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One






"If Zoe's been turned, do you want me to
bring her home or stake her?"

Just a regular Tuesday morning, meeting with
clients concerning their under-aged vamp bait. At least for me:
Discord Jones, psychic and private investigator, at your
service.

Nothing like this was in the parameters for
the couple sitting across from me at my desk. Mid-forty yuppies,
dressed for success in power suits with hundred-dollar haircuts,
they were the fidgety types, though I seemed to have stunned them
still.

Their mouths dropped open, and their widened
eyes stared at me. Mr. Mitchell glanced at his wife. "We…we haven't
thought about that."

"You need to.” I laced my fingers, and
rested the ball of my hands on the desk to keep from reaching out
to shake sense into the couple. No point alienating clients until
after the check cleared. At this stage, I could afford to be kind.
“A newly turned vampire isn't anything like those you may have seen
wandering the streets at night. It takes them a while to learn to
control their thirst, and frankly, most only manage to if an older
vampire keeps them in line."

Her husband was staring at the file when I
asked, "Did you bring a recent photo and something personal
belonging to her?" Mrs. Mitchell nodded while pulling a framed 5x7
and plastic baggy from her purse. "If you'll just please put them
on my desk."

She complied with my request, her forehead
wrinkling a little. I offered a little explanation after blinking
away the dazzle of her rings. “Psychic abilities aren't magic, and
they don't always work—at least not immediately."

"Just find her." Mrs. Mitchell pressed her
trembling lips firmly together. She loved her daughter, but there
was some irritation and frustration mixed in that love, seeping
through the tiny crack in my shield that I allowed for client
meetings.

"I have a high success rate," I said gently.
"But I'm not infallible. I’m not going to touch that necklace and
be able to tell you she's at a certain address. I may not sense
anything at all the first time I handle it."

"But you can bring her home?" Mrs. Mitchell
had recovered a bit.

"Once I find her, yes. It will take a
combination of my abilities and brute force, if she’s been turned.
However, before I bring her home, you two need to have some plans
in place. She'll need to be confined, fed, and have someone on hand
who can keep her from doing anything unpleasant." Like munching
on you.

Both nodded. I moved on. "Do you have any
reason to believe she was kidnapped, or are you certain she ran
away?"

"She ran away." Mr. Mitchell answered,
disgust coloring his expression and voice. "Zoe hasn't adjusted to
the divorce or our marriage."

"We don't know that," his wife snapped,
shooting him a glance that promised a night on the couch.

"How long ago was your divorce?"

"Four years ago. Zoe was twelve then. We
married a year after it was final." She returned her attention to
me, the straight seam of her lips defying me to ask the whereabouts
of Zoe’s father, notably his absence from this room now. Okay, then
I’d be checking that out later. Taking a few more minutes to wrap
things up, I assured the Mitchells that I’d keep them updated as
often as possible. While showing them out, I noticed Kate's office
door was open and caught a glimpse of a guy inside.

I'd felt enough glimmers of impatience and
anger from Mr. Mitchell to make it clear that he really didn't give
a damn if Zoe were found. As soon as the heavy glass door swung
closed behind them and began to distort their receding images, I
took a deep breath and let it out. Nope, not calm enough yet to
handle the necklace. I needed a distraction and Kate’s office
offered a fine one.

"Hey." Leaning a shoulder against the
doorframe, I looked the guy over. He was hot, in that younger
Harrison Ford as Indiana Jones way. Dark brown hair, tanned skin,
and dark chocolate eyes, which were returning my assessment with a
slow up and down sweep. “Intro, please?"

"Jones, this is Nick Maxwell, new hire."
Kate appeared bored. One of these days, I would find out who her
mysterious boyfriend was. He had to be an ultra hottie because she
never reacted to yummy eye candy, and this Nick guy was firmly
entrenched in that particular category. "Maxwell, this is Discordia
Jones, our resident psychic."

His lips quirked. “Hello. That’s a hell of a
name.”

"Hey. Yeah, it was my mom’s idea." Kate had
left out what he was. Everyone at Arcane Solutions was something a
little more than straight human. Like the witch currently wearing a
faint sly smile while fluffing her deep purple hair with her
electric blue nails. The message was clear: I was on my own in
finding out. "So what's your specialty?"

A full-fledged grin appeared, striking gold
sparks in his eyes. "Back watching and hunting."

Apparently human and it was daylight. I took
a not-so-wild stab in the dark. "You're a shifter?"

"Wolf. Is that a problem?" His grin turned
feral.

