive, my calf quivered from keeping my foot pressed so hard to the floor in an effort to make the car go faster.

				James really did have connections. He couldn’t send us with any of his O.G.R.E. squad. They had to finish cleaning up the lake monster situation. But he did arrange a police escort for us so we wouldn’t get pulled over for speeding. We followed Mina in her Jeep, and James said he’d join us as soon as he finished at the lake. Gris stayed in his glove compartment to keep from seeing or hearing anything Katy might find useful, just in case she’d been using him to keep track of us.

				When we pulled off the road across the street from our destination, the cop car flashed its headlights, turned around and drove back in the direction we’d come. We were on our own.

				Katy’s sense of humor was grim. She’d staged her big finale before the main event at an abandoned dinosaur park. Seriously. And it was between three and four in the morning.

				“So help me,” I said, stepping out of the car, “when we get this little bitch she is getting so grounded.”

				The front gate was chained and padlocked. No trespassing signs threatened all sorts of unpleasant legal ramifications. Tiny red lights blinked from above, cluing us in to the presence of surveillance cameras. Mina pointed up at them and waved us around to a hole in the fence that seemed to be free of visual capture on film.

				We wiggled through, one at a time, and Mina clicked the flashlight app on her phone. Riley and I followed her example, and I wondered why the hell we hadn’t done that before.

				The place was probably creepy during the day. It terrified me at night.

				Dilapidated buildings that once housed a gift shop and a snack bar judged us for trespassing. Small scurrying things rustled inside them. Paint peeled in strips before my eyes—probably an optical illusion from the shadows.

				We stepped carefully down an overgrown path that led deeper into the park. Mina waved at us to follow her. She stopped every few steps, head tilted, listening to the wind.

				Every step we took announced our presence. Leaves crunched. Twigs snapped. Boards groaned. We crossed a bridge over a dry, weed-choked riverbed. Something small and twitchy moved down there when I shined my light on it. I looked away, not wanting to know what it was.

				We rounded a corner, and I stifled a scream. A Velociraptor, all teeth and claws and beady eyes stared at us through a broad-leafed bush. I took a step back and bumped into Riley. He grabbed my elbow to keep me steady.

				I took a moment to catch my breath. Upon closer inspection, we could see the Velociraptor’s paint had worn, and plaster flaked from the corners of its hungry mouth. Two fingers had broken off its left hand.

				“You okay?” Riley whispered.

				I nodded. “Startled me.”

				He smiled and pointed up. I bent my head back to follow his gaze. A T. rex towered over us, its monstrous maw filled with dead vegetation, his puny hands showing bare fiberglass beneath the crumbling cement.

				Mina turned and gave us an annoyed look, then waved us on. We crossed another bridge, passing a sad Triceratops and what was once a cave man, but now was reduced to a pinkish blob with one leg broken off.

				When we reached a stubby, manmade mountain with a cave in it, Mina stopped.

				“Rob?” Her voice quivered, and she took a step sideways to get a better view of the top of the two-story mountain. “Rob, come down from there.”

				He was hard to spot in the dark, at first, but the three of us aimed our lights to illuminate him. Rob Cavendish stood at the highest point of the building, his eyes wild with fear.

				“Mina, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have called to you. Get out of here. She’ll kill you, too.” He grabbed his chest and yelled, and his feet, which I’d thought were planted on the roof of the cave, kicked beneath him in the air.

				“It’s the wind,” Mina said. “Rob, you control the wind. Tell it to stop!”

				“I can’t, Mina. I’m just so sad. Everything is so sad. This makes the sadness go away. The wind is my only real friend. The wind loves me and holds me tight.” He screamed, and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

				A child’s laughter echoed from inside the cave.

				“She’s here,” I said.

				Riley’s hand brushed my arm as I darted away. “Zoey, wait!”

				The cave was dark. Of course, it was the middle of the night, and it was a cave, but it was darker than that, somehow. My phone light barely touched the blackness. I tripped over a pipe, but caught myself before I face-planted.

				“Katy,” I said. “This is bullshit. I’m done playing games.”

				She laughed again, chilling in a place so dark. I followed the sound. Stupid? Probably. But this was my last chance. If I could get to her, maybe I could save Rob. And then I’d make her hand over my mother. Alive.

				My shoulder scraped against a wall, sticky with spider webs. I brushed them off.

				“Katy. Come on. How are we supposed to be sisters if we don’t hang out?”

				A child giggled, then the sound of small footsteps came from my left. I followed. Within a few minutes, I knew I was lost. I couldn’t light up enough of my path to see where I was or where I’d been.

				I made a turn and found myself looking out the cave entrance.

				Mina screamed, and something heavy dropped from the sky, making a loud thud a few feet in front of me.

				I ran outside, praying the dark object wasn’t what I thought it was, but no gods were in the mood to listen. Rob lay on his back, eyes wide and staring at the head of a plaster and fiberglass brontosaurus hanging over us. His body had only fallen a single story, yet his limbs bent in odd directions, and his chest had caved in on itself. The wind—the wind he controlled—had crushed him before he dropped.

				Rob’s broken body was the only part of the scene that actually made sense. Mina stood rigid, her hand to her forehead in a formal salute. She lifted one foot in the air, held it, then dropped it in the dirt. She repeated the action with the other foot. Her face was placid and serene. After lifting and dropping her feet a few more times, her pace increased. Soon, she moved as if she were in a production of Riverdance. Her expression never faltered, and her arm remained posed in a salute.

				Alarmed, I scanned the area for Riley. Now that I had stopped my fruitless chase through the cave, I realized that Riley never would have let me go in without following me. I spun in a circle, confused. Did he follow me in and get lost?

				I spotted him a few steps behind me, his phone on the ground with the flashlight shining up at his face. His face, too, was quiet and content. He squatted in the leaves, drawing spirals in the dirt with his finger, oblivious.

				Katy giggled. The sound was right behind me. I spun around with my light. She wasn’t there.

				Riley hummed a tuneless song.

				Mina danced faster.

				“Katy, stop it!” I’d have given her my disapproving schoolmarm face if I could see her. My voice was equal parts desperation and anger. “Let them go!”

				The laughter was close. I smelled something fruity, like gum or little girl perfume.

				When she spoke, it seemed to be right in my ear. “Make me, sister.”

				I whirled to face her, but she wasn’t there.

				She wasn’t anywhere.

				It was then I realized what she was doing. She probably wasn’t too far away, but she wasn’t close enough for me to find in the dark. She was manipulating all of us from a distance. Riley and Mina were under her control, and she was playing with me to freak me out.

				She had succeeded. But I’d had enough.

				I went deep inside myself. My empathic walls were strong, and I had filters in place so a controlled amount of other people’s emotions could come through for me to read. I slammed the filters closed and took a deep, cleansing breath, drawing strength from the self-induced calm.

				Riley hummed to my right, and Mina danced directly in front of me. I pressed against my barriers and expanded them, a few inches at a time, toward Riley and Mina. When it reached them, I felt her. Katy’s presence surrounded them both, a wall between my wall and them.

				My plan was to push her mental circle away from them. Get her out of their heads. I knew it was possible for me to affect the emotions of other people, but what Katy was doing was so much more than that—so much worse than I ever imagined an empath was capable of doing. I had to cut her off from them.

				I had to hope that I was a match for the most powerful empath in human history.

				No pressure.

				I nudged the barriers she’d placed around my friends. Testing. Feeling. Scanning for cracks or flaws. Brute force might be the only way in. I pulled my consciousness back and prepared to shove with all I had in me.

				Something popped in my head, like a mental version of a soap bubble. Mina dropped to the ground, panting, and Riley stopped humming and drawing. They both blinked at me in the near darkness.

				I hadn’t done anything yet.

				In the distance, a car door slammed, and an engine kicked into life. Katy—and whatever adult she had with her to drive—was leaving. The driver honked twice, and the sound of the car faded as it drove off.

				“Zoey?” Riley said. “What just happened?”

				Mina tried to speak, but nothing came out but a dry cough.

				“She let you go,” I whispered. “She had you, but she let you go.” I didn’t know what it meant. No. I did know what it meant. Katy was showing me what she could do. And she was letting me know that the game was still on, and that she could do worse than she already had.

				“Oh, my goddess, she crushed him.” Mina said in a raspy voice. She crawled to Rob’s side. “Rob, I’m so sorry.” Her eyes filled with unshed tears, but she pulled herself erect. “You find this bitch and you take her out, Zoey. Rob didn’t deserve this.”

				Her hands flitted over him, adjusting his shirt, laying his hands over his chest in a more natural position. Closing his eyes. Tidying his hair and straightening his legs. Mina was tough. I could tell—hell, I could feel—how much she hurt, both emotionally and physically. But she refused to collapse. She kept control of herself.

				From the shadows, James appeared and knelt next to her. “I’ll see that he’s taken care of.”

				Mina nodded. “Thank you.”

				Riley came closer and put a hand on her shoulder. “I need you to move back a bit, please. It was a hard, sudden death. He’s having trouble moving on.”

				“What?” She looked up at Riley, confused and alarmed. “What are you going to do?”

				“I need to help him. I need to do my job.”

				Ever since the Collector had shown up and increased my difficulty level of dealing with the Hidden world, my reaper boyfriend had been mostly reassigned to protect me. He continued to wear the reaper ring and held all its powers, but he didn’t get text messages to pick up stuck souls anymore. In an emergency, he could help the dead, though.

				This was an emergency.

				Riley bent over the body, his face solemn. He gave James the side-eye, and the shadowman took a step away to give the reaper room to work.

				Rob’s mouth was closed, and Riley gently pulled the jaw open with one hand. On Riley’s other hand, the black stone in his ring came alive with a thousand stars. He held it over Rob’s mouth and tugged.

				A grayish cloud with silver sparkles in its depths eased from the dead man’s lips. I swallowed hard. The last time I’d seen Riley do this, it had been for my friend Iris, the skunk-ape. The soul cloud had taken Iris’s form for a moment, and he had grinned at me and given me a thumbs-up.

				Rob didn’t do that. His soul remained an abstract shape, elongating as it exited the shell that had carried it for forty-some-odd years, thinning as it drew into the stone, then turning into nothing but a wisp before fully entering the ring.

				I wasn’t sure of the full mechanics of it, but from time to time, when they’d gathered enough souls, reapers took their stones to a depository and emptied the souls into it. From there, the souls passed on to their next destination. Riley once told me heaven and hell didn’t have much to do with it. Everybody went to the same place. What happened after that, nobody knew. We’d each have to die to find out for ourselves.

				Riley straightened and nodded to James.

				I moved to Mina’s side and touched her hand. “You okay?”

				She nodded. “I hadn’t spoken to him in years before this. I thought...I thought we’d have time to catch up. Time gets away from us.”

				I thought about Sara, left behind to deal with the terrible memories I’d hoped would never return to her. She needed me, and I couldn’t be there. I thought of Maurice, trying to piece together a broken childhood relationship without my help. And there was my own relationship with Riley, strained because we didn’t have time for each other.

				“Yeah,” I said. “I know what you mean.”

				James had returned to the body after Riley was finished. “Hey, does this mean anything to any of you?”

				We gathered around him and shined our lights on him. Dawn had begun to creep into the sky, but it was still difficult to see clearly.

