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      The woman standing near the contemporary fountain in Manchester’s Piccadilly Gardens, hugging her arms and looking around nervously, was tall and thin, with brown eyes and dark gold hair that curled like a helmet around pale features.

      The tips of her ears, barely visible through the mop of hair, said she was a light elf—or a Ljósálfar elf, to give them their proper name—but none of the six lines living within the United Kingdom possessed hair so tightly curled. She could be from overseas, of course, but the way she walked—heavy rather than light—suggested she might be a half-elf. They tended to be rare, because while elves had no problem fucking humans, it was unusual for children to be born from such unions. Fertility problems, along with the fact light elves didn’t “mature” until they were over three hundred years old, had a lot to do with that, of course, but mostly it was a choice. Light elves considered half-breeds to be a pollution of perfection.

      I lowered the binoculars and glanced at Mathi—a former lover, and the closest thing to golden-skinned Ljósálfar perfection you were ever likely to meet. “What do you think?”

      “I think if we don’t get down there in the next ten minutes, Delores is likely to disappear.” He glanced at me, his eyes as blue as the afternoon sky above us. Spring might have started a couple of weeks ago, but this was the first day she’d shaken the claws of winter loose. “If she’s aware of Carla’s position within the Ninkilim, she’ll also be aware that she might be next on the hit list.”

      Carla Wilson was the multi-shifter who’d been siphoning information via a deadly godly relic from multiple members of Deva’s Fae Council, whom I now worked for. I was their “freebie” relic hunter thanks to the pixie council “gifting” my services for the next several years as punishment for not only deep reading my now dead cousin’s mind but also placing controls on her movements and actions. I hated being beholden to the high council, but it was certainly better than the other option—the red knife. Being handed that would not only have excommunicated me from pixie society for a period of ten years, but ripped away my inherent ability to hear and use the song and power of the trees and anything made of them.

      Mathi was technically my council liaison, but they’d very obviously placed him on me in the mistaken belief that he would keep me “in line.” Which, had they truly known either of us, they’d have realized would never happen.

      While we had finally stopped Carla, we’d never discovered all the names of all the councilors Carla had siphoned. What we did know was that she’d been second in charge of the Ninkilim, the organization that was not only behind the attempts to bring their chaotic rat god back into this world, but also responsible for my mother’s murder. I would get my vengeance on them for that, even if it was the last thing I ever did.

      Which, given the recent godly edict that I would likely die in nine months—now down to less than seven months—from now, meant I didn’t have a whole lot of time to play with.

      But I wasn’t responsible for Carla’s death, even if the wind and my own inner anger had urged me to show her no mercy. Her boss had basically implanted a kill switch in her brain and had set it off not long after we’d captured her.

      Before she’d died, however, she’d handed me her phone and instructed me to contact Delores for the records she’d been keeping on the Ninkilim and those running it. Of course, she’d also said that her friend wasn’t truly of this world. I wasn’t sure what she’d meant by that, given the woman below looked as “human” as everyone else currently using the park, but neither Mathi nor I were taking the warning lightly.

      I swept my gaze across the surrounding buildings for the umpteenth time. We were currently hunkered down on the roof of the modern red-brick building that dominated one side of the park. To our left was the Novotel, while to our right and directly ahead lay several older Victorian-style buildings. There was the usual assortment of cooling towers and communication masts atop them, but I wasn’t seeing anything untoward.

      And yet... unease slithered through me. I had no idea whether its cause was my second sight stirring or if it was simply because past missions had proven that if things could go wrong, they would. Either way, I’d be a fool to ignore it.

      “Are you seeing anything to suggest she’s being watched?”

      “No, but we likely wouldn’t if we’re dealing with professionals.” Mathi glanced at me again, amusement tugging at his lips. “But if there was someone here to take her out, they would have done so by now. She presents a very easy target.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Is that the voice of experience speaking?”

      “I haven’t killed anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

      “Which doesn’t actually answer the question.”

      His smile grew. “There are some things you are better off not knowing. It would end our friendship.”

      “If you fucking another woman while we were supposedly exclusive didn’t end our friendship, I doubt anything will.” I returned my gaze to the woman. “She looks nervous.”

      “As any sensible person walking into an unknown situation would. Remember, she does not know who you really are. You’re just a voice on Carla’s phone.”

      “True.” I raised the binoculars again. She was wearing a thick wool coat despite the surprising burst of spring warmth, but she’d wrapped its bulk around her body so tightly it was pretty obvious she wasn’t carrying any sort of weapon. For that matter, she wasn’t even carrying a purse, though her right hand was tightly clenched, suggesting she held something. A personal alarm, perhaps? It was too small to be a weapon, unless it was mace spray or something like that. “I’m still not liking the feel of things.”

      “We weren’t followed here, of that you can be sure,” Mathi commented.