I shrugged and crossed my arms. "Not one I
have."

Prejudice had received a surge of popularity
since the Melding, with so many new species appearing. Shifters
were a favorite target, forced to assume their animal shapes on
full moon nights.

After all, the legends and movies had always
painted them as uncontrolled, ravening, bloodthirsty beasts. The
few I’d met since beginning to work at Arcane Solutions were
anything but.

"That's good, since Mr. Whitehaven mentioned
you to me. As in, we’ll be working together." Nick’s intent gaze
said he was quite interested in my reaction to that
information.

"Did he now?" I drawled out, past the
tightness in my chest, a flash of anger sharpening my own
smile.

Without waiting for either of them to
respond, I turned and stalked toward the boss's office, just
catching Kate's "Uh-oh" and the shifter's "What?" above the thump
of my boot-heels.

Mr. Whitehaven's door was closed, but it
usually was and I'd never let that stop me before. Giving a quick
knock before twisting the knob and stepping into his office, I
discovered he was on the phone.

Not even an eyebrow raised in surprise.
"I’ll be just a moment, Discordia. Please have a seat."

I chose to stand. The exact genetic mix that
had resulted in Whitehaven was a mystery to me, but giant had to be
part of it. My boss is eight feet tall and older than I like to
think about. Standing didn't really give much of an advantage, but
it felt like one. Having to wait was already leaching away my
mad-on, so I needed all the help I could get.

If asked to sum up Dermot Whitehaven in one
word, that word would be ‘imposing’. I imagine he was terrifying
when younger, before age had withered his appearance to something
approaching cadaver status. Old or not, he didn't have a wrinkle,
but the smoothest skin I'd ever seen on anyone.

"Yes, that will be quite acceptable," he
told whomever he was talking to before ending the call. Reddish
brown eyes focused on mine and his lips curved just a bit. "How can
I help you, Discordia?"

Fists planted firmly on hips, I glared back.
"Did you hire Maxwell to ride herd on me?"

"Your cases seem to be increasingly
dangerous, and while I appreciate your ability to quicken the
healing process for yourself, I thought it better to attempt
prevention of injuries." His smile was fading.

"I can take care of myself, and don't need
someone following me around. I’m taking self-defense classes."

Whitehaven pressed his lips together before
speaking. "That’s very commendable, Discordia. However, I think it
better if Nicholas accompanies you on your excursions."

I had two choices: cave now or continue
arguing, only to cave later. I always forget that I never win
arguments with my boss. Before choosing which it would be this
time, Nick appeared at the doorway. "I thought you said there
wasn't a problem with my being a shifter."

"This isn't about that, Maxwell." I waved a
hand, hoping he'd take the hint and truck his butt back out. "I
don't need a babysitter."

Whitehaven focused on Nick, who shrugged.
Neither wore an expression I could read, and I don't poke around in
people's heads unless necessary, because it's rude.

"You are an invaluable asset, and I
personally prefer that you remain as unharmed as possible. Nicholas
will accompany you." My boss smiled again.

Caving was the only option when he used his
fatherly tone. "Fine."

I spun around, only to halt because Nick
blocked the doorway. He was taller by a good five inches. "Do you
mind?"

"Babysitting you? No," he replied, a slow
grin spreading.

"I meant move. As in now. I have work
to do."

"Is it the dangerous kind?" The shifter
turned sideways, giving me room to leave, but not without coming
into contact with him.

"No." A nudge of TK pushed him out of the
doorway, clearing my path back to my office. It was a childish
reaction. Slamming the door shut before smacking down into my chair
so hard it went through seven revolutions before stopping was too.
I slowly spun myself round to face the desk and the tokens atop
it.

Still not calm, I took a deep breath or ten
before flipping the photo right-side-up. Zoe Blacke was a pretty
blonde teen with a sullen pout enhanced by heavy magenta lipstick.
The photo froze her in time at some family celebration, judging by
the candles and tulip-shaped wineglasses winking around her as
bubbles reflected the camera flash.

Probably a birthday. I tilted the photo to
catch the light better. Sure looked like cherries in the middle of
the slice of cake Zoe was mashing with her fork, so Black Forest
gateau. Celebratory cake, family gathering, snapshots…and she’d
been missing for days. There was lot more wrong with this picture
than Zoe’s lavish love for purple mascara.

Mr. Mitchell's attitude bothered me. He'd
pushed the point that Zoe “hadn't adjusted” twice more before our
meeting ended. I wondered if more than his being her stepfather had
caused the girl to take off.