				Rob’s shirt had a buttoned breast pocket, which James had opened to inspect. He drew a long black cord from it and found a key attached. Along with the key was a photograph of a small cottage.

				No unsettling poem accompanied the objects, but on the back of the photo was scrawled in blue crayon “Home Sweet Home.”

				I shook my head. “No. I don’t know what this is. Can you make out a house address on it? Anything?”

				“Let me see,” Riley said. He took the photo and gave it a long look, then shifted his gaze to me. “I know this house, Zoey.”

				My skin went cold. I knew what he was going to say. I hadn’t been there, but he had. “We’re going to New Hampshire, aren’t we?” I asked.

				He nodded. “Yeah. This is a picture of your mother’s house.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Mina and James stayed behind to take care of the body. As it was, Mina was out of her territory and had to get back soon, and neither of them ran the O.G.R.E. squad team where we were going.

				We ran for the car, not worried about security cameras or stealth this time. If it brought the police out, James could handle it. I was so tired I could cry, but the clock was ticking. The only Aegis left was my mother. I had to get to her in time. I was horrified that I’d been unable to stop a single murder, even when I got there before it happened.

				I refused to let that happen with my mother.

				I took the wheel first, too wired to sleep, but knowing I’d probably be ready to pass out by the time we had to stop for gas. After driving all day and seeing so much happen, we had another twelve hours or more before we could stop. And it wasn’t likely we’d have time to sleep before we had to deal with Katy.

				When we got in the car, Gris was outside his compartment, waiting.

				“I’m so sorry. I should have gone with you. I was too worried about being a liability. I should have been where I could help you, not locked inside the car.” He paced across the dashboard, hands on his hips, berating himself. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

				I rubbed my burning eyes and started the engine. “What could you have done to help, exactly?”

				“I could have helped you search for her, for starters. I could have held the flashlight. I could have gotten a license plate number, at least!”

				Riley frowned. “Did you?”

				“Did I what?”

				“Did you get a license plate number? Zoey said she heard the car drive off.”

				“Of course not! They were parked all the way at the other end of the lot. I couldn’t see it from here.”

				“They?” I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Who was she with?”

				“She came out of the bushes by herself, but there was an older couple waiting for her. Her grandparents, maybe?”

				“Don’t be silly,” I said, chewing my lip. “She’s a hundred and seven. She doesn’t have parents, let alone grandparents.” I said. “Every time I’ve seen her, she’s been with different adults. Did you get a good look at her, Gris?”

				“It was dark, but I’ve got good eyes. I saw her.”

				“Did she have blond, curly hair with ribbons tied up in bows? Maybe about six years old?”

				He brightened. “Yes, that’s exactly what she looked like.”

				Riley shifted toward me in his seat. “That’s who you saw at the cave?”

				I nodded. “And at the other locations. We all saw that family at the Cadillac Ranch.”

				He was quiet, thinking about it. “So, she—what?—just picks up a new family and makes them do what she wants until she’s done with them?”

				I nodded. “I think so, yeah.”

				The three of us sat there in silence for a moment with the car running.

				Riley finally spoke up. “The car they were driving went north?”

				Gris nodded. “Yes.”

				“They aren’t that far ahead.” Riley said. “We should get going.”

				“First, could we...” Gris trailed off and looked at me.

				I knew what he wanted, and my stomach knotted. But it wasn’t my decision. If Gris wanted to risk it, I had to help him. “It should only take a minute. Are you sure?”

				“I want to help. If breaking the connection kills me, at least I can’t do any harm to anyone else.”

				“Alright.” I inhaled a slow calm breath, held it, then let it out. Opening my filters wider, I sent out a tendril of myself toward Gris. His campfire burned with a steady heat, but that thin connecting cord that led back to Bernice fed outward. I ran metaphysical fingers over the string, feeling for a thinner spot where it wouldn’t be so difficult to break. Following it toward his center, I found it looped around him with a simple knot. I held my breath and tugged it loose.

				The thread floated free then disappeared into the darkness, as if it were reeled in by a fisherman.

				Gris’s campfire dwindled, and I feared it would go out entirely. I stretched my mind toward it, thinking I might be able prod it back to life. Before I could touch it, the fire flared and grew to twice the size it had been. The heat pulsed, and when I gazed into the center of his life force, I saw a smiling Gris standing in a field. And next to him, I saw myself.

				I returned to myself, sitting in the dark car with the engine running, to find Gris with that same smile. “We did it,” I whispered. My throat felt constricted, and I realized my face was wet with tears.

				Gris placed his hand against his chest. “I’m alive.” He seemed surprised. “And I really am my own man, now.” He paused, his face sad. “And I really have no mother.”

				I smiled. “Gris, it doesn’t mean she’s not your mother, just because you’ve struck out on your own.” I put the car in gear and pointed us north. “And it doesn’t mean you don’t have a family. You’ve got a huge one waiting to meet you back at my house.”

				* * *

				I did not call Bernice and tell her what was going on. Either she knew or she didn’t. I did, however, call Darius. He was my mother’s boyfriend, and he’d been trying to find her far longer than I had.

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. “I’ve been all over the country searching, and that bitch takes Clara right back where it all started?”

				“We’re about eleven hours out. Do you want me to call you when we get there?”

				I heard muffled conversation, then Kam came on the line. “Hi, Zoey! Are you driving?”

				“Yes.”

				“That’s dangerous. They say it increases your chances of an accident by a gazillion percent if you’re on the phone.”

				“A gazillion’s a lot,” I said. I’d only been driving for an hour and a half, and the initial adrenaline had burned off. My eyes burned.

				“Are you texting while you drive?”

				“How can I text when I’m talking to you?”

				“Good point. We’re in Florida, so it’ll take us a bit longer to get up there than it will you. Darius said to wait for us.”

				“I can’t promise that, but I’ll try. Will you call Art and let him know what’s going on?”

				“Sure. Why Art?”

				I told her what we’d discovered about Bernice. “So, try to be discreet, okay?” I groaned internally. Getting Kam to be discreet was like asking a drag queen to be subtle.

				“Will do. Discreet is my middle name.”

				“No it’s not. I know your middle name.”

				“But you’re discreet and don’t tell anybody, so discreet might as well be my middle name.”

				True. Anyone who knew her full name could capture her. I’d already rescued her once from a bad master. I kept her name to myself.

				“I’m too tired for this conversation, Kam. I’ll call when we get there.”

				* * *

				I made it about three-and-a-half hours before I and the gas tank decided we needed a rest.

				Riley slept the whole time and woke as if he’d spent all night in a comfy bed, ready to take on a new day. Because it was day. I’d driven through dawn and managed to make it through Toledo, Ohio, before rush hour traffic hit. The thing that probably did the most to keep me awake through those hours was the fact that I was driving directly into the sun.

				We didn’t stop long. Filled the tank, grabbed breakfast at a drive-through, and I caught him up on the conversation I’d had with Kam and Darius.

				“So, they’re about seven hours behind us?” he asked, biting into a breakfast sandwich and steering with one hand.

				“Yeah. They want us to wait, but I didn’t promise anything.”

				“We’ll have to play it by ear.”

				I finished my greasy breakfast and tossed the papers into the empty bag. My eyes were so tired. I closed them and let my neck tilt toward the headrest.

				I snapped my eyes open. “Riley, you can’t go in there with me. I can’t risk her controlling you again.”

				He sipped his coffee. “She caught me unaware. I’ve got my ring. I can protect myself. It’ll be fine. Besides, you’re powerful, too. You can block me off from her. I know you can. As long as we’re ready for her, we won’t have a repeat of what happened before.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Positive. Between us, we’ve got a lot of juice. Together, we’re unstoppable. Now get some rest.”

				He was probably right. We could both block out Darius’s fear-inducing mojo, as long as we were prepared. We could do this. We could beat her.

				I drifted off, half smiling. In a few hours, if everything went really well, I might finally be with my mom again.

				Twenty years was a long time to be without a mom.

				* * *

				Mom’s cottage was not exactly on a main thoroughfare. In fact, for the last half mile or so, we were actually off-road. If Riley hadn’t been there recently to look for clues to Mom’s disappearance, we never would have found it at all. I was sure the Board had planned it that way—isolation in the woods where only the Hidden were likely to find her. I’d have gone crazy.

				I pulled the car as close as I could without ruining the overgrown gardens. I smiled, getting out. Mom had loved gardening. This garden made me happy, knowing she’d been doing what she loved all those years. She’d been ripped away from her family. At least she’d had her flowers.

				Gris stayed behind in the car to keep watch. Having an extra set of eyes outside might come in handy, and it made me more comfortable to know he had our backs. I left him my cellphone. If he saw anything suspicious, he would call Riley’s phone to alert us.

				We walked across the grass to the front steps of the storybook cottage in the woods. Riley brushed his fingers over the stone in his ring, and I went inside myself and expanded my protective barrier to include him.

				I felt my walls brush against his reaper-induced protection, then encompass him. He must have felt it too, because he glanced at me when it happened and nodded. I double-checked the whole thing for cracks and weak spots. We were safe. I gave him a silent thumbs-up, and we stepped through the front door, covering each other like a couple of cops making a drug bust in a buddy flick.

				The cottage was small—a main room with a small kitchen off to the side, a bedroom, and a bathroom. We could see almost everything from the front door. I dragged a finger over the fireplace’s stone mantel and frowned, holding the finger up to Riley. The place had been empty for well over a year, yet it was spotless.

				Riley gestured to the left where the bedroom door stood open, his head tilted in a question. I closed my eyes and reached out empathically, then shook my head. I couldn’t feel the presence of anyone in there. We both knew that didn’t mean Katy wasn’t in there—only that I didn’t feel her.

				Riley went first. I didn’t like it, but I understood why he did it. His job was to protect me. I kept my walls around him thick and sturdy. I was a strong believer in the Pretty Woman philosophy on fairy tales: When the handsome prince rescues the princess, she rescues him right back.

				From two steps behind him, I couldn’t see much in the darkened room. A double bed. A dresser. A few squat shadows that were most likely end tables. A door to the right led to the bathroom. Another was a closet door.

				I flicked the light switch, but nothing happened—not surprising, considering how long the place had been vacant. The Board maintained the house, but there was no reason to keep the electricity going.

				Riley reached the far wall and yanked the heavy drapes to the side, letting in light. My throat locked, and my eyes filled with tears. The dresser was covered in framed pictures of me. And not only pictures of me when I was small, before Mom went away. No, there were photos of me all through school. A wedding picture with my ex-husband, Brad. Sara and I smiling, standing in front of our brand-new office the day we officially opened.

				I touched the wooden frame on a photo from about six years ago, back when I chopped my hair, thinking I might look good with it short, only to have to live with helmet head until it grew out again. I laughed, a tear splattering on the glass.

				Mom had been watching over me all along. Not in person, but she’d had people watching and sharing my life with her. She’d never deserted me. She’d never forgotten me or stopped caring.

				She wasn’t just an Aegis. She was also my mom.

				I replaced the picture on the dresser. Riley had moved into the bathroom, found no one in there and returned to check the closet. It was the last place anyone could hide in the tiny cottage. He turned the knob and peered inside. After a moment, he let the door drift open. All of Mom’s clothes were in there. Shoes. Boxes of junk. It wasn’t an enormous closet, but it was packed. No one hid inside.