      “Given Carla’s phone is tucked into my purse, they didn’t have to follow us. They could just track the phone’s location.”

      “True, though that is harder than you might think.”

      “For normal peeps, yes, but the Ninkilim have disciples in the police force and on the Interspecies Investigation Team. It would be foolish to discount the possibility.”

      “I discount nothing, including the possibility that Delores might have brought assassins with her.”

      I glanced at him sharply. “Why would she do that?”

      “Carla might want post-death vengeance on her boss and the Ninkilim, but there’s no guarantee this isn’t a setup to take out the person responsible for her murder.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “Delores doesn’t know that. All she knows is that her friend is dead, and you contacted her with a request for the files.”

      “True.” I tugged off the binoculars and shoved them back into my bag. “I guess we should go down before she runs.”

      He rose and then offered me a hand. I let him pull me up, then slung my bag over my shoulder and followed him back across the rooftop to the stairwell door. Once he’d relocked it—Mathi had offered the building’s bored security officer a hefty amount to get the keys—we hurried down the metal stairs, his movement whisper-silent compared to mine. I might be an Aodhán pixie, which was one of the two human-sized branches within the five UK pixie lines, but we did not and never had walked lightly, even if we had an affinity for trees and wood. The gods might have been generous with the strengths and abilities they’d gifted both us and the Tàileach in return for guarding their relics, but they’d also wanted to ensure they could hear us coming.

      Especially when my line possessed magically blessed knives capable of killing certain gods.

      Not that I’d actually used them for that purpose, but there was still time to do so. There were certainly more than enough gods hanging about who deserved a good knifing, and that included my father, who seemed uninterested in providing me with any sort of real information or help. This despite the broader collective of gods declaring me their “queen” in the latest round of “godly games,” in which two opposing sides chose their “chess pieces” and then tested them, and humanity itself, in various cataclysmic ways. What they apparently found so fascinating was the fact that not even they could predict how the pieces within any active game would react to the stimuli provided.

      The current game was slightly different in that it involved the rising of the long-banished god Ninkil and I was aware of it happening. But I had no idea who else might be involved, and the man who was my opposition counterpart was little more than a metallic voice in my visions.

      Which was frustrating, to say the least.

      Mathi returned the keys to the security guard, then placed a hand on my back and guided me out of the building. The sun’s warmth hit us, and I briefly raised my face, letting its heat bathe my skin and soul before the storm gathering unseen on the horizon swept it all away in a tide of thunder and lightning.

      As we followed the path toward the heart of the small park and the fountain, I caught the stirring air and let it play around me. One advantage of being the daughter of a minor storm god was the ability to use the wind—and to some extent, storms and lightning—as both a means of defense and offense. Of course, I’d only recently found out about my father, so having the ability to do so and the skills needed were two entirely different things. Thankfully, I’d now found a mentor—a human mentor, rather than the services of a cranky old goddess who nagged me more than taught—to help teach me, and though we’d only had a couple of sessions, I had hopes of slowly becoming more proficient.

      Whether the increase in skill level would be fast enough to counter the death sentence that lay ahead of me was another matter entirely.

      As we approached a junction in the path, Mathi motioned to the steps surrounding the rather grand statue of Queen Victoria seated on her throne. “I’ll watch from the top of the plinth.”

      I nodded; at least he’d be close if something did go wrong. And it would, I was growing ever certain of that.

      “Just be careful. Instinct is twitching, and that⁠—”

      “Is never a good thing,” he finished for me. “Just make sure when you confront her you can still see me.”

      “If I’m watching you, I’m not watching her. That could be even more dangerous.”

      “Which is why Henrick patrols the other side of the park. Don’t look,” he added, as I was about to. “Between the two of us, we should catch anything untoward.”

      Henrick was Mathi’s chauffeur, former military intelligence, and an extremely calm presence no matter what dangerous shit was going down. While I felt better for his additional presence in the park, I still found myself fighting the desire to call my knives to my hands. I didn’t actually need to be holding them anymore for them to protect me against either magical or physical attack—they simply needed to be on my person or in my handbag—but I always felt safer with their weight in my hands.

      Especially after the knife attack outside the tavern a few months ago.

      I still had no idea who’d been behind that effort, but it certainly wasn’t this woman. The hand I’d briefly glimpsed had suggested it was a dark elf, but the only woman I knew who fit that description and hated me enough to attempt murder was Kaitlyn Avery, a broker of legal and not-so-legal contract services—mostly not. She wasn’t the sort to do the deed herself, though. She’d simply contract someone in and then let them take the fall for it.

      As Mathi peeled away to the right, I flexed my fingers and kept my eyes on the pale-skinned woman. She was currently walking between the jet fountain and the half-moon-shaped concrete seating surrounding a good portion of it, most of which was being used by people either eating their lunch or simply enjoying the afternoon sunshine while they chatted to their companions.