"Well, time to try to find out." Snagging
the baggy and spilling the necklace it held onto my desk, I studied
it. Nothing expensive, just a wire-wrapped, green kyanite strung on
a leather thong. Both crystals and leather are great for absorbing
living energy, so I began to clear my mind in preparation.

‘Clear my mind’ is a figure of speech. Maybe
some people can manage to go blank, but I'm of the school that even
when you're thinking ‘nothing’, that means you're still thinking
about something.

Closing my eyes and counting backward from
ten, I dropped my left hand onto the necklace while finishing.
"One."

A few seconds passed before anything
happened, and the images and emotions that swirled into my mind
were too confused to make sense.

A boy’s laughter. The sting of cigarette
smoke. Heavy music and flashing lights. A faint, metallic taste
that coated my tongue and faded. Zoe staring into a mirror,
carefully anointing her pursed lips with lipstick.

It would eventually sort out into useful
stuff. The truly important thing was the faint shimmer of golden
“dust.” It meant Zoe was alive–and still human. Plus it gave me a
delicate connection to the girl that should alert me if I managed
to get anywhere near her.

I'd set up the portion of my mind dedicated
to work to look like my office. Creating a file folder, I tucked
the golden shimmer inside of it before filing it inside the Active
cabinet.

With any luck, my tracking ability would
kick in at some point and lead me straight to Zoe.

Holding that hope close, I opened my eyes
and put her necklace back into the baggy before tucking it inside a
desk drawer. My next step was to take the photo down to Kate's
office.






Two






Nick was there, but I ignored him. "Hey,
Kate. Feel like trying for a location?"

"Sure." She pulled out a map of Santo Trueno
before reaching a hand behind her neck to unhook the gold chain her
locator crystal hung upon. Handing her the photo, I dropped into a
chair to watch. Dangling the crystal over the map, Kate gazed at
the photo, her green eyes going vague. Her lips barely moved as she
formed a silent request to her chosen goddess for guidance.

I don't pretend to understand magic or to
believe in any pantheon of gods, but it works for some people. Kate
and the others of her coven are some for whom it works really well.
They’d all chosen Aztec gods, so I couldn’t pronounce half the
names. Our city, Santo Trueno, is allegedly named after the Aztec
god of thunder, so their choices seemed appropriate to me.

The crystal pendulum shivered twice before
beginning to slowly circle. After a minute or so, it was swinging
side to side. The witch moved it, letting the crystal guide the
direction.

"Well, well," she murmured once the tip had
stilled over a spot. "Looks like your favorite place to visit,
Jones."

"The Barrows?" Leaning forward to have a
look, I sighed. The Barrows were Vampire Central, located beneath
the city.

"Stake?" Kate offered, opening her desk
drawer to display several tucked among boxes of truffles, which
were part of her emergency kit. "Damian delivered a few last
night."

"She won't need one. I'm going with her,"
Nick said, and pulled a credible Yoda imitation. "Dangerous, the
Barrows are."

Fighting the urge to laugh, I rose from my
seat. Maybe he wasn’t my idea, but the shifter was certainly big
enough to choke a vampire long enough for an unhurried get-away on
my part. "Fine. Let's go."

"You're bossy," he observed, but stood up to
follow.

"It's one of my gifts." I smiled at Kate.
"Thanks."

"My pleasure, Jones." She waved us out.
"I’ll let Mr. Whitehaven know where you’re going. Have fun."

It was a rule that we kept the boss informed
of our whereabouts. Safety precaution, he called it.

After a detour to my office for jacket and
purse, I led the way out to the parking lot and to my
twenty-eight-year-old sports car. Nick balked, frowning at it, eyes
hidden behind dark shades. "You've got to be kidding. You drive
this tin can?"

Tin can? My baby? The glare and scowl made
him back up a step. "There's more room than you think, but if you
want to stay here, be my guest."

He eased the sunglasses down enough to look
over the rims at me. "Is the trying-to-brush-me-off thing going to
be a constant?"

"Probably." I grinned at him over the car's
roof. "Coming?"

"Not yet, but I have hope." He winked while
opening the door.

"Pervert." Settling in the driver's seat, I
asked, "Is the innuendo thing going to be a constant?"

Nick threw my answer right back at me while
pushing the shades back into place. "Probably."

"Great." I started the engine, which purred
before the stereo kicked on. Stabbing a finger at the volume
control to cut Pink’s excitement at rattling her chains, I asked,
“Ever hear of sexual harassment?”