				Riley shrugged. “No reason to be quiet, I guess. There’s nobody here.”

				“Maybe we got here first.” I wandered out of the bedroom into the main room. “Or maybe it’s not a person we’re here for, it’s a thing.”

				“I will seriously maim someone if we’re here to find a clue that takes us on another twelve-hour drive.” He scrubbed at his face with his palms. His eyes were bloodshot. I imagined mine were likely as bad, if not worse.

				I tossed a mournful look at the bed in the next room. My eyelids felt puffy and raw.

				When was the last time we were in one of those comfy-looking things? What must it be like to actually stretch out in a prone position to sleep? When was the last time I peed in a clean, private place?

				“Nobody’s here,” I said. “I assume the perimeter is secure, general. I’m using the bathroom.”

				He smiled. “Don’t fall asleep in there.”

				“You sound like we’re in a horror movie.”

				“The last place you want Freddy Krueger to get you is from inside the toilet.”

				I grimaced. “Thanks for that.”

				Once I opened the window and let in some light, I could see. The bathroom was small and decorated in shades of green and blue. Peaceful. Riley had been right. I’d have to be careful not to doze off. I checked the medicine cabinet, mostly out of nosiness and curiosity, but also because lack of real sleep and a crick in my neck meant I was working on a headache.

				Face creams and sunscreen lined the tallest shelf. Toothpaste. A toothbrush, left behind with her clothes. The standard contents of a medicine cabinet. I found a bottle of aspirin and downed a few with a mouthful of tap water.

				When I stepped out of the bathroom, everything was different. It all looked the same, but the air felt heavy, like a storm had rolled in. Puzzled, I poked my head through the door to see if Riley felt it, too.

				Riley sat in the middle of the floor, his back to me.

				“Did you find something?” I asked, walking around to see. My stomach tightened before I made it around to face him. Terrible pictures flashed behind my eyes. Every horror movie I’d ever seen came to mind. I didn’t want to look and see him playing with some demonic box that would release something terrifying into the world. Or see him mutilating a baby rabbit. Or himself. Or have his beautiful face contorted into some beast from an ancient religion.

				Yeah. My imagination was way too active. I had no reason to believe Katy was here or that she’d set a trap. So far, there’d been nothing.

				I took a deep breath, smiled and looked at my boyfriend.

				Such a simple thing, coloring. We grow up with coloring books and crayons, filling in pictures of cartoon characters or storybook princesses when we’re sick or when it’s raining outside. Usually, coloring is comfort. It has nothing but good associations.

				Not so when you find your reaper boyfriend on the floor, coloring, when a psychotic, empathic child is after you. I broke out in beads of cold sweat, and my heart rate went from pack mule to cheetah.

				I checked my barriers, but they seemed to hold strong, including the portion I’d wrapped around Riley. Yet there he sat, his face peaceful and oblivious, bent over Pikachu, a yellow crayon gripped in his hand.

				“Riley,” I whispered. “What are you doing?”

				He ignored me and stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth while he outlined in yellow.

				I bent and tried to take the crayon away, and he jerked it from my grasp. Without changing expression, he went back to outlining. “Gotta catch ’em all!”

				I straightened, hands on my hips. “Katy! You stop this right now!” I said.

				Childish giggles drifted in from the bedroom. I followed the sound, and it came again, this time from the bathroom. When I entered the bathroom, I realized the noise had come through the open window.

				I ran past Riley and out the front door, chasing after a sound drifting on the wind. I had no hope of actually catching her. In my heart, I knew she was teasing me again, leading me away as part of her game.

				My heart was wrong. I came around the corner to the back of the house and found her under an apple tree.

				But she wasn’t alone. Katy and five other kids sat in a circle in my mother’s back yard. Each one of them was silent.

				And each one had their vacant eyes locked on me.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Nothing in this world is as creepy as a bunch of silent, staring children. Unless it’s chanting, staring children.

				They rose and joined hands as a single unit, then formed a line facing me. I knew Katy when I saw her. I’d been right. We’d seen her several times throughout the trip. The bitch had been taunting us in person the whole time.

				She gave no cue I could see, yet they started chanting in a whisper at the same moment.

				Red Rover

				Red Rover

				Let Riley come over!

				The whispers were slow and careful, then repeated—a little louder, a little faster.

				Red Rover

				Red Rover

				Let Riley come over!

				Goosebumps rose on my arm. “Katy, stop it. Let them all go. I don’t want to play anymore. I want to talk.”

				Louder, now, the childish voices strong and taunting, the pace of the chant more insistent.

				Red Rover

				Red Rover

				Let Riley come over!

				I startled when Riley appeared next to me, a grin pasted across his face. The smile didn’t reach his eyes. Those were empty and dull.

				I grabbed his arms and poured myself into him emotionally, searching for a breach in my protective walls. I found nothing. It was as if she’d ignored the barrier and gone right through it without leaving so much as a wisp of herself behind. I prodded deeper and found her there in his emotional center. A spark of angry madness holding him captive within himself.

				I had no experience with anything like this. Could I give her an emotional punch in the face? Mentally pull her pigtails? Force love and understanding into her?

				Somehow, I doubted this would be a case of curing her with kindness.

				No matter how I came at the problem, I accomplished nothing. I tried to push her out of him, fill him with me instead of her. She was far more powerful and experienced at this than I was. She had nearly a century on me. I couldn’t budge her.

				The chanting had reached a fever pitch. Riley broke free from my grip and took off toward the children at a run. Like a fool, I stood there and watched, unable to think what to do.

				I knew the rules of Red Rover. I’d played it as a kid. Two teams lined up and chanted, calling on one person from the opposing team. That person had to charge the crowd and try to break through. If he succeeded in breaking the chain, one of their people went back with him to his team. If he failed, he joined the other team.

				Riley, a grown man running at top speed across the grass, was unable to break through the linked hands of small children. He smacked into the chained arms, then fell to the ground.

				They let go of each other immediately and swarmed him.

				I heard glass break behind me, but didn’t stop to investigate. I ran toward the dog pile of kids beating the crap out of my boyfriend. I tugged one child after another, feral beasts who snarled and grabbed sticks before jumping back in to do more damage.

				Something cracked. It might have been bone or it might have been a stick. I couldn’t know. They kept moving in front of me so I couldn’t see. There were too many of them, and they were under Katy’s control as much as Riley was. If I hurt them, I was as bad as she was.

				I reached inside myself and pushed at them as hard as I could with my mind. A few stopped for a second, glanced around, then resumed. I tried again, threading my mind through the pile, emotionally grabbing at each small person. But they were slippery, as if she’d coated them in emotional slime, filthy and slick.

				And then I could. Something changed. I was stronger, somehow. My emotional grip was steel, and the children were easier to catch hold of. They stopped, dropped their bloody sticks, and walked away in a daze.

				Riley lay in the grass, one eye swollen shut, cuts on his face and forearms, and one foot at an awkward angle.

				I fell to my knees, my hands fluttering over him. I didn’t know where I could touch him without causing further pain. His eyelid blinked over his one good eye, and he groaned. When he passed out I was grateful that he had a temporary reprieve from all that pain.

				I choked back tears of panic. He was too big for me to move. My brain, normally at its best, most efficient in an emergency, fritzed out. I had no idea what to do.

				Something soft brushed my cheek. “Boys are icky.”

				I jerked my head, and Katy moved away before I could grab her. She smiled at me, angelic and golden. “I don’t want to play with boys. I’m going home now. You can come when you get rid of the boy cooties.”

				A tapping against my leg brought me back to full awareness. Katy had gone, but I hadn’t seen her leave. Even I wasn’t totally immune to getting zapped by her, it seemed.

				“Zoey, come on. Please.”

				I glanced down to find Gris slapping my leg. “Where did she go?”

				“She left. You went still and stared straight at her when she walked away.” Gris’s distress swirled in the air between us.

				My head felt like it was full of mashed potatoes. “We have to get Riley to the hospital.”

				“I already called an ambulance while you were out of it.”

				“Oh. Thank you.”

				I had no idea what had happened. Where did my extra juice come from? I wasn’t sure if I’d leveled up in my power, or if Katy had let them go. But she’d still made me freeze when it came down to it.

				“It was me,” Gris said, as if he heard my thoughts. “My emotions originated from you. When I saw what was going on, I came running and gave you a signal boost.”

				I frowned. “Did you break my car window to get out?”

				He ducked his head. “Sorry about that. She locked me inside and dropped your phone in the grass.”

				“No. Don’t be sorry. You saved Riley’s life.” I smoothed Riley’s sleeve against his shoulder, and brushed his hair away from a gash in his forehead. “We can always get a window fixed. Though you’ll have to be the one to explain it to Maurice. And next time, you might honk the horn if you need to warn me.”

				He looked surprised. “Ah. The horn. I read about that in the owner’s manual.”

				“You saved us, Gris.” I looked him directly in his tiny, turquoise-chip eyes. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

				* * *

				To my surprise, the paramedics accepted my pathetic explanation that Riley’s injuries had occurred when he stepped off a cliff during a hike, and that I’d managed to get him all the way to the cottage before calling for help.

				I followed them to the hospital, and as soon as the medical team had set Riley’s ankle and cleaned and dressed his wounds, I claimed the chair next to his bed and sat to wait.

				He was in good hands, and he wasn’t injured nearly as badly as he looked. I relaxed enough to doze while I waited for him to wake up.

				Kam woke me after what seemed like five minutes, but had actually been a couple of hours. “Hey. You doing okay?”

				I nodded and sat up. Riley grinned at me from the bed. He looked better, but his eye looked wonky. I rubbed my eyes. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

				“You needed some rest,” he said.

				I gave him the stink-eye. “I’m supposed to be taking care of you, for once, not the other way around.”

				Darius stood across the room, silent and frowning.

				“Did you guys just get here?” I asked.

				Darius nodded. “We drove as fast as we could. I’m sorry we weren’t here sooner.” He flicked his gaze toward Riley.

				“Gris was there,” I said. “We survived.”

				“Where to next?” Kam asked, plopping into a chair by the door. She wore a tailored skirt and jacket in navy blue, pointed-toe shoes in the same shade, and a crisp white blouse.

				“I don’t know yet.” I frowned. “Why are you wearing that?”

				“I’m dressed as a business woman today.” She sat up straight and gave me a pursed-lip, serious face.

				I glanced over at Darius. “She must have a ton of luggage to schlep around.”

				He made a disgusted face. “Not as much as you’d think.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Where are you getting your clothes, Kam?”

				She shrugged and glanced away. “I make them.”

				“From what?”

				“Magic.”

				I groaned. “Kam! I thought you were saving up your magic to open the portal and go home. You said it takes a year to recharge, as long as you don’t use any of it. Why are you squandering it on outfits?”

				She dropped her hands and picked at a fingernail. “It’s only a little magic.”

				Darius and I shared a look, and he shrugged. Apparently, he’d already had this conversation with her several times. I let it go. How Kam handled her life was not my business. That was the entire point of getting her away from the bastard who’d kept her captive for over a hundred years. If she wanted to spend every last bit of her magic on fabulous hair and a manicure, that was her right. It did make me wonder a bit why she wasn’t as eager to go home as I’d thought she was.