      Any of them could be a hitman—or woman—in disguise.

      I told myself to stop being paranoid and moved down the steps between the two arms of concrete seating, approaching her warily. She sensed either my presence or perhaps even the gentle stirring of air surrounding me, because she spun to face me. Her entire being flickered in the process, rather reminding me of a projected image experiencing brief but chaotic interference. It was in that moment I realized what Carla had meant.

      Delores might appear as real and as solid as anyone else in this garden, but she definitely wasn’t human.

      She was a taibhse lae—or day ghost, as they were more commonly known. They were a rare and somewhat fragile branch of long-ago elves that had, if you believed the legends, looked at some sun god the wrong way and drawn his ire. He’d not only taken their lightness of foot, giving them the shuffling, awkward gait that had made them targets of superstition and fear for eons, but, worse still, had cursed them to live in sunshine but never feel its warmth. At night, their flesh simply disintegrated, rendering them unable to interact with anything or anyone until the sun rose and gave them life once again.

      She was a damnably strange choice to guard a gnat, let alone information capable of destroying an organization that had spent centuries plotting the return of their god.

      “My name is Bethany Aodhán,” I said softly. “Carla told me to contact you after her death for the records you hold.”

      Delores studied me for several seconds, then her gaze went past me, sweeping the immediate area. You did not come alone.

      Her words whispered into my mind, warm and musical. She might not be able to speak, but she could certainly still communicate. “I did not. I couldn’t take the risk that this was a trap.”

      Again, her gaze swept the park’s perimeter, and her grip on her coat tightened. I did not set a trap, but I fear one approaches.

      Day ghosts were fiercely attuned to sunlight and any movement that ran through it, meaning she would feel the thrum of wrongness as easily as I could read the wind. I flexed my fingers and once again resisted the urge to call my knives into them. She would flee if I did, of that I was sure.

      How did she die? she added.

      “She had a kill switch in her brain. The man she worked with flipped that switch when we captured her.”

      Death found her more than two months ago. Why have you taken so long to contact me?

      “Because we didn’t wish to endanger you—and, if I’m being totally honest here, the information you hold—by acting on Carla’s last request too soon.” I hesitated, but curiosity got the better of my growing sense of unease. “How did you know her?”

      We met a long time ago. She understood what I was and gave me a safe place in which to reside during the hours I held no substance and was at the mercy of those who might wish me dead.

      Meaning that even when they were little more than a cluster of unformed particles at night, day ghosts could still be killed? That god had definitely done a number on them.

      “Do you know the identity of the man she worked for? The one who placed the switch in her brain?”

      She never divulged his name. I do not think she could. All I know is that he was her arresting officer, and that he offered her a deal she could not refuse.

      Which only confirmed the comment she’d made in one of my visions. “What was she arrested for?”

      False identity. I do not know the details.

      We certainly hadn’t found said details and, given Mathi had recently lost his access to the IIT’s computers, likely never would. Unless, of course, his father, who ran the day division, restored it, and that was unlikely to happen given Sgott Bruhn—his nighttime counterpart, and the man who’d not only been my mother’s lover for nigh on sixty years, but the only father I’d really known—had never approved of Mathi having such deep access.

      “And you never saw this copper?” I asked Delores.

      She worked at night; I am unmade at night.

      “That doesn’t mean⁠—”

      Prostitution might have been considered an acceptable job for single women with no income in the early eighteenth century, but one did not discuss it, especially if listed as one of the “finer” ladies in Harris’s List, she said. I do know that he sent her clients to mine information from. More than that, I cannot say.

      If Carla was plying her trade back in the early eighteenth century, she’d been far older than we’d presumed. That might explain why Mathi’s searches before he’d lost access hadn’t come up with anything—we hadn’t been going far enough back. Of course, that was presuming there were records being kept on the system or in the archives from that far back.

      But if she was mentioned in Harris’s List—which was presumably a “critique” of “ladies” available at the time—we at least had another starting point.

      “I don’t suppose you know what name she went under on that list?”

      The slight smile that curved her lips didn’t touch her eyes. The Fae Princess.

      While it was unlikely Carla had any sort of fae blood in her, she’d been a face shifter capable of taking on the form of any woman she touched for more than a few minutes. She could easily have morphed her figure into any of the lighter-skinned elven lines.

      “Do you know if the man who controlled her then is still the same one who pulled the switch in her brain?”

      I believe so, yes. I also believe he still plies the same trade. But she had in some respects turned the tables on him. He needed her, trusted her, depended on her. It was how she was able to compile the information I hold.