"Do the seats recline all the way back?" His
grin was friendly. Joking around, I could handle. If he really
became a pest, I’d sic Mr. Whitehaven on him.

"Would you can the questions? What sort of
dealings have you had with vampires? Any particular enemies I need
to be aware of?" I hated taking someone I knew squat about into the
Barrows.

"I'm the bodyguard," he replied, fastening
the seatbelt. "Are we stopping for lunch first? I'm starving."

"Look, just because the boss thinks--"

"You really had both legs broken three weeks
ago?" the shifter interrupted. I began sputtering in reaction and
his near-permanent grin widened into a smirk. "What was it that
happened? Oh, I remember: you were pushed off a roof."

My face grew hot. Throwing the car in gear,
I muttered, "Shut up."

"I'm curious. Why didn't you use your
telekinesis?"

I whipped the car out into traffic. "It's
kind of hard to concentrate when you're falling, okay? Besides,
that’s the wrong ability."

"How many stories was it, and what is the
right one?" Nick winced as I stomped on the brake then accelerated
and yanked the wheel to pass another car. "Can I drive?"

"Fifteen stories. Transvection, which I
don’t have. No, you may not drive." I'd been lucky my legs were all
that had been broken, panicked as I'd been. Unfortunately, my
favorite jeans hadn’t fared so well. E.R. nurses have an absolute
fetish for cutting clothing off people.

"Watch it! Oh God." I glanced sideways,
upper lip curling a bit at the sight of him cowering in my
passenger seat.

Nick scowled. "Would you watch the damn
road?"

"Wuss. I could drive blindfolded. Wanna
see?" My grin broadened as panic bloomed over his face.

"No. There's...holy…! Can I please
drive?"

"I already answered that question. It was
'no'. Your turn: any vampire enemies?"

"I'm a shifter, what do you think?" Nick
grabbed the dash, still scowling.

"Names?" I persisted, making a sharp right
that jerked him into the door. We were nearing an entry point for
the Barrows, so I began searching for a parking spot on the
car-lined street.

"No one you need to worry about. Are we
stopping? Because I think I need to throw up. Has anyone ever told
you that you suck at driving?"

"Yeah, and I'll tell you what I told them:
kiss my ass." Spotting an open spot, I slowed down.

The shifter recovered quickly. "Ooh, can
I?"

"No." Neatly parallel parking, I turned off
the engine, catching his shrug from the corner of my eye as he took
off his shades. Leaning toward him, I opened the glove box and
began groping around inside. Nick sniffed at my hair. I angled my
head to catch his gaze. "What are you doing?"

"You smell good. What perfume are you
wearing?"

My fingers closed around the small,
ruby-inlaid crucifix and I rolled my eyes while settling back into
my seat. "Giorgio Red."

"It works on you." Nick watched me pull the
chain over my head. "A cross? Seriously?"

"It's a ward. One of Kate's fellow coven
members is muy kick ass in the warding department. This keeps me
from looking tasty to younger vamps." Checking for traffic, I
climbed out of my car. Locking the door and pocketing the keys, I
glanced over at him and sighed.

The sunlight loved him, picking out cinnamon
glints in his hair. His ready-to-rock stance gave wordless voice to
the shifter’s self-confidence. Nick met my eyes. "What?"

"Nothing. Let's go." Having him around was
going to take some getting used to. Yet it was nice to know the
boss cared.

This particular entry point into the Barrows
was set between the brick walls of a club and a sex shop. It used
to be just a narrow pathway to the alley behind them. Now an
eight-feet-tall stone archway opened to a tunnel with steps leading
down. If you came through the alley, you'd just walk through the
arch and onto the street, because the entries are one-way
deals.

The tourists love them, constantly snapping
photos of friends appearing to float out of the tunnel's dimness.
The Melding had returned magic to the world without much disruption
as far as real estate went. The people and critters had been the
real shockaroonies for humans.

Of course, I’d missed all the shock and awe.
I’d dropped into a coma on the stroke of midnight as the Melding
began, like a weird remix of the Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty
fairy tales. Only my mom had been the one with the kiss of
consciousness, instead of a prince, and delivered it to my
forehead, not my lips because that would’ve been eww. By the
time I’d rejoined the land of the awake, things had mostly moved
past the impossible reaction.

Nick reached the archway a step ahead of me
and led the way down. I followed, slightly amused by the appearance
of his bodyguard attitude and his question: "Which area do we
need?"