				I uncurled from my seat and stretched my back. “I need to make some calls and find some food.” I bent and kissed Riley on the forehead in a spot without any damage. “You guys stay with him, okay?” I hugged them each in turn and stared at their faces, as if to make a permanent imprint of them on my heart. “Thanks for coming. I’m really glad you’re here.”

				Hoping I hadn’t tipped my hand, I tried to appear casual and unhurried as I left the room.

				I needed privacy. With the exception of Gris, other people had become a liability. If I had any shot at all of getting my mother away from the psychopath, I had to go alone to do it.

				I slid into my car, grateful that no one had followed me. The passenger-side window in the back was missing, but Gris had, apparently, cleaned up the broken glass while I was in the hospital.

				“Gris?”

				He climbed over the headrest from the back seat. “I’m here.”

				“We’ll have to do this last part on our own.” My voice shook, and I took a deep breath to slow my heart rate.

				He placed a tiny hand against mine. “I know.”

				I reached into my purse and retrieved Katy’s file I’d taken from the prison. “She said she was going home.”

				Gris climbed to my shoulder and watched as I flipped through the pages. “There,” he said, pointing.

				“Breezy Point Amusement Park? Who the hell grows up in an amusement park?”

				“It says her family owned it.”

				“Awesome,” I said, rolling my eyes. “We can bond over the Tilt-A-Whirl and share a cotton candy.”

				I tapped the information in her file into my phone and did a search. It took a few minutes to find it, since it didn’t really exist any longer, at least not any more than the dinosaur park existed. I groaned.

				“What?”

				“Forget the cotton candy. We’ll be trekking through an abandoned amusement park. Prepare for creepiness.”

				“At least it’s not at night. How long will it take?” He hopped off my shoulder and climbed up to the dashboard.

				I mapped it and sighed. “Forty-five minutes. Finally. A short drive.”

				After a quick stop to fill up the tank and grab food through a drive-through, we were on our way to the coast.

				Gris stayed on the dashboard and kept me company, which held terror at bay. If I lived, Riley, Darius and Kam would all want to kill me. Art, too, probably, though it wouldn’t be the first time for that.

				This wasn’t my only experience riding into battle on my own without telling anyone. The first time, I hadn’t known what I was doing, and Riley had appeared at the last minute to save me from the nasty incubus. This was different. Except for Gris, who was, essentially, an extra piece of me more than he was an additional person, I couldn’t afford for anyone to stand with me. Either I saved us all on my own, or I would die trying, but everyone else would still be safe. And Art had been right. I was the only one with any shot at taking this bitch out.

				About a half hour into the ride, my phone rang. Expecting it to be a furious reaper, djinn or mothman, I was surprised to see it was Sara. I didn’t want to worry her, but if I didn’t live through the night, I needed her to know how much I loved her. And how sorry I was to have been neglecting her.

				I touched the screen to answer.

				“Hey, Zoey. I hope you’re not in the middle of a car chase or an interrogation. Have you got a minute?”

				I glanced at the clock on my dash. “I have about ten minutes. How’s you?”

				“I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about. Maurice said you’re having a rough time.”

				I smiled into the phone. All the problems she was having, and she was worried about me. “I’m doing okay, Sara.” I said it like I meant it—and found that I really did. “I think I’ll get to see my mom before the end of the day.”

				“That’s fantastic! So you’ll be coming home soon?”

				I thought about it. One way or another, I would be. Standing upright or tucked into a coffin, but I’d be home soon. “I believe so. I think we’re almost finished here. Now tell me what’s going on with you.”

				“Well, I’ve lost five pounds.” She laughed.

				“I hear you’ve been doing serious treadmill time at night.”

				She snorted. “Maurice talks too much. My skin is super dry right now from all the midnight sleep-showers I’ve been taking.”

				We talked for a while longer, until I saw the faded sign that towered over the entrance to the beach.

				“I need to go, Sara. Tell Andrew to get you some of the moisturizer he makes. And Art’s going to call soon with the name of a therapist you can talk to about Hidden stuff.”

				She grew quiet for a moment. Sara knew me. We’d known each other a long time, and worked together every day for years. “Whatever you’re doing today, stay safe, Zoey. I need you to come home alive.”

				I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’ll do my best. You and Maurice hug each other for me. I love you both so much.”

				After I hung up, I drew a shaky breath, shut off the car and stuffed the phone in my jeans. Gris and I hopped out, and I locked the car behind us.

				The sign looming over the entrance had an ominous quality about it. Most of the letters had been rubbed off by blowing sand, but the old-fashioned carnival-like feel and few remaining letters told me I was in the right place.

				I plucked Gris from where he stood on the hood and placed him on my shoulder. “You ready?”

				He nodded. “I’ve got your back.”

				I didn’t doubt that he did.

				The entrance led us to a sand-coated boardwalk lined with boarded-up buildings in faded colors. At intervals, sections of the boardwalk stretched toward the water. I walked down the first one and found an old carousel. Part of the roof had collapsed. Some enterprising soul had already taken away all the horses. The place where the calliope had been was a gaping hole. Nothing remained but broken bulbs, splintered wood and sand. A lot of sand.

				I sympathized with the carousel. Each gust of wind blew sand into my hair, my eyes, my mouth.

				The carousel—and all the other dilapidated rides—weren’t likely to be what I was looking for. I turned my back on the ocean and eyed the buildings lining the boardwalk. She was in there, I was sure of it. They were in there. That’s where Katy had my mother.

				“What do you think, Gris?”

				He shifted on my shoulder. “Most of the buildings were probably shops or games. I would guess her family lived upstairs, above something quieter, like a bakery or a palm reader or something.”

				“Makes sense. They wouldn’t want to live over the milk-bottle ring-toss game.”

				“Right.”

				“I guess we’ll have to just check all the buildings until we find one that might be appropriate.”

				I made my way back to the main drag and examined each building more carefully as we passed them. Some were easy to dismiss. Their fronts folded down and were nailed shut. These, we knew, had been games.

				Other buildings were trickier. Their signs were often too difficult to read, and the windows had been boarded over. Several had open doors, and for these, I had to be careful looking inside. Katy wasn’t a physical threat, but anyone she controlled might be. She’d already proved that with the children. It wasn’t only Katy I was worried about, though.

				I was a woman alone at an abandoned amusement park in the middle of nowhere. Chances were good that people sometimes used these empty buildings for shelter. Anybody could be in there, from homeless runaways to crack dealers. I didn’t even have Sara’s Taser with me.

				As if thinking about it could make it happen, I peeked inside a building that was once a gift shop, and a figure rushed me out of the darkness, knocking me to the ground. The wind went out of me in a whoosh, and Gris went flying from my shoulder.

				A teenaged boy, filthy and wide-eyed, climbed off of me and ran down the boardwalk. I sat up, feeling the back of my head where it had banged into the wooden boards. The sand had cushioned it, mostly. I wasn’t bleeding. Go, me.

				I climbed to my feet and looked around. I couldn’t find Gris, and my heart beat faster. “Gris?” I spun around, scanning the area.

				“Here,” he said. His voice was muffled and coming from the edge of the boardwalk. One small hand waved from the sand. The rest of him was wedged under a board.

				I wiggled him loose and checked him over for breaks. He seemed to be whole and functioning. “You okay?”

				He brushed sand from his head. “Yeah. You?”

				I nodded and put him back on my shoulder. “We need a better plan.”

				“No need,” said a deep voice behind me. “We’re going to have fun today. That’s the plan.”

				I turned to face the speaker and found a large man with curly blond hair and thick lips grinning down at me. Large didn’t really describe him. Huge? No. A freaking buffalo. Yes. That.

				For all his size, he was fast. I tried to take a step back, and he snatched my wrist in a blur. Before I had time to protest, he jerked my arm and dragged me down the boardwalk.

				I tried to dig my heels in, but I was no more difficult for him to handle than a kitten grabbing the carpet with her claws. My legs were shorter than his, so I had to trot to keep up with him.

				“Let go of me!” I said punching him in the arm. “I’m not here to have fun.”

				He stopped so suddenly I bumped my nose against his upper arm. He blinked at me, confused. “Why would you come here if you didn’t want to have fun with Bill? You said we would ride the Ferris wheel together and eat ice cream.” His lower lip quivered.

				I looked at Gris for help, then realized I must’ve lost him again when Buffalo Bill had yanked my arm. “The Ferris wheel is broken, Bill.”

				He glanced down the walkway to another section of boardwalk jutting out toward the sea. The Ferris wheel clearly lay on its side in a pile of rubble. Bill, apparently, saw no such thing.

				“People are riding it right now. It’s not broken. Come on, Zoey. Don’t be afraid. I’ll be with you.”

				Hearing my name on his lips chilled me. I wasn’t wearing a nametag that said “Hi, my name is Zoey!” The only way this woolly mammoth could know my name was if Katy had sent him to keep me busy.

				Which meant she really was somewhere nearby.

				I sighed. The only way to get to her would be to let this play out until either she made him let me go or I could slip away.

				“Alright, Bill. I’ll ride it once. Then we’ll go get ice cream.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Bill was a few graham crackers short of a s’more.

				Katy worked with emotions. She could force people to do things based on a manipulation of their feelings. Make them want to hold hands and beat the hell out of Riley. Make them want to take in a little girl out of nowhere and drive cross-country with her. Make them want to kill themselves.

				She couldn’t put pictures in people’s minds. That was something Bill did to himself all on his own. He genuinely saw the amusement park shiny and new and filled with people. As we walked, he waved and nodded at folks only he could see. From time to time, he had us weave left or right, as if making his way through a tangled crowd.

				He took us to a tiny building and shoved a dollar through the boarded-over window. After a minute, he took non-existent tickets from the non-existent attendant, and pulled me along toward the flattened Ferris wheel.

				Some of the wooden poles that indicated the ride queue remained, and he went to the end of it to wait.

				I tried to glance around for Gris without seeming suspicious. Wherever he was, I didn’t spot him. I did have an idea, though. Maybe Bill’s delusions were suggestible. Perhaps I could speed up this game.

				“Whooo,” I said, wiping my brow. “It’s so hot today.”

				Bill nodded and examined the sky. He plucked at his shirt and fanned himself. “It’s a scorcher!” Within a minute, sweat dampened his shirt.

				It was probably about seventy-two degrees out. With the wind blowing off the water, the temperature was even lower.

				I tried again. “Wow. An hour-and-a-half wait? I can’t believe how busy it is today.”

				Bill’s smile wavered, then crawled back up his doughy face. “It’s worth it, though, Zoey. We’ll wait as long as it takes.” He folded his arms over his chest and settled in to wait.

				I craned my neck to gaze up at the empty sky. “Looks like the ride’s stuck.”

				He followed my gaze and watched for a moment, shielding his eyes from the sun. “Nope. They were just stopped for loading. See? There it goes again.”

				The guy was seriously delusional. I felt my keys digging into my hip from my pocket and realized my phone wasn’t with them anymore. I’d lost it somewhere along the way during the struggle.

				Well, shit. No backup. No golem. No phone. And you left your purse in the car. Way to isolate yourself for the kill, Zoey.

				If this were a choose-your-own-adventure, I’d have flipped back through the pages to redo some of my choices.

				After a few minutes, Bill stepped forward three steps, dragging me along with him. “See? The line’s moving fine. It’ll be our turn soon.”