      If we were dealing with the same man, then he definitely had to be an elf or some other long-lived being, such as a pixie. Not that there were many pixies working in law enforcement; more often than not, we tended to be on the wrong side of it. Hell, the reason we were no longer guarding the godly relics was because some long distant ancestor of mine had gotten a little too light-fingered.

      Movement caught my eye, and my gaze flicked past her briefly. Mathi. Something was happening. Trepidation stirred, and in the distance, thunder rumbled, its electricity briefly dancing through me. I glanced up sharply; though the sky above remained clear and blue, lightning flickered through the wall of ominous clouds sweeping toward us. It was almost as if the tension gathering within me was echoing through the storm and driving her toward us at a faster rate.

      I forced my attention back to the woman in front of me. “Listen, Delores, I don’t want to rush you, but⁠—”

      Evil stirs in the warmth.

      Which was not what I was going to say because, despite my growing trepidation, I wasn’t yet sensing anything wrong. “What evil? Is it here for you, or me?”

      I do not know, but they cannot kill me as they can you. I am lit and whole, and nothing from this world can undo that. Where is Carla’s phone?

      “In my handbag.” My gaze briefly returned to Mathi. He was speaking on his phone and moving with purpose, though with no real sense of alarm, toward the other side of the park. “Why?”

      Because those who hunt here today wish to take it. I will destroy it instead.

      Just as well I’d already copied everything on it over to a burner phone. “And the information Carla gathered?”

      Will be given in exchange. But be aware, they will attempt to kill you the minute that happens. I can taste their violence. Give me the phone.

      I hesitated, but in truth had no choice but to trust she would keep her word. I swung my purse around and plucked the phone free. Her gaze flicked past me, then she made a quick “give-me” motion with her unclenched hand. I stepped forward and held it out. She took the phone and covertly slipped a small USB into my hand.

      That capsule holds the coordinates to Carla’s information. Be wary—unless the key is on you, traps await. She paused. Even with the key, you will not get out unscathed. The dead await, and they hunger.

      “Hunger for what?”

      Death. They could never seek revenge against she who bound them, so they will seek it against any who enter that place without her.

      “And the key?”

      You already have it. You took it from the thief who wished her dead.

      The only thing I’d taken and kept from our thief was an old trinket box that had held hair and teeth—DNA keepsakes that Carla used to change into her various forms—and a small note that appeared to be a code of some kind. Could a piece of writing or even ancient DNA be an entry key, though? Or did she mean the box as a whole?

      “Did Carla teach you to speak in riddles like this, or did she simply not trust anyone, even you?”

      Overhead, the clouds were gathering at a faster rate, and the sky rumbled ominously. Its energy pulsed through me again, brief but fierce.

      She had reason enough not to trust anyone, and it is a lesson I learned well.

      “And yet you trust me enough to meet with me.”

      No, I did not. Had you answered my question about the manner of her death with anything other than the truth, the sun would have burned your flesh into nothingness.

      Suggesting she definitely was not as harmless as she appeared. “You knew how she died? How?”

      I felt her passing.

      “Again, how? She died at night, when you are unmade.”

      Unmade does not mean unfeeling. The gods are vengeful beings.

      They certainly were. “Thank you for the help and the information⁠—”

      I am merely obeying my friend’s last wishes, she cut in. If you truly want to thank me, destroy the man who destroyed her.

      “That is certainly the plan.”

      Good. And now, this phone and all that it holds, dies. She stepped back, and sunshine swept across her body until she was nothing but heat and light. As gasps echoed around us, I half turned away and raised my arm to shade my eyes.

      And heard the scream of warning in the air.

      In that same instant, my knives burned to life.

      Neither was quite fast enough.
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      The bullet that would have torn through my chest hit the fleshy part of my raised arm instead. I swore loudly, though the words were lost to the brutal crash of thunder. As the air vibrated furiously around me, I dropped to the ground, my fingers brushing the concrete as the protective shield fully formed around my body. A heartbeat later, sparks flew high as something small and metallic skidded across the shield’s surface and then careened away violently. A passerby went down, clutching his leg as blood oozed past his fingers.

      Delores hadn’t been kidding when she’d said these men were violent.

      Delores...

      I snapped my head around, but there was no sign of her. She’d obviously slipped away in the chaos now sweeping across the park. Some people were screaming, some were running, and some were simply frozen in place, their expressions uncertain and unbelieving.

      I yelled at the nearest woman to get down and to ring an ambulance and the police. As she flinched and then obeyed, I twisted around, my gaze scanning the walkway on the other side of the fountain for the shooter. Nothing. No surprise there; as Mathi had already said, we were likely dealing with professionals, and they would not be so easily caught.