"How should I know?" My answer brought him
up short, which wasn’t a good thing in a stairway. I narrowly
avoided bouncing my nose off his jacket.

He paused just long enough for a deep breath
of his own. "Then what's the plan to find out?"

Grinning at his back, and noticing his
shoulders were almost touching the tunnel's walls, I said, "Walk
around until I feel a tug."

The shifter half-turned to look at me. "A
tug?"

"It's a psychic thing."

"Uh-huh. The Barrows takes up a lot of
space, uh...what am I allowed to call you?" Nick asked, head
tilting just a touch left.

"Well, my friends call me Cordi, but you may
call me Jones. You?" I was still grinning for some inane
reason.

"I prefer Nick. How long before you decide
someone's a friend?" His head tilted the other direction, as a
curious dog’s would.

"Depends on who it is. Daylight's a wastin',
so get a move on, please." The sun affected vampiric powers even
underground. I really didn't want to be in the Barrows after dark,
having acquired a not-fan or two of the vampire persuasion.

With a shrug, Nick turned and began walking
downward once more. A minute passed, then a couple of more. I noted
my boots were the only ones scuffing the moss-encrusted stone.

"Stop." I frowned when he glanced back. "Can
you see the landing?"

After peering down, he shook his head. "Not
yet."

"This is weird, since we should be right at
it now. It's ninety-seven steps down this entry point. I counted
ninety-six, so you should be on ninety-seven." Leaning, I squinted
into the darkness below, unable to spot the landing.

“You count steps.”

“I like to be prepared if retreat becomes a
necessity.”

"I don't hear anything." The shifter sniffed
the air a few times. "Vampire scents are faint."



"Okay. Time to go back up," I decided, but
upon turning around, discovered that what should've been daylight
from the opening had been replaced by the tunnel ceiling glowing.
The entrance was gone, covered by something. "I don't like
this."

"Don't panic,” he soothed. “Go on up, we'll
see if we can figure out what's going on."

Throwing a scowl over my shoulder, I said,
"I'm not panicking. I just said I don't like this situation."

"Okay. Would you start climbing?" Nick poked
me in the back.

"Hey! No touching."

"Is that a prejudice thing?"

"It's a psychic thing," I huffed, beginning
the climb upwards. "I can pick up stuff when people touch me
without warning."

"Oh. Sorry." The shifter was silent for a
few seconds. "That must make sex difficult."

"Excuse me?" My voice was a squeak.

"Doesn't it? Sex does require a lot of
touching."

"My sex life is none of your business." My
face had gone hot and I was grateful he was behind me. It had been
a while, and having a wet dream of a guy bring up the topic just
made the lack all the more apparent to me.

"Oh, come on. You can't tell someone that
and not expect them to wonder." Nick chuckled. The soft, husky
sound hit me somewhere below the belt. "But I'm sorry I embarrassed
you."

"You didn't," I lied.

"Right. That's why your body temperature
just shot up about five degrees." Amusement laced his tone. "Your
scent's grown hotter too."

"Thank you ever so much for sharing that and
now, please shut up." I'd reached the top. "What the hell? There's
not supposed to be a door."

"Switch with me," Nick demanded. "I'll open
it."

"I think I can manage opening a door." He
grabbed my arm when I began to reach for the door's ornate
handle.

"But can you handle what might be on the
other side?"

He had a point. I probably could, but why
waste having perfectly good muscle around? Huffing out a breath, I
shrugged. "Fine."

It took a bit of doing in the small space,
but we traded places without tumbling down the stairs.

"Okay, I'm going to open it. Ready?" Nick
glanced back at me.

"Yea- wait. What if it's something you can't
handle?" The unknown was causing a chill of dread to ooze down my
spine.

"Then you’ll teleport us to your car."

"Who said I can teleport?"

"I need information to do my job, just like
you do to do yours. Mr. Whitehaven gave me a rundown of your
abilities." He paused. “He forgot to mention the no-touching thing,
though.”

"Whatever. Open the door," I demanded,
making a note to find out later what all he'd been told. The
shifter looked back at the door, reached for the handle, and
paused.

"Maybe you'd better grab hold, just in
case."

Shoving my fingers between his belt and
jeans, I silently cursed my boss. He'd obviously mentioned my
occasional tendency to panic. "Maybe you should knock first."

“It’s a public door, it doesn’t get knocked.
Besides, element of surprise.”

“Then open the damn door, I’m surprised
enough.”