				The only sound around us was the crash of the waves and cries of seagulls. From time to time, as we stepped forward in the queue, my foot scraped against the sand-covered boards. Other than that, the amusement park was a dead thing, silent and rotting around us.

				I never should have suggested to Bill that it was hot outside. His body odor cranked up a few notches. He smelled like pickled crazy soaked in a vinegar-and-madness marinade and sprinkled with freshly grated out-of-his-freaking-mind. I fanned my face and turned my body as far away as I could with my arm stuck in his vice grip.

				A child’s laughter drifted from the main boardwalk.

				“Bitch,” I said under my breath. I couldn’t see anyone, and didn’t expect to.

				If I throat-punched a kid who was really over a hundred years old, was that child abuse? Abuse of the elderly? Common sense?

				Every few minutes, we moved forward in the invisible line. And at equally regular intervals, Katy’s obnoxious giggles blew in on the wind. After awhile, I stopped trying to catch her at it. I wouldn’t be able to see her unless she wanted to be seen. Better to ignore her. If nothing else, maybe she’d be irritated by the lack of attention.

				The laughter grew louder and more frequent, the less interest I gave it. But I refused to turn around. I would not give in.

				Bill tugged my arm, and we stepped forward another few steps.

				“Yo, Bill!” A new voice, closer, louder and male, came from behind us.

				A second male voice joined the first. “Hey! Did you save us a spot?”

				Bill turned, taking me with him. Three men of varying size strode toward us, grins plastered across their faces. They all wore wetsuits, as if they’d come from surfing.

				“I thought you guys weren’t coming,” Bill said. He pulled me closer to him, and his grip tightened. “You should get in line before they close.”

				The brunet of the group frowned. “You said you’d save us a spot.”

				“That’s cheating,” Bill said. He indicated the people only he could see standing behind us. “These folks had to wait a long time.”

				Bill’s muscles were stiff, as if he were ready to spring on these guys. I had no idea what was going on, but I had a feeling I was the prize in this fight. I watched the eyes of a blue-eyed blond who hadn’t spoken yet. He was staring at the Ferris wheel on the ground, taking in the broken seats and splintered beams. In fact, none of the three men looked up at the sky. They pretended to share Bill’s delusion, but they saw what I saw—a dilapidated, abandoned boardwalk.

				The brunet—who seemed to be the leader—sighed. “Fine. We’ll get in the back of the line.”

				They stepped in between two rotted poles and posed in relaxed positions, as if ready to wait for a long period of time. Bill’s muscles relaxed, and he turned us away to face the ride.

				Behind us, one of the men laughed, then stopped suddenly as if hushed.

				For every step we took forward in the line, the others took two. In a few minutes, they’d caught up to us.

				I honestly didn’t know what to do or who was more dangerous. Bill had my arm in an iron lock. I might have twisted free and run before, but now these other men were behind us. I’d been biding my time, trying to figure out what game Katy was playing with me by sending Buffalo Bill out to keep me occupied. Now this.

				So far, the three men hadn’t done anything to let me know if they were working for Katy. And if so, why would she send out opposing groups when she already had me captured or stalled?

				“Forty-nine, fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two!” Bill said, triumphant. “Only fifty-two more people ahead of us!”

				“Hey, Bill,” Blondie said. “That’ll take at least another hour. Zoey has someplace to be, you know.”

				Ah. So, Katy had sent Olaf the Conqueror to get me, but his own delusions had kept him from bringing me back in a timely manner. So, she sent these jokers to get me.

				At least, I hoped that was all they were there to do. Still, I couldn’t go after Katy in person until I found Gris. Katy was too much for me on my own—we’d already proved that.

				Bill put a possessive arm around me. “Zoey wants to ride the Ferris wheel. Then we’re having ice cream.”

				The third guy, who had a stubby soul patch, exchanged a look with me, then cracked his knuckles in a comical way that almost made me laugh. He seemed to be serious, oblivious to how it made him look like a thug in a forties black-and-white movie.

				Both of the other men moved in closer with the knuckle cracker. I’d have taken a step back to stay out of the way of what was bound to be a pie fight with fists, but Bill wrapped one arm around my upper chest so tight I couldn’t even scratch myself.

				The first blow to fly came from Brunet. He was, after all, the leader. Bill took the punch in the face with only a small flinch—a flinch that slipped his arm up a few inches, putting me in a stranglehold. He flung me out of the way of the next punch, but he retained his hold around my esophagus and twisted our bodies to the side.

				While I appreciated my pal Bill using his own flesh as a barrier, I did not appreciate the sparkly things dancing in front of my eyes when he cut off my oxygen supply. I slapped at his forearm to try to get the message across, since my voicebox was no longer a viable form of communication. He ignored me and swatted away a kick to his stomach and an elbow in his face, both with his free hand.

				If I hadn’t been so busy taking tiny sips of air every time his grip loosened for a second, I might have admired the agility in such a large man.

				Whether he realized I was suffocating or it was simply dumb luck, I didn’t know, but Bill shifted his arm a few inches down, and I gulped in deep breaths until the sparkles faded. The fighting continued. I managed glimpses here and there as my captor tossed me around.

				I examined the arm across my chest. He’d moved it within teeth range. I prepared to bite, and he flung me to avoid getting kicked in the jaw. I got a look and realized one of the guys was down, Blondie was attacking, and the guy with the soul patch was fighting someone else.

				Someone every bit as tall as Bill, if not taller. Someone whose skin was dark as midnight and had eyes touched with a red glow.

				Bill turned the other way again, and I saw Gris leaning against a pole, holding my phone against the length of his body.

				I nearly wept. Gris had called for help, and Darius had come.

				Blondie went down hard. I heard his body thunk when it dropped. Bill relaxed his hold on me, and my feet finally found purchase on the ground.

				Darius held Soul Patch two feet off the ground, staring him down. “Where’s the girl?”

				The kid shook his head. “We weren’t going to hurt her. Katy just wanted us to bring her upstairs.”

				“Where?” Darius shook the guy like a tablecloth full of crumbs.

				Apparently, whatever hold Katy had on the guy before was gone. More likely because she didn’t want him anymore and not because Darius had scared her out of him. Soul Patch lifted his arm and pointed up the boardwalk.

				“She’s above the salt water taffy shop,” he said. “Please. I came here with my friends to go surfing. I don’t even know what’s happening.” His face crumpled and he blubbered, no longer coherent.

				Darius dropped him, and the guy scuttled out of the way. When the mothman turned his attention in our direction, even I was a little afraid. And he still looked moderately human, since it was daylight.

				“Let her go,” he said. His voice was cool and calm.

				Bill tensed. “We’re riding the Ferris wheel.”

				“She doesn’t want to ride the Ferris wheel.”

				Bill squeezed his arm around me. “I don’t give a shit what she wants. She promised.”

				He swung around with me and pushed his way through all the imaginary people in line, grunting and shoving as he went. When he made it to the front, he gave the imaginary attendant the imaginary tickets, then tucked me under his arm and climbed the pile of rubble, heading toward the tallest spot.

				Holy hell. I’m Faye Wray, and King Kong is climbing the Empire State building with me.

				From the pier, I hadn’t realized how high the garbage was. Even without being Ferris-wheel height, it was at least a story or two. He threw me over his shoulder so he could use both hands to climb. Darius was a few steps behind us.

				I held my arms out to him and he tugged hard. My legs climbed the front of Buffalo Bill, while my arms grabbed the outstretched hands of Mount Mothman. Darius pulled me free before Bill realized what was going on.

				“No!” he yelled, turning around.

				“Go, Zoey,” Darius said. He set me down without taking his eyes off of Bill. “I’ll take care of this. You go get our Clara.” He brought his forearm up to block a blow from Bill.

				I stumbled backward, away from the fighting. “Don’t think I’m not grateful. I truly am, but don’t follow me, Darius. Promise me.”

				Bill tried to kick Darius, and the mothman caught Bill’s foot and spun him away. “I know why you left us behind, Zoey. I understand. I won’t follow. Go.”

				As much as I wanted to turn and run to save my mother, I couldn’t help glancing at Darius over my shoulder. For the first time, I saw a little of what my mother had seen in him. I wished him a silent goodbye in case I never got a chance to tell him.

				I climbed down the hill of the abandoned ride, then turned and ran. As I passed Gris, I slowed enough to grab him, but I didn’t stop. I hopped over the prone bodies of the surfer trio, then tore my way up the boardwalk to the building Soul Patch had given us.

				The storefront had faded from what looked like purple to a dull gray. Here and there a flake of purple paint clung to the past. Glass no longer filled the window, but cracks between the wood nailed across it showed a faint light shining inside. The sign above had letters missing, but “Sa t ter affy” was enough. This was the place.

				I took a moment to get my breath back, and Gris climbed up my arm to my shoulder.

				“Try to hold on,” I said.

				“Try not to lose me.”

				I inhaled deeply, checked my emotional barriers for cracks, and touched the doorknob.

				“You ready?” I asked Gris.

				“Let’s go get your mom.”

				The door drifted open in front of me and we stood on the threshold, staring into the dimly lit lair of a golden-haired she-beast.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				The ground floor was exactly as I expected an abandoned candy shop to look. Collapsed shelves hung toward the floor on one end, forming a stack of ramps for mice and bugs to climb. Broken glass and powdered plaster crunched underfoot. An old fashioned cash register, covered in dust, sat on the counter with its drawer open and a faded, red “no sale” tab showing behind its cracked display.

				Toward the back of the store, the faint light source led us toward a staircase. The steps, covered in peeling navy paint, led to a closed door with an ornate, tarnished brass knob. A candle flickered from a holder bolted to the wall. I reached to turn the knob, and Gris shifted and grabbed my shirt in a tighter hold.

				I swung the door open and peered into the brightly lit hallway, astonished.

				The shabby carpet runner, unpolished light sconces, and gold-leaf-framed paintings had the same feel as the building at the Board’s headquarters where most of the housing and business were located. This room was older and uncared for. Until recently, no one had been here. But, if this was where Katy had grown up a hundred years ago, it stood to reason that she was probably responsible for the ostentatious and dated decorating at headquarters, back when she’d been in charge. What I found most interesting about that was that no one in all the years since she’d left the position had bothered to redecorate.

				I stepped into the hallway and winced at the volume of the creaky floorboard. Pretty stupid. Katy knew I was coming. She’d sent Bill and the surfer gang to bring me up here. Somewhere in one of these rooms, she waited for me.

				I took another step and ignored the squeal of a loose board. The first door on the left was closed. I tried the handle.

				Locked.

				Gris shifted again, then crawled along the top of my shoulder to hide beneath my hair at the back of my neck. I nodded silently to let him know I agreed with his decision.

				I fluffed my hair around him to keep him out of sight.

				Two more steps. Three. On the right, a door stood open. I moved to the doorway and looked inside. The large, well-lit room was a kitchen, furnished with an iron stove, porcelain sink, and an old-fashioned icebox. A woman faced away from me as she poured milk from a jug into a tall glass, then stirred in chocolate with a spoon.

				My pulse quickened. “Mom?”

				She glanced my way and her eyes lit up. “Zoey? Zoey, you’re here!”

				Joy and love radiated from her and wrapped around my shoulders. Mom set the milk jug on the butcher-block counter and stepped toward me with the glass clutched in her hands.