      I couldn’t see Mathi, either, but the thought had barely crossed my mind when lightning flashed, bright against the blue that still dominated most of the sky. In that flash, I saw him. He was still on the phone, but running toward the tram stop on Mosley Street. Henrick was nowhere to be seen, but maybe that was who Mathi was talking to. I flung a leash of wind after him so I could keep track of his location, then shoved the USB into the back pocket of my jeans and scampered over to the injured man. Blood continued to seep through his fingers, but it wasn’t coming in spurts, which at least meant he hadn’t damaged an artery. He could still bleed to death if it wasn’t controlled, though.

      I tore off my long-sleeved T-shirt and gave it to him. Thankfully, I was wearing a support tank top underneath, so I wouldn’t be running around in just a bra. “Here, use this to bind the wound and keep the leg raised, okay? The ambulance has been called.”

      He nodded, each breath a sharp hiss of pain. “Looks like you were hit, too.”

      “It’s only a scratch. I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s more a trench than a scratch, I’d say,” an oldish woman refuted as she knelt beside me. “I’m a nurse. Let me⁠—”

      “You look after him. I need to go after the person who shot us.”

      “You’re a cop?”

      “IIT.” I touched her arm. “Keep your head down, just in case.”

      She nodded. I thrust upright and took off, following my leash of wind around to the right and up the ramp before swinging left into Mosley Street. I paused long enough to let a tram slide by, then ran across the track and continued down the street. Neither Mathi nor Henrick were in sight, but the wind continued to whisper her secrets in my ear, telling me I was getting closer. That surprised me. I’d never been a particularly fast runner—the size of my breasts made it damnably uncomfortable to do so even when, like today, I was wearing a sports bra that was little more than a straitjacket for the girls—so if I was gaining, they’d either stopped or there was magic at play.

      The wind tugged me right. Lightning speared overhead again, illuminating the dark wall of the fast-approaching storm. Deep within, the desire to reach out and become one with all that glorious fury stirred, but I was flesh and blood, even if one parent was godly. If I ever did fully embrace a storm’s power, I would die. Human flesh was never meant to contain such energy for long—I’d discovered that the hard way.

      Which didn’t mean I couldn’t use all that lovely power against my enemies. I just had to be sure I was properly “earthed” via the knives so the sheer force I was calling down did not boil my body alive.

      I continued to follow the wind’s lead for another block and then slowed as I approached a small lane. If the wind was to be believed, Mathi and three other men were standing midway down, in some sort of parking alcove.

      “Ms. Aodhán?” a voice said behind me.

      I jumped and turned, one knife automatically slapping into my hand despite the fact I almost immediately recognized the voice. A tall woman walking past squeaked in fear and leapt away. I tucked the knife into my belt and said, in what I hoped was a reassuring manner, “I’m an IIT officer, chasing a suspect. Please move on, ma’am.”

      She gave me a dubious look and hurried away. Henrick came out of a covered doorway, his chauffeur’s suit as impeccable as ever. If he’d been running, there was no sign of it.

      “I’m sure the IIT will have something to say about your claiming to be one of them,” he commented, amusement briefly touching his pleasant features.

      I was absolutely positive that Sgott would if word ever got back to him. “What’s happening, Henrick? Who are those three men with Mathi?”

      “I don’t know who the third man is, but he’s a spellcaster of some kind. The other two were watching you and Delores in the park, and the taller of them was responsible for gunshots.” He paused and frowned. “You’re bleeding. Mr. Dhār-Val said you weren’t hit.”

      “Mathi was wrong, obviously, though I suspect they meant to kill rather than wing me. It fucking hurts, but I’m not going to bleed to death, so let’s just concentrate⁠—”

      “I believe, given the speed with which those men ran, they are shifters, likely wolves, especially when they remained on foot rather than take to the sky. That means they will smell you coming.” He drew a crisp white handkerchief from his pocket and snapped it open. “Let me cover the wound and diffuse the scent. We can then decide on a plan of action.”

      I held out my arm. Blood stained its length and dripped steadily from the fleshy part underneath, so the wound was definitely worse than I’d presumed. “How do you diffuse the scent of blood?”

      “With a handy little charm that not only mitigates its scent, but also numbs the area around the wound, allowing pain-free movement. Which does, of course, raise the possibility of overuse making the wound worse in the end.”

      My eyebrows rose. “I take it you carry such a charm around with you?”

      A smile touched his lips. “I have been employed by Mr. Dhār-Val for many a year. You’d be surprised at what I now carry around, both in the car and in my pockets.”

      “Actually, knowing Mathi, I would not.”

      He quickly bound my wound, then produced the charm—which was the size of a penny but green in color—and tucked it under the handkerchief so that it touched my skin. Light flickered briefly down the knife’s edge, but it was more a recognition of magic’s presence than a warning.

      After producing a second pristine handkerchief, Henrick wiped most of the blood from my arm and fingers, his touch light, impersonal, and efficient. Once he was done, I twisted my arm around, but there was little in the way of pain response. The charm’s magic did not muck about.