"I’m opening the damn door." Nick pushed it
open, but I couldn't see anything except his back. "It's a hallway.
It smells like elves."

Huh. What did elves smell like to a shifter?
I pushed the question away for later.

"We're probably okay then." Or should be,
since I wasn’t aware of having pissed off any. You have to be
around the beings in question to manage that. "Go on."

"Shifters aren't welcome in faerie mounds,
Jones."

Nick didn't move, so I released his belt to
shove him into the hallway. "I'll protect you." The promise earned
me a frown. "This is probably some kind of magical mix up."

"It's not a mistake, Miss Jones." An elf
stepped out of another doorway about fifteen feet down the hallway.
"If you'll join me, I will explain."

He no more resembled a spider than I did a
fly but the elf had that gloating villain thing going big time.
Typically gorgeous, taller than Nick by an inch or so, built like
something out of a mail-order groom catalog for the stinking rich.
Still, if he was playing the villain with Bond-esque panache,
didn’t that make me the hero? At least he’d called me Miss Jones
without making it sound like a song reference.

"Both of us?" Leaving Nick alone was
probably a bad idea. It would tick off Whitehaven if I lost him the
first day.

The elf inclined his head, nearly royally.
Nothing as ordinary as a nod of agreement, not from him.

"Okay then."

Nick was breathing down my neck by the time
we entered what appeared to be an office slash library. The elf
gestured toward a pair of spindly looking chairs placed before a
massive desk.

A pair. As in two – for my unwelcome
bodyguard and me.

"Please have a seat,” the elf invited. “I
apologize for the unorthodox method of meeting with you."

"You seem to know who I am. This is my
associate, Nick Maxwell, and you are?"

"Thorandryll." He sat down behind the desk,
not even nodding at Nick. "The information I was given said you
work alone."

Yet there were two chairs waiting. I smiled.
"Not anymore. Nick’s my new partner. So what is this about, Mr.
Thorandryll?"

Like most elves, he was gorgeous. Blue eyes
the color of winter skies adorned a triangular, high-cheek-boned
face Hollywood actors would pay a million bucks for. His hair was
long, loose, and deep golden blonde. I hadn't been this close to an
elf before, but could see why people became elf-struck.

Not that I would. It would be so
unprofessional. As would be calling him the Lord he no doubt
preferred.

"I wish to hire you to locate
something."

My curiosity flared. Why would an elf need a
psychic to track something down? "My employer pre-screens our cases
at Arcane Solutions. You'll have to speak with him first."

"I prefer to keep this matter quiet."
Thorandryll's icy blues focused on my face.

"Discretion isn't a problem, but you have to
speak with Mr. Whitehaven first. I'm under contract—no free-lancing
allowed." My urge to attempt to scan him was growing. What was it
he wanted me to go after?

"I see." The elf studied me for a moment
longer. He was probably judging his chances of success at bribing
me, or whammying me with glamour.

Neither was a good idea. I like my job, and
mystical crap aimed in my direction tends to piss me off.

Nick was fidgeting, his discomfort so
intense that I felt sympathy welling up. "If that's all, Nick and I
are sort of in the middle of something."

Thorandryll didn’t take my attempt to
dismiss him well. Brows drawing together, he gazed at me, and I’ll
be damned if goose bumps didn’t bloom on my arms. After a long,
silent moment, he rose. "I'll speak with your employer, Miss Jones.
Allow me to escort you out."

"Sure." As the elf led the way out, I
whispered, “Bit arrogant, isn’t he?”

Nick grinned in response.






Three






“The spell will end when the door closes,
returning you to the Barrows' entrance. It was a pleasure to meet
you, Miss Jones." Thorandryll half-bowed after opening the door to
the tunnel. Nick edged past, his expression blank and wariness
exuding from him like a cloak.

"Likewise. I guess we'll talk later."
Offering him what I hoped was a professional smile, I started down
the stone steps after the shifter.

"Do you often visit the Barrows?"

Pausing, I turned to look back at the elf.
"Just when necessary for a case. Why?"

"Merely curiosity, Miss Jones. It’s
dangerous." He frowned past me at the shifter's back.

"Danger comes with the job. Have a nice
day." Two steps later, I heard the door click shut.

"I can see the landing now," Nick announced
after a minute or so passed. "That was weird."

"Yeah. I wonder what Thorandryll’s thing is?
What do you think: stolen or lost?"

The shifter shrugged. "Who steals from an
elf?"