				Joy and love went cold, and confusion washed across her face. She scowled. “You’re late, Zoey. Katy’s been waiting all afternoon. Come with me.”

				My shoulders sagged with disappointment, and Gris gave me a consoling pat on the back of my neck. I followed Mom down the hall and into a sitting room. I knew my mother didn’t have control of her own emotions at the moment. Katy was doing it to upset me. But after waiting so long to find my mom, Katy could have given me more than a few seconds before she ripped Mom away again.

				Katy was a little bitch.

				And there she sat, blond curls tied with ribbons, sitting at a table with her head bent and her short legs swinging under the chair. My mother set the glass of chocolate milk on the table, smoothed Katy’s hair, then bent to kiss the top of her head. “Can I get you anything else? Zoey’s here, sweetie.”

				Katy’s chubby hand held a pink crayon. She paused for a second without looking up from her work, then continued pressing the crayon against the page with harsh, broad strokes. “I’m busy right now, Mother. I have to finish my pitchure. Pitker. Dammit! Picture!”

				My mother looked at me as if I were a stranger. “Please have a seat and wait.” She indicated a stiff-backed sofa. The stuffing and springs sprouting through the worn silk that covered it. I started to sit. My reaction was automatic. Probably ingrained from years of working with clients. I was asked to take a seat, so I should take a seat.

				I stopped myself and turned around. “No, Katy. Stop it. We’re all leaving, now.”

				Katy stopped coloring and looked up. The look in her eyes chilled me, and I shivered. They were the blue of the Pacific Ocean on a summer day. Yet they held no warmth, no humanity. “Do you want to color?”

				I frowned, confused. “What?”

				“Sit over here and color with me. We can talk.”

				A whoosh of fabric broke the silence behind me, and I turned to see two of the surfer guys, bruised but otherwise unbroken, blocking the doorway.

				This all would have been easier if I’d brought my friends in with me. Darius and Kam against a couple of surfers and a little girl? Easy. But the kid could force my friends to act against me with only a thought.

				And frankly, I wanted some answers before this was over. I might not get another chance if I had to stake her or knock her out with a chair. So, coloring it would be.

				I sat across from her, and the two men moved to allow Mom to leave the room. I didn’t want Mom out of my sight, but dishes clinked in the kitchen, so I figured she was safe for the moment.

				“Here,” Katy said, pushing a coloring book toward me. “You can have this one. Sisters share.”

				I flipped the book open to an uncolored picture of a hippopotamus in a zoo. “Can I color this one?”

				She nodded. “I don’t care.”

				I chose a bright green crayon and went to work on the hippo, drawing round shapes on its body and coloring in the circles. “So, I’m here. What do you want to talk about?”

				She eyed my work, flashed me a confused, quizzical look. “Coloring is nice, isn’t it? Do you know how long it’s been since I colored?” She chose a brown crayon and shaded the hair on a dancing princess.

				“I don’t know.” I switched to a purple crayon and outlined the rest of the hippo. “Ninety years? Did they even have crayons back then?”

				She scowled. “Don’t be stupid. Crayons have been around for a lot longer than I have.” She switched to burnt umber. “We just didn’t have so many colors.” She glanced at my picture again, clearly annoyed at my choice of orange for the pond water.

				Mom came in with a plate of questionable cookies and a second glass of chocolate milk. She put them on the table, smiling at Katy. “Can I get you anything else?”

				Katy reached for a cookie and stopped, her dimpled hand hovering in midair. “They’re burned again. Can’t you get anything right?”

				My mother’s eyes went wide and filled with tears. “I’m so sorry, my darling. Let me try again. The oven is so old. I have to get used to it.”

				Movement by the door caught my attention. Blondie, the surfer from earlier, approached, his muscles tensed with anger. Before I realized what was happening, he slapped my mother, sending her reeling backward.

				She didn’t cry out.

				I stood so fast, my chair tipped over. Blondie swung to face me, hand in the air to strike me, too. I grabbed his wrist and watched the anger in his face bleed away into a passive, unemotional mask.

				He dropped his arm, and I let go. My mother sat in a chair across the room, a splash of red in the shape of a hand imprinted on the side of her face. She seemed unconcerned. She picked up a ball of yarn and a pair of thin knitting needles and began to knit.

				I glared at Katy. She smiled back at me, swinging her feet and shoveling an over-baked cookie into her mouth. I righted my chair and returned to my seat.

				I forced myself to stay calm. Like the child she appeared to be, she was looking for attention. I wouldn’t give her what she wanted.

				“Don’t do that again.” My voice was soft, and I didn’t look at her. I took a pink crayon and applied it to the sky above my purple hippo with green polka dots.

				“I’m a hundred and seven,” she said, spraying crumbs. “I can do whatever I want.”

				I switched to lavender and drew diagonal lines inside the fluffy clouds. I didn’t rise to the bait or look at her. “You don’t look that old. In fact, you look like a baby.”

				Go ahead, Zo. Provoke her. See how fast she has surfer dude set your hair on fire.

				Katy, who had been taking a gulp of chocolate milk while I spoke, slammed her glass down on the table. “I am not a baby!”

				I finally looked at her face. Even though I wasn’t in the least bit amused, I giggled anyway. She had a milk moustache and a scowl on her face. Combined with the chubby cheeks and the insistence that she wasn’t a baby, the liquid moustache gave her scowl an ironic spin. And laughing at her was sure to piss her off. “You should look at yourself, then. It’s really hard to take you seriously when you look like you’re six.”

				If she had the power, Katy would have melted me with her eyes. As it was, I felt the other adults in the room stirring, waiting for orders as to how they should feel as events unfolded.

				“You’re a terrible sister,” she said.

				I took a cookie. Sniffed it. “Sisters tell each other the truth. I’m a wonderful sister. I’m the only one who won’t lie to you.” I thought better of it and returned the cookie to the plate.

				Katy picked up a blue crayon. “I won’t look like this forever.”

				“Nobody ever does.”

				We colored in silence for a little while. Gris gave me an encouraging pat on the back of the neck.

				Katy paused in her coloring and smiled. “I don’t want to kill you, you know.” She stuffed another cookie in her mouth.

				“You already killed lots of people. Why would you want to kill anybody?”

				She shrugged. “I wanted you to come play with me.”

				“You could have just called me on the phone or sent me an invitation.”

				“That wouldn’t be fun. I like scavenger hunts.”

				She was an unsettling mixture of childlike innocence and world-savvy adult. Her old eyes stared at me out of a cherub’s face.

				“Personally, I’d hate having to live through puberty a second time.” I took the blue crayon from her still hand and colored in between the stripes in my clouds.

				I’d finally said something that stunned her, apparently. “Puberty?”

				“Sure. You’re pretty old. Maybe you don’t remember it. Acne. Hormonal angst and misery. You’ll start your period all over again after already, I assume, having made it through menopause.” I chuckled but didn’t look up. “I can’t imagine why you would do this to yourself.”

				She picked up a red crayon and snapped it in half. “I didn’t do this! He did. And then left me to fend for myself!”

				Careful, Zoey. Don’t push too hard and scare her off. Slow and easy.

				I waited a few beats, continuing to stroke the colored wax across the paper in a soothing rhythm. Finally, I quirked an eyebrow and looked at her. “Maybe he’ll undo it if we ask.”

				She shook her head. “A deal’s a deal. He won’t undo it.”

				“Maybe if I asked him for you?”

				She looked at me and laughed, a terrible sound, both girlish and jaded. “Don’t be stupid. You’re an Aegis. He hates Aegises.”

				I frowned. “Is that the deal you made? He’d make you young again if you killed all the Aegises?”

				She gave me a long look while she chewed her bottom lip. Having decided not to tell me anything, she went back to coloring without answering.

				“Katy?”

				Nothing.

				“Kathleen.”

				She colored harder, the pressure darkening the pigment on the page.

				“Kathleen Valentine, you look at me this instant.”

				Her head came up in slow motion. “You do not speak to me that way.”

				I brought my face close to hers. “You made a deal, but you weren’t clear enough in your wording. He made you young again. Way younger than you’d planned, because you didn’t think it through.”

				“Shut up.”

				“What is he? A djinn granting wishes?”

				She laughed in my face, splattering me with spit and cookie crumbs. “Way older.”

				“Zoey?” My mother sat with her arms midair, knitting needles buried in pink yarn. Her face was tense, but the expression in her eyes was her own. She knew me and she loved me. “Be careful, Zoey. She’s dangerous.” Her expression changed so fast it was difficult to track it. Her eyes grew sad and she slipped one of the needles from the blob of knitting. “I’ll never be a good enough mother for Katy. She deserves so much better.”

				She jabbed herself in the leg with the needle. Her face never changed, and she never cried out. She stabbed the other leg.

				I moved across the room to take away the needles, but both surfers grabbed me by the arms. I struggled, tried to twist free. I nailed one of them between the legs with my knee, but he didn’t react. Katy didn’t want him to. They pressed me down into a chair and held me there.

				My mother stabbed herself again, and blood pooled around her feet.

				Katy watched the whole scene, her face impassive. Beneath my hair, Gris banged on my neck with tiny fists to get my attention. To make me focus.

				I took the reminder. This was why we were here. This was why it could only be me facing this terrible child-woman. I stopped fighting the men holding my arms and went inside myself instead.

				The metaphysical bricks that made up my protective walls held strong and thick. I nudged them outward in an effort to encompass the surfers. As it had happened with Rob Cavendish, I bumped hard against the walls Katy had built around them. I shoved at them, but her influence was far stronger than mine.

				I reached out for Gris empathically, and his emotions bolstered mine, amplifying the power. Shoving my hardest, I still couldn’t gain purchase against Katy.

				Katy laughed. The sound no longer held even a pretense of childhood innocence. It rang through the small room with the weight of over half a century of lonely, solitary incarceration. It echoed with power gone monkey-shit crazy. It stopped as suddenly as it started, which was more terrifying than the actual laughter had been.

				In my effort to concentrate and visualize my own power, I’d made the mistake of closing my eyes. When I opened them, Katy’s face hovered an inch in front of mine.

				“I thought you would be more fun than this,” she said. Her breath smelled like sour milk and burnt chocolate. “Everybody said you were so powerful and so kind. You’re nobody. You can’t even keep me from killing someone you love right in front of you.”

				She was right. How could I have thought I was any match for her? She may look like a child, but in terms of power, I was the child here. I’d had all of a year to learn about my empath powers. She’d had over a hundred years. I’d made a terrible, awful, foolish mistake, and my mother would pay for it with her life.

				Katy pulled away from me and sneered. Behind her, my mother rose from her seat and moved to the center of the room. I don’t know where the shard of colored glass had come from, but she gripped it in her hand as if it might try to escape.

				Blood pattered to the floor from her palm and fingers. It ran in rivulets from the punctures in her legs. She held up her arm and held the broken glass against her wrist.

				I struggled to go to her, but the surfers didn’t loosen their iron grip. I shoved at her with my wall, to no avail. Katy had her sealed up tight.

				Sobbing, I closed my eyes again and concentrated on my mother’s face. On how she looked when I was a child. On how she’d smelled like the ocean, and how soft her hair felt against my cheek when she kissed me good night.