      “That’s brilliant. Thanks,” I said. “But how come you’re here? How did you two get separated?”

      “I was in the car, following Mr. Dhār-Val’s directions via phone. We were intending to corner them in the lane, but instead he was caught. Our connection was still live at that point, so he sent me a coded warning stating there was a third man and he’s a caster. It’s how they restrained him.”

      Which made sense given two men, wolves or not, would have had a hell of a time restraining Mathi otherwise. “Is the line still open? Can we hear what they’re saying?”

      “No. They wanted to use his phone to call you and arrange an exchange—him for the information Delores gave you—and he was forced to hand it over.”

      I frowned. “Then why haven’t they called me?”

      “Do you have your phone with you?”

      “Of course I do.” I swung my purse around and, for the first time, noticed the hole in the leather. They hadn’t taken two shots at me; they’d taken three. I swore and dug my phone out, discovering the bullet that had torn through the leather had also cratered my phone. How that bullet hadn’t actually ricocheted into my body was a miracle in itself given how close to my hip it had been, but it did at least explain why the knives had activated a heartbeat before the bullet had hit my arm. I pressed the on-button to see if it was active despite the damage, but nothing happened.

      “Well, fuck,” I said.

      “The SIM might not be damaged; if it isn’t, we could try inserting it into my phone and see if their calls come through.”

      “We’ve nothing to lose by trying.”

      I handed him the phone, and while he did the exchange, I sent another finger of wind into the lane to get a more accurate picture of the situation we were facing. Or as accurate as the wind was ever likely to get. It came back with vague images that basically confirmed what Henrick had already said—three men and Mathi, all standing in the small parking space that divided the building behind Henrick and the next.

      I stepped back and glanced up. The modern brick-and-glass building looked to have either five or six floors—it was hard to tell, because from the little I could see through the glass behind Henrick, the foyer might or might not be double height—with a three- or four-foot-wide overhang that wrapped around the top of the building. While it no doubt shaded the top floor, it stopped me from seeing the roofline. Still, given the building was fairly modern, it was more likely to have a flat roof than a steep one.

      If that were the case, attacking them from above might be our best chance of getting Mathi out of there without harm. And the good thing was, I didn’t need to bribe guards or even find an external fire escape to get up there; I could simply order the wind to catch and lift me. Of course, doing so in the middle of a busy street would likely cause a scene, which was not something we wanted right now. I could probably order the storm to unleash heavy enough rain to cover my movements, but that would take a deeper connection than I currently had and would cost me strength-wise. Until I knew the full situation, I couldn’t take the risk.

      “The SIM works, so now we—” Henrick began, but cut the rest off as the phone rang. “Well, that didn’t take long at all.”

      “Is it Mathi’s number?”

      “Aye.”

      He handed me the phone and, after a quick deep breath to calm the sudden flutter of nerves, I hit the answer button and put it on speaker. “Hey Mathi, where the hell are you? I need help here⁠—”

      “As does,” a deep voice drawled, “he.”

      I paused a beat and then said, as thunder rumbled ominously once again, “Who is this?”

      “The man who holds young Dhār-Val hostage. We will exchange him for whatever information the day ghost gave you.”

      “She didn’t⁠—”

      His heavy sigh cut me off. “She did, though I admit the exchange was so fast it was barely noticeable. I want that information.”

      “And I want proof of life.”

      “As you wish. Jarod? Drag the elf here.”

      The soft sounds of a scuffle echoed briefly—presumably, Mathi did not appreciate being dragged—then he said, voice curt and angry, “Mage, three total, don’t give⁠—”

      The rest ended in an odd sort of gurgle.

      “If you’ve hurt him,” I growled, “I will return the favor—and trust me when I say you don’t want that.”

      He laughed. “I am well protected against those little stingers you hold.”

      So he knew about the knives, but did he know they’d been blessed by gods and could shred any magic he raised in a heartbeat? Did he know I could call down lightning from the sky and burn him to ashes between one heartbeat and another?

      I suspected not, because he would not have sounded so cocksure of himself otherwise.

      “Where do you want to meet?” I asked.

      He gave me the lane’s address and then said, “Do not ring the police. Do not ring the IIT. The minute we have any sense of their presence, he will die.”

      “He had better be alive when I get there.”

      “I have no instructions to kill him. Not if I get the information I need.”

      He might not have been instructed to kill Mathi, but I was obviously a very different story, given the three bullets they’d unleashed at me. Which made me wonder who, exactly, had hired him. The man in charge of the Ninkilim had told Carla multiple times that they needed me alive until Ninkil’s Harpē had been found—that they couldn’t bring their rat god into this world without it. Did this mean he’d changed his mind? Had he found someone else to find the Harpē? Or the gods changed their minds and decided I was just too unpredictable to participate in the game any longer?