"You mean apart from the suicidally
inclined? I have no idea." We reached the landing and entered the
false night of the Barrows.

Imagine every dark night movie scene
featuring a decrepit old castle, and you'll have a decent idea of
what the Barrows is like—minus the tourists, but you can’t escape
them. They’re everywhere, even posing for photos in front of the
fantastically designed iron gates blocking entry to the private
residences of those with major standing in the vampiric
hierarchy.

You enter the Barrows at your own risk. The
cops will come to look for you if you go missing and it's reported,
but vampires are usually experts at hiding the bodies.

They aren't supposed to kill anymore, and
there's really no need for them to do so because there are always
idiots willing to offer up blood. But everyone knows that killing
does happen. People disappear, and have since the beginning of
time.

Vampires are predators and seven years of
civilized living hasn't made a dent in their conditioned hunting
behaviors.

Nick appeared to be on full alert, his
weight perfectly balanced and arms loose. Lower level vamps were
taking care to avoid our path, but I wasn't convinced that was
because of him.

Ronnie's anti-vampire ward was grounded in
earth magic and seasoned with fire magic. The newer the vamp, the
faster he or she would become a column of fire if they risked
grabbing me for a snack. Overall, most vampires prefer to avoid
being burned into true death.

I didn't see anyone I recognized as we
worked our way up and down the main streets, but we did come across
several groups of young humans. Emo kids, Goths, and punks for the
most part.

Light scanning picked up their louder
thoughts. I shook my head at the hope many had of becoming powerful
creatures of the night. Stupid kids. But Zoe's so-called friends
could be around, skipping school to play with the dead, so I kept
scanning, and made a note to dig up some names. Maybe Zoe had a
Facebook account.

"Anything?" Nick asked after we'd covered a
rough square mile of streets.

"Not yet, or I would've said something."

"I'm starving. Let's stop for some lunch."
He jerked his head toward a tavern across the street. "Good steaks
there."

"You must hang out here a lot more than I
do."

"I’ve been here enough to know where the
good steaks can be found. Come on, I'll buy." He led the way across
the street, and I reluctantly followed. My stomach was beginning to
grumble a little about its empty state.

As was par for the course down here, the
tavern’s lighting was dim. Sighting Jo Morrison sitting at a corner
table, head bent close to a vampire's as she listened to him
speaking, surprised me.

What are you doing here? I 'pathed,
startling her into looking up. I watched the vampire eye her neck
while lounging back in his seat, despite the fact she wore another
of Ronnie's warded crosses.

Book business floated from her in
response. I smiled and waved for the vampire's benefit when he
glanced our way. It couldn't hurt to let him know she wasn't down
here completely alone.

Jo’s a witch, and certainly not helpless,
but I tend to be protective of those I call friends. There are few
enough of them, and to be honest, they’ve pulled my fat out of the
fire more often than I have theirs. I do my best to return the
favor as much as possible.

"Who's that?" Nick was watching the byplay.
Jo waved back.

"A friend of mine and a coven mate of
Kate's. Her name’s Jo." Slipping past him, I picked a table not too
far from hers and sat where I could keep an eye on things.

The shifter followed, settling into a seat
that let him watch the door and most of the dining area.

Who is he? Jo's question was a
whisper, but I caught it because I was listening for her. She had a
natural, thick mental shield and it had taken me a long time to
tune in enough to be able to hear her.

New hire at the office. Kate would
eventually inform them that Whitehaven had hired a babysitter for
me.

Cute. She was grinning.

Yeah, I guess. Nick's good looks had
paled during the meeting with Thorandryll, but the effect would
wear off, at least until I met with the elf again. It was just a
side effect of seeing what amounts to male perfection.

A menu was shoved into my face right then by
a surly looking waitress. My guess was that being a vampire hadn't
turned out the way she thought it would. From what I’d learned, it
seldom did.

We ordered and there was nothing to do but
stare around or make small talk. I chose small talk. "What made you
take the job?"

"Babysitting you?" Nick grinned, his eyes
sliding from me to the door and back. "It sounded interesting. I've
never met a psychic before."

I scowled. "How about we say 'being my
partner'?"

"A promotion already? Okay, sure." He
laughed. It was a nice laugh.

"What were you doing before?"

"I’ve done some bouncing for a few
clubs."

I rolled my eyes. "Great. Being a PI isn't
all about throwing people around, you know."

"I do have a brain, Jones, and I'm a wolf.
We're natural hunters." His grin said that I’d failed to offend
him. The scowling vamp waitress returned with our food just then.
After she'd dropped the plates in front of us, he asked, "How did
you end up as a PI?"