				My own barriers melted away. I let them go. I felt Gris’s devotion and admiration and swept it up with my own love and strength. Rather than push against Katy’s walls, I stopped resisting and flowed into them and through them. As I passed through her barriers, they felt wrong somehow, as if she’d built them out of papier-mâché and chewed-up erasers—sticky and covered with fingerprints and wet dog hair. How long had she lived inside these walls she’d built out of loneliness and insanity?

				The surfers were closest, and when I seeped into their barriers, I saw them as they were—frightened, alone, appalled at their lack of control over their own emotions—and their walls melted away with mine. I moved outward toward my mother—terrified, in pain, worried for my safety—and flowed over her barrier. Katy’s influence sagged, then dissolved, and I heard the clunk of a large chunk of glass hitting the thinly carpeted hardwood floor.

				With my eyes closed, I felt hostility radiating at me from across the table. I focused on Katy, and let myself drift around her, surrounding her with comfort and acceptance. So much had been done to her. No one had taken the time to understand her. Being an empath was not an easy thing. And when it drove her mad, they’d locked her up by herself where madness could only grow stronger. And now she was caught between child and wise elder, having made a deal she already regretted to get revenge on people who were already long dead. I understood why she killed all the Board members now. They may not have been the ones who locked her up all those years ago, but they represented those people. And none of the new ones, besides Bernice, had even bothered to visit her.

				She fought my emotional intrusion, of course. Her only method of dealing with people for so long had been aggression, so she had no idea how to receive affection or kindness.

				I didn’t fight her back. I remained fluid around her, a cloud of forgiveness, acceptance and peace, bolstered by Gris pouring his energy into the mix. Her turbulent emotions spun and kicked, but gained no purchase. Her walls meant nothing. Her strength was useless. At last, she quieted, and I opened my eyes to see her crying softly.

				“They left me alone,” she whispered.

				“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

				Her breath hitched. “They were all dead by the time I convinced Bernice to free me, so I couldn’t punish them. But someone had to pay.”

				“It’s done. You have to let it go.”

				“Killing the new Board members didn’t feel as good as I’d hoped.” A tear rolled down her cheek.

				“Revenge never does.”

				“He said I could start over.”

				“You can start over. We’ll figure something out.”

				She shook her head. “I didn’t complete the deal. He won’t let me start over.”

				I frowned. “Katy, who’s ‘he’? Who made you kill the Aegises?”

				Her lips curled in a peaceful smile, though fear trickled from her eyes like tears. “He has had many names. He is The Tale Weaver, The First Light, The Prime Spark, and The Whisper Born. Since man first painted on walls, his grace has shone upon us and created the Hidden. Soon he will choose a new name for a new age, and he will take a form from Story. He was there from the first, and he shall be the last.” Her smile faded, and she frowned. “I failed him. He wanted all the Aegises gone in exchange for my youth and freedom. But I can’t finish. The deal is off.”

				I reached out to take her hand. My response was automatic. No matter what she’d done, I couldn’t stand to see someone hurting without trying to comfort her. My hand was inches from her skin—

				“No! Zoey, stop!” Gris screamed at me, then dove from my shoulder, wedging his body between my fingers and Katy’s.

				Glass shattered in a deafening explosion, and lightning arced through the window, striking Katy between the shoulder blades. She threw her head back, and golden curls smoked and burned. Her eyes rolled up, and she collapsed sideways off her chair.

				It happened so quickly, I didn’t have time to pull my hand back. I didn’t need to. Gris had known, somehow. He’d thrown his tiny wooden body in the way to keep the electricity from skipping over to me.

				He’d saved my life.

				And judging by the charred, smoking hole running through him, he’d given up his own life to do it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				The room stank of ozone and burnt hair and flesh.

				And fresh blood, though it took me a minute to pull myself together enough to notice it.

				The surfer guys stood wide-eyed, trying to get their bearings. “Dude,” Blondie said. “She doesn’t look very good.”

				I pried my eyes away from Katy’s blistered figure. They weren’t talking about her. They were talking about my mother.

				Without Katy’s control, my mother had collapsed in the middle of the floor, blood loss having taken its toll. Thankfully, she hadn’t slit her wrist. I’d stopped that from happening. Her hand was a bloody pulp, and the punctures in her legs continued to flow in small but steady trickles.

				Heavy thuds came from the hallway, and I threw myself in front of my mother, to protect her from whoever was coming.

				Darius appeared, taking up the entire doorway. Both surfers stepped as far away from him as they could.

				“We don’t want any trouble, dude. We didn’t know what we were doing.”

				The mothman ignored them. “Where’s Clara?”

				I took a step to the side so he could see her, then fell to my knees next to my mother’s unconscious body. “I think the bleeding has almost stopped. She’s lost a lot of blood, though. We have to get her to a hospital fast.”

				“The nearest hospital is the one we came from.” He lifted her in his arms, more gently than I could ever have imagined he was capable. “We’ll take your car. There’s more room for her.” He glanced around the room, took in the two surfers huddled together in the corner and Katy’s scorched body. Tendrils of smoke rose from her figure. “You two stay here until I send someone. Do you understand? If you move from that spot, I will know and I will find you.”

				Blondie gulped hard, and Soul Patch nodded. I scooped Gris from the table, my heart aching, and placed him in my purse. The purse would protect him until I could figure out what to do. Maybe Bernice could repair him. Maybe the Blue Fairy would show up and turn him into a real boy.

				I didn’t know much about my mother’s powers. What I did know was that of all the freaky gifts I’d run across, hers was the one we needed right now. As I understood it, a necrofoil could hold off death until help arrived. I didn’t know if she had to be awake to do it or even if she could do whatever she did on herself. I had to assume the answer to those questions was no, and that I needed to drive faster than I’d ever driven in my life.

				Darius slid into the back seat with her. I didn’t protest when he reached behind his seat into one of my bags and grabbed my hoodie to rip into bandages. “She’s bleeding again,” he said.

				I nodded without comment and pulled onto the road. I drove like my mother’s life depended on it. Because I was pretty sure it did. Had we been nabbed for speeding, I think I might have ignored the flashing lights and kept going.

				Darius was far less freaked out than I was. I probably should have taken that as a clue that he expected Mom to be all right. He managed to call Kam and give her a quick rundown while I navigated the blind curves and the very real possibility of moose crossing in front of me.

				“We’ve got Clara,” he said. “But she’s injured. Tell the E.R. we’re coming so they’ll have a team ready. She’s lost a lot of blood. And call the local overseer. We need an O.G.R.E. team out there to clean up the mess. They need to deal with two—no, four—guys out there, plus get Kathleen’s body sent back to headquarters.”

				He grunted into the phone at whatever she said to him, then hung up.

				I wanted to ask if my mom would be okay. I wanted to thank him for showing up.

				I wanted to tell him that Gris had died to save me.

				There were no words for me to use. I just wanted my mother to stay alive. I wanted her back, with no influence from evil auctioneers or bitter empaths.

				I wanted so many things, but really, just the one. I wanted my mother to live.

				Kam came through for us. When we pulled up next to the E.R. entrance, a team of people dressed in scrubs stood ready with a gurney. They opened the back door, slid her out of Darius’s arms and hurried into the hospital with her.

				Darius and I sat alone in the car for a moment, watching her go.

				I glanced in the rearview mirror and realized Darius wasn’t moving. He’d been so efficient and strong a few minutes before. Watching them wheel my mother into the emergency room must have made him snap.

				“Darius,” I said, my voice soft. “I have to go in there and talk to them. They’ll need her name and they’ll want to know what happened. I need you to park the car for me, okay? Will you do that for me?”

				He moved his head slowly to look at me, then nodded. “I can do that, Aegis.” We climbed out of the car, and I ran into the chaos of an emergency room.

				Again, my lame cover story about how she’d fallen and accidentally stabbed herself with knitting needles was accepted by the hospital staff. I finally realized there was some sort of mojo going on, similar to what the O.G.R.E.s used when cleaning up after a Hidden sighting. It wasn’t an empath thing, so it had to be an Aegis power. I was learning. Maybe, once my mom was better, she could teach me all the things I didn’t know. I sent a silent prayer out to the universe that, after all we’d been through, I could have this one thing.

				The needles had missed the major veins and arteries—a thing I found out later was on purpose. She couldn’t stop the urge to stab herself, but a tiny part of Mom’s brain had managed to direct the stabs where they’d do less damage. She’d lost a lot of blood, but not so much that she’d been in danger of bleeding out.

				When she woke up, I was there beside her, waiting. I didn’t mind. I’d already waited for her for over twenty years. Another hour or so was nothing.

				I sat in an uncomfortable chair, looking at the pictures in some fashion magazine. The articles seemed vapid to me, and I couldn’t concentrate to read. Mom’s hand curled in mine, and I looked up at the movement. Her dark brown eyes stared into mine, and she smiled.

				“Zoey,” she whispered.

				My voice cracked. “Mom.” The magazine fell to the floor when I rose and put my arms around her, careful of the tubes connected to her.

				We stayed that way for I don’t know how long, silent tears flowing, arms locked around each other. When we finally pulled apart, we didn’t let go. I sat on the edge of the bed and held still while she touched my hair, my face, my arms. The wonder in her eyes probably matched my own.

				She was smaller than she seemed when I was a child, and gray streaked her dark red hair. Lines creased her forehead and the corners of her eyes, but she was still young. The last two years had probably aged her more than the previous eighteen. She was beautiful.

				Once she’d satisfied herself that I was real and whole and sitting there with her, she took both my hands in hers and sighed. “You saved me.”

				I paused, my heart filled with guilt for what Katy had done to her. “I’m sorry. I should have taken you with me when I found you with the Collector.”

				She shook her head. “You’re an Aegis now. So many more lives were in danger. And you couldn’t know Kathleen would take the Aegises while you saved everyone else.” She squeezed my hand. “You did the right thing, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you.”

				And that was pretty much all any girl wanted to hear from her mother.

				“I’m not great at it, though,” I said, sorrow squeezing my heart. “I keep losing people I love.” I glanced at my purse sitting on the table.

				She gave me a puzzled look. Gris had stayed hidden until the last second, and by then, Mom had been on the floor out of view.

				I opened my bag and my breath caught. Gris lay so still inside, a small wooden doll with no life and a scorched hole through his chest. I cradled him in my hand and showed her. “I don’t know much about how a necrofoil works, but it’s probably too late for him. Isn’t it?”

				She held out her hand, fingers spread, and lay her palm across his chest. After a moment, she shook her head. “I’m sorry, baby. He’s a golem. They don’t have souls. He’s just a piece of wood.”

				I shook my head. “No. He’s more than that, Mom. Please. Try again.”

				Her brow creased in concentration, then rose in surprise. “There’s...something. It’s so tiny, though. I don’t know what to make of it.”

				My hand shook. “Like a dull light bulb, maybe?”

				She shrugged. “I guess. Something like that. It’s so odd.”

				I grabbed her other hand. “Help me.”

				I reached out to him through my shields. His center was nearly pitch dark, empty. I felt my mother there beside me. The small campfire that had burned inside this courageous golem was nothing but ash until my mother drew closer and brushed aside the debris.

				A tiny coal smoldered by itself. Mom cradled it in her metaphysical hands and held it out to me. I blew on it, pouring myself into the coal to feed it. Within minutes, we’d turned the dull coal into a blazing fire.