      They might like chaos, but anything was damn possible when it came to the gods.

      “You’ll get it.” “It” being his just desserts rather than the information. “It’ll take me about ten minutes to get there—depending, of course, on whether I can escape without the cops grabbing me.”

      “You have fifteen. Do not be late.”

      With that, he hung up. I swore softly and handed the phone back to Henrick.

      “I have weapons in the car, and silver bullets, which will take care of the wolves. With your knives and the gathering storm, which I’m presuming is your doing, we might just⁠—”

      “The mage is the problem,” I cut in. “Until we know how he’s bound Mathi, we dare not attack. I have an alternative plan, however.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “According to Mr. Dhār-Val, your plans are not always the most viable option.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Only in that they usually end up with me being damaged, but I’m already damaged, so that problem is mitigated. Where is the car?”

      “In this street, next block along, behind that white van. Why?”

      “In ten minutes, I want you to drive into the lane⁠—”

      “They will no doubt have been briefed about the vehicle and will recognize it.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

      “Meaning I’m the distraction while you do what, exactly?” he asked calmly.

      “Well, the Merc is bulletproof, so while they’re busy shooting at you, I’ll head up there”—I pointed to the building’s rooftop—“and attack from on high.”

      “I’ve already studied Google Maps. There are no external means of getting onto—” He paused. “But you don’t need it when you can command the wind.”

      I grinned. “If it can provide a soft landing for cars thrown by mad wind witches, I can’t see why it won’t lift me a few floors upward.”

      “While I will be forever indebted to you for said soft landing, I feel it my duty on behalf of Mr. Dhār-Val to ask if you’ve ever attempted such a lift before.”

      “Well, no, but I have leapt down from buildings with its help. It’s almost the same thing.” I paused. “I’ll also need to borrow your phone with my SIM in place—I need to make a call to Sgott and ask him to rally the local IIT troops.”

      “Even given the witch’s warning?”

      “That witch has no idea what is about to hit him, but I’ll ensure Sgott keeps them back until we’re done.”

      Without comment, Henrick handed me his phone then glanced at his watch. “Ten minutes then?”

      “On the dot. Oh, and I don’t suppose you have another clean handkerchief, do you?”

      He raised an eyebrow, but reached into pockets that were obviously endless and handed me one. Then, with a nod, he turned and walked away. I flicked the handkerchief out and tied it around my head to cover most of my hair. Those men knew me by sight, and while I was no longer wearing the long-sleeved T-shirt they’d seen me in, my hair was something of a giveaway. It was short, wavy, and red, which definitely stood out in a sea of browns and blondes. Once I tucked a few stray strands under the handkerchief, I studied the street, looking left and right for the best option to get up on that damn roof without making an obvious scene. This street remained busy, with cars and pedestrians constantly moving along its length. The street between me and Mosley was a main one and even busier. My best bet seemed to be the lane directly opposite. It ran at a slight angle to the one Mathi and his captors were in, but right now there didn’t appear to be anyone using it.

      I glanced at my watch and discovered I’d spent way too long fiddling with my hair and studying the area. I needed to get moving.

      I waited for a car to pass, then hurried across the road and walked into the lane. About a third of the way down, where the front building met the one behind it, there was a three-foot alcove that jutted back from the road. I stepped into it, then dug out Henrick’s phone and rang Sgott.

      “Darling girl,” he said, his Scottish brogue particularly thick this afternoon. “What trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?”

      I laughed. “I do sometimes call when I’m not in trouble.”

      “Aye, and I appreciate it, but now is not one of those times, is it?”

      “Sadly, it is not. If you’ve an office in Manchester, I need a team at my current location.” I gave him the address. “We were meeting a source in the park, and two men shot at me⁠—”

      “Were you hurt?” he cut in sharply.

      “The bullet clipped my arm but didn’t do any major damage. It’s not gushing blood or anything.”

      “Which, given your propensity for understating these things, does not ease this old man’s concern.”

      “Henrick has bandaged my arm, and I retain full mobility. Trust me, I am fine.”

      “Hmm,” was all he said to that.

      My smile grew. “The two men were working with a mage, and they have Mathi hostage⁠—”

      “The lad is losing his grip if he allowed that to happen.”

      “They caught him with magic rather than fists. I need twenty minutes to get him out of the situation, so tell your people not to arrive before then.”

      “Meaning you want to question them first before they do.”

      “You know me too well.”

      “I did raise you, remember.” His voice was dry. “Tell Mathi I want all three alive and speaking when my people get there.”