"By accident. This smells good." The steak,
medium rare and smoking hot with a side of marinated, grilled
mushrooms, grabbed my full attention. "Let's eat and get back to
work."

"Sure." With that, our mouths were busy with
food rather than conversation. I kept an eye on Jo while we ate.
The auburn-haired witch was having an intense-looking conversation
with the vampire. He seemed to have lost interest in her neck,
pointing out various things in the book they were studying.

Once lunch was disposed of, Nick excused
himself for a trip to the Gents' Room. I decided to wait for him
outside, and do a little scanning for any thoughts about Zoe.

Concentrating on that, I didn't notice the
vampire approaching until he blocked my view. "Looking for
someone?"

"Yeah." You couldn't trust them, but
sometimes vamps could be informative.

He smiled. "Male or female?"

"A girl."

"Perhaps I can change your mind?" He moved,
a quick blur, and semi-embraced me, pinning my arms while carefully
avoiding the cross. He was obviously old and smart enough to know
what it could do. Ugh, he wanted a donor. Then he tightened his
hold, and it was easy to tell that he'd already fed. Sex was what
he had in mind.

I shuddered in revulsion. "No thanks, bub.
I’m not into necrophilia."

"I can give you pleasure you've never
dreamed of," he murmured, voice silky smooth as he stared into my
eyes. He was trying to cloud my mind, but wasn’t powerful enough
to.

"I said no thanks."

"I enjoy challenges."

"Yeah? Enjoy this." I head butted him,
smashing his nose and knocking myself a little cross-eyed. The
vampire stumbled backward, before disappearing as Nick grabbed him
and threw him clean across the street.

"Are you all right?"

Blinking, I forced a scowl. "I totally had
that under control."

"Uh-huh. How many fingers am I holding up?"
The shifter raised his hand.

"Two?" It was a lucky guess.

"I guess your skull's in one piece." He
shook his head. "That wasn't the best..."

"We need to get back to work," I
interrupted, not needing a lecture that head butting a vamp was a
bad idea. The burgeoning headache was enough information on that
subject. "Come on."

Grinning, Nick turned me around before I
completed my first step. "This way, Jones."

"Hmph."
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The lack of luck in scanning an estate
almost made me turn to look through the gates we were walking past.
The two vampires standing guard kept me from acting on the impulse.
I waited until we reached the end of the block before grabbing
Nick's arm. "I couldn’t get anything from this one."

"What do you want to do?" He didn't look
around, gaining points in my book.

"I need to stay close, but not be obvious,
to try again."

"How close?"

"Right here is good." The street wasn't one
of the well-traveled ones, so there wasn't much in the way of a
crowd to hide in. Just a few couples, pausing at intervals to snap
photos. If I'd been alone, stepping around the corner out of sight
would've been my first choice.

But I wasn't alone and that was too far to
go.

Nick's intent gaze was making me nervous. "I
have an idea, but it requires touching."

Suspicious, I asked, "What is it?"

He grinned and took a step toward me. I
backed away and he followed, until the stone wall blocked further
retreat. Placing his hands on it just beside my shoulders, the
shifter began lowering his head.

"What the hell are you doing?" I hissed,
hands moving to flatten over his soft blue polo and hard chest
muscles.

"Providing cover for you to do your thing."
His breath tickled my neck and he sniffed at my hair. "So get busy,
Jones."

Keeping my hands where they were to preserve
the few inches of space between our bodies, I closed my eyes and
focused.

Mmm resonated from Nick. A vague
image of a wolf rolling in grass flashed across my mind. The
shifter apparently really liked my shampoo, pulling in a deeper
breath while burying his nose in my hair.

Forcing myself to ignore him, I tried
scanning again. If Zoe was inside, and held against her will, I
could bring in reinforcements. Damian was a detective with the city
police, not just a stake-carving warlock.

If she was there, I couldn't teleport to her
without seeing where she was. Taking Nick in with me, then both of
them out would be exhausting. I had to be in contact to teleport
them, which wasn't a problem where the shifter was concerned.

His nose was traversing a downward path
through my hair. I jumped when his lips brushed my ear, and goose
bumps exploded on my arms.

"Sorry." It was a mumble.

Bored. I latched onto the thought.
Tracing it back with as light a touch as possible, I gleaned enough
information to know that the estate was that of a vampire lord
named Derrick, and my contact was a volunteer blood donor.
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