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  For the ones who understand the importance of compliments.
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  1


Daniel McGrath stomped up the stairs to the offices of Bailey, Kumpf, and Walline—a decoy law office that masked the operations of his employer. Aside from the intentionally curt secretary—who never answered the phone, always told people the lawyers were out, and constantly smelled like mothballs—there was nothing to recommend the place as a viable law office. He had learned through a quick succession of visits that the seventy-year-old woman would not remember his face. Rather than acknowledge her when he entered, he simply stormed past her and made a beeline for the stairs. 
If any unwelcome visitors managed to make it past the crotchety receptionist, the elevator—that was perpetually out of order—discouraged them from roaming beyond the second floor. 
By the third flight, Daniel was sucking air, but his irritation lengthened his strides and he finished the fourth flight by skipping every other step. 
He arrived on the fifth floor and passed by several offices that were piled high with empty boxes, a useless tactic to make the rooms look appropriated for storage, if nothing else. At the end of the hall was a wooden door, with a fogged-glass window that read, Criminal Division—a vague description that hardly offered explanation for the room, let alone the work assignments that were delegated from it. 
He charged toward it, unfastening his thigh-length jacket. He wiped away the sweat that had developed on his forehead from his quick ascent, and combed through his flyaway hair to make sure his gel was still working.
He had let the auburn mess grow out a little to help keep it under control. Along with that, he was trying out a mustache and goatee that made him look chancy. He hadn’t noticed it contributing to his bounty hunting success, but it had reduced his failures in the bars, and that was reason enough to spare his razor.
He pushed his shaded oval glasses higher on his nose. The lenses didn’t improve his vision, but his abyssal black eyes always made people uneasy, so it was best to cover them. Exposing them might have added to his bold entrance, but there was no reason to terrify the poor woman.  
With a firm twist of the handle, he flung open the office door. It clattered against the adjacent wall, scaring the wits out of Sophie Plum. The peroxide blonde was bent over a file cabinet—or had been just before he came in. She hugged her confidential paperwork to her slim frame and gaped at him. Her fear quickly changed to fury as she registered the identity of the trespasser. “Daniel! What the hell?”
“What the hell is right, Sophie?” He closed the door behind him, giving it another hardy slam. He sat down in the leather armchair in front of her mahogany desk. The office set was well above her paygrade, but Daniel had assumed it was a private purchase. Like many of the “interns” that had held this position over the years, she came from money. Unlike her predecessors, though, she actually seemed to like her job—apart from his visits. 
Sophie was just one in a very long line of caseworkers he’d had the privilege of pissing off. Much to her regret—and shame, as it turned out—she was also one in a very long line of his one-night conquests. It didn’t take her long to realize he had no intention of offering her a second date, so their relationship had remained strained. He probably should have known better than to sleep with someone he had to see on a regular basis, but he wasn’t discriminate in that way, or any way, really. If they were willing or drunk enough not to object too strongly, he was going to take a shot.
“What were you thinking, assigning us a woman?” Daniel picked up her nameplate and flipped it in the air. 
“Uh,” Sophie rumbled in exasperated realization. She slapped her files down on her desk and pulled her high-backed leather chair out to sit. “What is your issue?”
“Heaton and I lost a partner to unfortunate circumstances,” Daniel explained.
“He got married. How is that unfortunate?”
“It’s the most unfortunate circumstance I can think of for a friend of mine.”
“Does that include death?” Sophie droned.
“Aye, but now you give us a replacement. It’s a hard enough task to have a fella come to fill the shoes of a great man like Ethan Pierce, but for you to send us a scanger.” 
“She graduated top of her class. She was a top pick by the American FBI.”
“What the feck does that have to do with bounty hunting?” 
“She was highly recommended,” Sophie said. 
“You did this, didn’t you?” Daniel chucked her nameplate at her, which she barely caught. “You just had to get back at me for slickin’ you up and leaving you to dry out.”
Sophie clenched her eyes shut like an image had popped into her head that would take a good deal of effort to remove. “First off.” She opened her eyes and positioned her nameplate where it belonged. “You know I don’t have that power. Second, please don’t make me ill. I wouldn’t go near you with a… I don’t even want to be this close to you.” She motioned to the distance between them. 
“You do a bird a favor.” Daniel crossed his arms in feigned astonishment. “Get her off on her first few days in town, and suddenly she thinks you owe her.”
Sophie stared at him, temporarily paralyzed by his audacity. “Daniel.” She clenched her palms together before continuing. “You are an exceptional asshole. I am familiar with the way one-night stands work. I take full responsibility for my part in it, but never before have I been demeaned for doing so by the other person involved. I was fooled so briefly into thinking you were a human being, but clearly, that is beneath you.” Sophie paused to pick the precise word she needed. “The odium I feel for you is only limited by my faith, because it demands that I have respect for all living creatures… including the cold-blooded ones.” 
Daniel uncrossed his arms and leaned back in his chair to take in the insult. He rarely had the opportunity to engage with the women he had thrown away over the years, but he imagined they would share this same conviction. 
“All right, I’ll apologize. Not because I feel that there is anything wrong with a man and woman being honest about their desires, but because I won’t have you think me inhuman.” He paused in thought. “You were an excellent lay.” 
“Geez, Daniel,” she scoffed, but he continued unfettered. 
“I shouldn’t have been such an arse when I threw you out of my apartment. I’m an eejit and I’ll never be otherwise, but I’m sorry that my behavior has put you at odds with your faith.” 
Sophie arched her brow. “You think one apology is just going to change what I feel toward you?”