      “I’ll tell him.” Whether he listened was another matter entirely. “I’ll talk more when I get home.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      I pocketed the phone, looked around casually to ensure no one was paying me any attention, then reached for the wind once again. After wrapping her securely around my body, I ordered her to lift me up the side of this building and then across to the more modern one on the other side of this lane. I shot up hard and fast, ending a long way above the rooftop, but it gave me the advantage of being able to scope out the roof I needed to be on. It wasn’t as flat as I’d presumed; there was some sort of triangular structure at its center, and dormer-type windows on three sides which hadn’t been visible before thanks to the thick overhang. The rest of the roof held a mix of cooling towers and industrial ducts, but there was a small space of emptiness between the lane and the triangular structure—and, best of all, it was right above the small alcove.

      As the outer edges of the storm gathered around me and rain started to fall, I fixed the image of that spot in my mind and pushed it into the wind. She took me there so fast that I gasped, but speed was probably a good thing given the last thing I needed was anyone in the street looking up at the wrong damn moment.

      The minute I landed, I scampered forward and carefully peered over the slight edge. The roof sloped away gently, meaning I couldn’t see the entire parking alcove, but I could at least see Mathi.

      He stood in the shadowed junction of the smaller building to my left and the larger one directly opposite. He didn’t appear to be hurt, but his shirt was torn at the shoulder, suggesting he’d fought capture before the witch had restrained him. I couldn’t see any sort of magic, so I reached back and drew the knife from my belt. Fierce purple light pulsed down her fuller, an indication that not only was there magic below, but one based in darkness rather than light. That was never a good thing.

      I drew the second knife from its sheath in my purse and gripped them both tightly. While it was tempting—so very tempting—to call down the lightning and let her strike Mathi’s three captors, I couldn’t until I understood how he was bound. To do anything else might lead to his death.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t put the energy of the storm to good use. Not so long ago, during another storm, I’d discovered the ability to see the ebb and flow of energy that ran through the night. In many respects, they were not unlike the golden rivers of life that pulsed through trees or wood, but rather than being able to bend them to my will, they simply allowed me to see what was otherwise hidden from normal sight thanks to the way the neon currents flowed over and through everything.

      That night, it had helped me save an old elf’s life. Maybe now it could help me save Mathi’s.

      It wasn’t night, of course, but if I combined my ability to control the storm with the knives’ power to sense magic, it might just allow me to see what currently remained invisible.

      I glanced at my watch and saw I was almost out of time. I took a deep, steadying breath and overhead, thunder rumbled yet again. A heartbeat later, lightning flashed; its energy danced across my skin, almost as if it were waiting for direction. I gripped the knives tightly, then reached out to the storm and formed a bridge between the two. The pendant resting between my breasts burned to life; like the knives, it was a gift from an old goddess, and the second part of the triune designed to give my line foresight, protection, and knowledge—all the tools we supposedly needed to fight those who sought the rebirth of the dark gods in the tangible world. Lugh had made a lovely metal “cage” for it, enabling me to wear it without risking it constantly hitting my skin. That tended to have unfortunate consequences, such as being hit by unwanted visions at inconvenient times. At least with the dark stone caged, the worst that happened was it pulsing with fire, which heated my skin but never burned.

      As the Eye’s heat joined the electricity skidding across my skin, my vision briefly blurred; for several long, somewhat terrified heartbeats, there was nothing more than a moving curtain of silvery power.

      Then the knives and the Eye pulsed in unison, thunder rumbled as if in response, and the curtain parted, revealing the various rivers of energy that ran through this storm-clad section of the city. They were fainter, much fainter, than the neon flows that had filled the night, but I wasn’t about to be picky or ungrateful.

      I peered over the edge of the building again. The alcove was little more than a white shadow against the neon rivers, but Mathi was a fierce bright flame around which the power easily flowed. There was a darker flame to his right, and the rivers dulled as they crossed his being. Maybe I was reading too much into it, but it seemed the living energy of the day reacted differently to different people. Or maybe it was me—maybe my connection to the storm, the triune, and the power that ran through the sunlight was influencing it.

      The energy flowed on, following the building’s wall back toward the lane. As it neared the spot directly below me, it jagged away abruptly, agitation running briefly through the brightness before it flowed on. Another smaller burst of energy came from the section where the alcove met the lane edge, giving me the location of the second wolf.

      I returned my attention to the agitated flow and gripped the knives tighter, willing them to see any magic that might exist.

      Again, they pulsed in response, and again the silvery curtain appeared. This time when it parted, there was just one ribbon of energy, flowing between the mage I couldn’t see and Mathi. It was wire-thin, but it wrapped around his neck like a noose.

      I didn’t know what the spell was, but one thing was certain—I had to disable it before I took care of the mage.

      “Boss,” a sharp somewhat gruff voice said from below. “The Merc’s just appeared at the top of the lane. What do you want me to do?”

      “Can you see Bethany?”

      “No, just the driver.”

      “His chauffeur?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shoot him when you get the chance.”

      Mathi made a low growl at that and stepped forward
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