				We pulled away and returned to ourselves.

				I waited, breathless, for something—anything—to happen. Gris’s tiny hand twitched as life twinkled in the turquoise chips of his eyes. A sob caught in my throat, and mentally I shook my fist at the universe.

				Not today, universe. This time, I get to keep my friends.

				Gris sat up in my hand and stretched. “Ah, that’s better! I can see again. I thought for sure I’d gone blind. You must be Zoey’s mother!” He hopped onto the table, faced my mom, and bowed. “Allow me to introduce myself properly. My name is Griswold Octavius Barnabus Ozymandeus Cornelius Fauntleroy Bartholomew...” he paused and looked at me, “Donovan.”

				My mother smiled. “Welcome to the family, Griswold.”

				* * *

				Riley was released the next day, pissed at first but eventually Darius, of all people, talked him around to understanding why I’d ditched everybody. Mom got out the day after that. After Darius and Mom had their reunion, he’d wanted to come with us, but she’d turned him down. He had a job to do, and she had to get reacquainted with her daughter. He didn’t like it, but he understood. And they did spend quite a bit of time alone in her hospital room over the course of those two days. I knew it was killing him to let her go, but she was safe now. He could see her anytime.

				Mom and I shared the driving, though I did more of it than she did. She was still weak, not just from blood loss, but it turns out, malnutrition. Katy had lived on prison food for so long, once she was out in the world and in a young, healthy body on top of that, she’d been eating mostly candy and baked goods. Mom had to eat whatever she was given.

				It wasn’t as if Katy had been worried about long-term effects to the health of her prisoners. She’d intended to kill them all anyway.

				Riley spent the trip in the backseat with his broken ankle propped up. Every few hours for the first two days he assured me that he could drive perfectly fine, despite the cast on his right leg.

				“If I push the seat back far enough, I’ll be fine,” he said, somewhere outside Lincoln, Nebraska, and for the hundredth time.

				Mom and I ignored him.

				“Can you hand me a drink, please?” I said, grinning at him through the rearview mirror.

				He made grumbling sounds and grabbed me something out of the cooler. “If you’d let me drive, it wouldn’t take us five days to get home.”

				“Relax, Riley,” Mom said. “Would you hand me a drink, too? Navigating is thirsty business.”

				“I should be navigating,” he said into the cooler.

				* * *

				Never in my life had I been so relieved to pull into my own driveway. The trip that day had been shorter—about six hours—so the sun shone on my beautiful little house surrounded by trees.

				We’d called ahead to let Maurice know we were almost home, and there he stood waiting on the porch, along with all my friends. Sara and Aggie the Hag sat in my rocking chairs, smiling. Andrew stood near them with his boyfriend, Daniel and Milo, their fennec fox. The entire brownie family, including the baby in Molly’s arms lined the porch railing. Tashi, the yeti, leaned on the other side. I didn’t see Stacy at first, but she stood behind Maurice, peeking over his shoulder and grinning. Even Bruce, the pigmy dragon, was there to see me come home. Off near the tree line, I spotted a dryad with her satyr husband carrying a baby.

				The minute I stepped out of the car, Maurice ran down the steps and twirled me in the air. “You’re home! I missed you so much!”

				“I have souvenirs for you!” I said. “You won’t believe some of the cool things I got. Let me get—”

				The passenger door opened and his face grew solemn. He set me down and moved to the other side of the car.

				Mom got out and smiled at him. She held her arms out, and he flew into them. He buried his face in her neck and sobbed. She was his mother, too. He’d lost nearly as much as I had when she disappeared all those years ago.

				I looked around at all the people of various flavors of Hidden and human, then looked at Riley, leaning his crutches against the car, and my mother and Maurice holding hands. Gris climbed up on Mabel’s hood, surveying his new home and new family members with a shy enthusiasm.

				A tear rolled down my cheek, and I smiled. Whoever this Prime Spark guy was, he might as well give up now and go home.

				My family was whole now. He didn’t stand a chance.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				The next few weeks held adjustments and changes for all of us. Well, not Bernice. She was, of course, appalled and humiliated when she found out she’d been the one to unlock Katy’s cell and had been feeding information to Katy for the last few years, leading to the deaths of all the other Board members and, more recently, most of the Aegises.

				She tried to step down.

				Much to my surprise, Art and I formed a unified front. While we’d probably never be friends, Art and I were no longer enemies after everything we’d been through recently. Together we managed to talk Bernice out of resigning. I understood where she was coming from on this, but someone else had been controlling her. It wasn’t her fault.

				In the end, what kept her from quitting was the lack of a replacement. That and the new problem looming, this Prime Spark Story Seed guy was still out there.

				The troubles we’d had lately had all been related. The Collector had been an opportunist. While Katy was busy killing all the board members for her misguided revenge, it weakened the Hidden government. The Collector had noted the chaos and swooped in, cranking up her business model by kidnapping far more Hidden than she’d ever done in the past, and snatching up the Aegises while she was at it, since they were the best people to have around to keep her prisoners alive.

				Once the Collector was gone, Katy did a snatch and grab on the Aegises in the tent before we could get to them. But she’d done it to complete her deal with this new ass-monkey, the Alpha Tale or whatever he wanted to call himself. So, this guy was directly or indirectly responsible for all the fires I’d been putting out.

				He was out there, whatever he was. I may have refused to be under the Board’s jurisdiction, but I understood the need for its existence. Bernice couldn’t step down. In fact, she and Art needed to stay put on the compound. The danger to them most likely remained.

				Because I had a hunch that all this chaos the Big Bad was causing was with the intention of breaking the Covenant. I didn’t have any proof. And I didn’t have the slightest idea how to find him. But I felt in my bones that the worst was coming. Either we’d take him down like everyone else that had threatened us, or we’d all be destroyed.

				It sounded like a Monday to me.

				I, of course, disregarded any further danger to myself. I had shit to do. I had weddings to plan, a best friend regaining horrific memories, a boyfriend needing attention, and a mother to get reacquainted with.

				Screw the Big Bad Story Dude. I was tired of neglecting my own life.

				My friends and family would be my priority. At least for a while.

				Besides. I was no longer the only working Aegis. I had help. And that may very well have been the biggest readjustment.

				Sara was happy to have me back at work on a regular basis. She still didn’t remember much from her time with the incubus, but she admitted the dreams were getting worse.

				“I’ve got to stop pretending, Zoey. I’m going to remember, eventually. I know it. Probably sooner than later.” The admission from her was a huge deal. She’d been denying it for quite awhile, and her weak smile told me how much it cost her to say it.

				I squeezed her hand. “I’ll be here when it happens. I can stay with you any time you want.”

				She nodded. “I’ll tell you when I need you.”

				“It’s a deal. And Art gave me the name of someone you can talk to. A professional who’s part of the Hidden world. You’ll be okay.”

				Late that afternoon, Jamie and Alex, our elf and attic-monster brides, met us at the office and caravanned to my house so they could get a look at the backyard. The space was huge, and their wedding party would not be, so we walked the property with them to decide where the best spot would be.

				“Once we know how much space we’ll need, we’ll clear out all the tents and campfire circles.” I said, picking my way around a set of folding metal chairs. “All this will be gone. We don’t need it all anyway.”

				Jamie tripped over a rock, and Alex grabbed her elbow.

				“I heard you were pretty full here a few months ago,” Jamie said.

				I nodded. “Everybody went home, though. We only have a few living out here now. The centaur’s going home next week, since his leg is nearly healed. We had a gryphon here a few weeks ago, but he was gone when I got back from my trip.”

				We walked the entire property, skirting the area where Molly and her family lived in a giant, hollowed out mushroom. “Private residence,” I said, waving at it and moving on.

				At the corner opposite Molly’s, Sara stopped short. “Here,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “This is perfect. You can smell the bay on the breeze, the trees provide shade, and the grass is mostly in good shape, since it hasn’t been as thoroughly trampled. And even if protestors were to show up from the Hidden Church of Wisdom, they can’t get anywhere close enough to interfere.”

				I nodded. “I like it. But if the grass is a big seller, don’t worry. The fairies around here can green everything up nicely, and for tougher stuff, I have a dryad friend who might help us out.”

				Jamie led Alex by the hand, to stand beneath the spreading limbs of an old apple tree past its prime. She smiled and touched the branch above her head.

				Buds I hadn’t seen since I was a kid popped like kernels of corn into fat pink blossoms.

				“I think this is a lovely spot,” Alex said, smiling at Jamie.

				Movement near the back of the house caught my eye, and I turned from the happy couple. Mom led a family of trolls into the yard—two adults and three children.

				I frowned. “Excuse me for a moment, please.” I met Mom in the center of the yard, where she was showing the family one of our larger tents. “What’s going on?”

				“Their bridge was demolished. They’re homeless right now, so I’m giving them the tour.”

				“Oh. Well.” I watched the little ones scuttle inside where they fought over who got which cot. “I’ll see if I can do some research tonight to help them find a new bridge.”

				She patted me on the shoulder and turned me to face Sara and our clients. “No need. I have it under control, honey. You go back to work.”

				The clanking of pots and pans came from the tent opening. It sounded like the troll mom had found the kitchen area. The dad stepped out of the tent, nodded at me in greeting, then went off toward the woods.

				“Where’s he going?” I asked.

				Mom gave me a small shove toward Sara. “He’s getting firewood, Zoey. Go on. You have enough to worry about.”

				I gave her a confused look, then returned to Sara. She didn’t look bad for getting so little sleep lately. She smiled and tilted her head toward our clients.

				Alex and Jamie held each other close, kissing beneath a rain of apple blossoms. Heavy, dark red apples hung around them like ornaments on a Christmas tree.

				Sara and I, moved by the scene and relieved to have so much peace around us for once, looped our arms around each other’s waists and rested the sides of our heads against each other.

				“I think theirs might be the prettiest wedding we’ve ever done.” I gave Sara a squeeze.

				Sara sighed. “Until we do Maurice and Stacy’s.” A resigned sadness settled over her and puddled in the grass.

				“You think so?” I frowned, finally understanding something that had been smacking me over the head for some time. Astonishment gave way to an ache in my heart for my best friend. I was pretty sure Maurice was oblivious to Sara’s feelings, too.

				She turned and gave me a quiet, forced smile. “I’m always right about these things. Just wait and see.”

				* * * * *
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				I stopped believing in monsters long ago. But I knew I wasn’t imagining things when I found one in my kitchen baking muffins. I’d seen him before: lurking in my closet, scaring the crap out of my five-year-old self. Turns out that was a misunderstanding, and now Maurice needs a place to stay. How could I say no?

				Pooka in My Pantry
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				Zoey Donovan—empath, wedding planner, go-to girl for monsters with personal problems—has been marked twice for pickup by Death. On both occasions, Riley the smoking-hot reaper has refused to follow through. For his breach of protocol, Riley is now on probation. For her refusal to die on schedule, Zoey’s right to live is challenged. She will have to undergo a life-or-death trial, but she won’t know when or where it will happen...

				Fairies in My Fireplace
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				A migration of mythical creatures has begun, and more and more of them are landing on Zoey Donovan’s doorstep. As the only Aegis left in the country, it falls to her to protect the Hidden and keep them safe—and her house has become a sanctuary for water sprites, goblins, harpies, djinn and more...
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