“I don’t need you to like me.” Daniel leaned forward. “Just forget about me and let yourself enjoy the company of other men. Men who would be honored to wake in the morning next to your lovely face.” Daniel leaned back and let her come to terms with his sincerity. 
Sophie frowned at him and continued where they had left off. “The woman we’ve assigned to you has a rare talent. We aren’t sure it will come in handy, but we aren’t going to dismiss it. She was assigned to you so you can field-test her. The hope for you is she will detect transmorphs without any extraneous efforts, and possibly track known offenders.”
“What is this rare talent she possesses?”
Sophie pursed her lips sourly, apparently lamenting the words before she even spoke them. “She can smell transmorphs.”
Daniel smirked. He stood and walked around the desk and leaned against it beside her chair. She shook her head, refusing to look at him. “Sophie, did you just assign me a bloodhound in the form of a petite, pixy-cut brunette?”
Sophie looked up at him. He barely contained his laughter, and she was pinching her lips to hide her smile. “She is very smart…”
“Every good dog should know some tricks,” he added.
“She is physically fit.” Sophie pointed a finger to reassert the serious nature of the conversation.
“I’ll walk her every day to keep her that way.”
Sophie pushed back her chair to put some distance between them. “Daniel, please,” she said earnestly. “I know she is going to be a strain on your razor-thin patience, but think how many people you could save. Think how many minds could be recovered before they’re irreparably tangled.”
“Yeah, I guess.” Daniel didn’t want to get too excited. There had been several plots over the years to stop the parasites, but none of them had panned out.
“If she doesn’t work out, then we reassign her, but not before we know what she can do. She’s already very good with human detection, but she hasn’t had hands-on experience with many supernatural beings. Her nose should improve over time, but we can’t know for sure until she gets a chance to… smell live transmorphs.” Sophie shook her head. She seemed to know how ridiculous she sounded to him. 
“Fine, I’ll give her a go, but I can’t condone someone so miniscule in this line of work. She’s likely to get eaten before we even notice she’s missing.” Daniel pushed off the desk and circled back to the door. 
“Daniel,” Sophie interjected before he could leave. He turned back. “Don’t sleep with her.”
Daniel furrowed his brow and scoffed. “Yeah, like that’s possible.” He left, slamming the door behind him.
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That evening, Daniel stalked into the pub where Heaton had agreed to meet him. Much to his disappointment, their new partner, Nevia Jordan, was sitting at the table with him. He yanked back the chair she had been resting her feet on under the table. She slipped down in her chair, barely catching herself before she fell off the edge. 
Daniel sat down, lounging his long legs to one side. Nevia resituated herself and gave him a dubious glance. She probably suspected that his slight was intentional, but he didn’t care. 
“What the hell?” Daniel asked, throwing his hands up at Heaton. 
The slim, handsome black man widened his eyes in a silent scold. Short, tight spikes that splayed every which way off his head had recently replaced his long dreadlocks. It was an improvement, but he wasn’t pulling this hairdo off either.
Heaton leaned forward and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “Jordan.” Heaton pulled a twenty-pound note from the brown leather. “The bartenders here are a little nicer to the ladies. Would you mind speeding up our path to drunkenness? Two pints and whatever you want.”
Nevia gave him a subdued smile and took the note. “One m-scra coming up,” she mumbled as she headed to the bar. 
“What the feck is wrong with you?” Daniel said before she was safely out of earshot. “Why did you invite her here?”
“Because she is new to this job and new to this country, not to mention she is our partner. Since when do we not take our partners out to the pub?”
“Since our new partner is a fecking woman.” 
“What did Sophie say?” Heaton asked, downing the last of his pint and shoving it to the center of the table. 
“Apparently she’s a bloodhound for transmorphs, or so they hope.”
“You’re kidding.” Heaton tipped his brow. “You mean she senses them?”
“She smells them, literally.” 
Heaton stared at Daniel, blank-faced for a moment. “You’re joking with me, aren’t you?” 
“No, ask her yourself. Sophie said she smells the difference between humans and transmorphs. They are hoping that she can tell when a transmorph has enveloped a human.”
“Is that even possible?” Heaton asked.
“You tell me,” Daniel said. “The bitter gene, color blindness, cankles—the human body has an array of mutations. Maybe her mother shagged a werewolf, I don’t know.”
“What are we supposed to do with her?”
“We are supposed to put up with her until she proves to be accurate or inaccurate, and then they’ll reassign her.”
“If she’s accurate, won’t they want to keep her on?” Heaton pointed out.
“No, because after we determine her use, I’m going to sleep with her. She’ll be asking for a transfer by high tea the day after.”
“You do know that you’re becoming a sociopath.” Heaton perked an eyebrow at him.
“Becoming?” Daniel gave him a wry smile.
Heaton shook his head and lost all amusement from his face. “Seriously, Daniel, you’re getting worse.” 
“Aren’t you going to call your pet back? She’s waiting at the bar for the signal.” Daniel wanted to get out of this conversation as quickly as possible, and he also wanted his beer. 
“Are you going to be nice?” Heaton narrowed his eyes.
“Not likely,” Daniel admitted. “But I won’t scare her off, if that’s what you mean.”
“It is. Like it or not, we need a third,” Heaton said as he got up and left the table.
Daniel watched Heaton rush over to help Nevia carry the three pints she had purchased. Listening to Heaton’s concern for his social behavior made him wonder if Sophie had it right. Was he really inhuman? 
Nevia rejoined them and took a long swig of her beer before turning to Daniel. “Everything settled then? Can the new girl hang out in the boys’ clubhouse?”
Daniel smiled at her intuition. The way her hair wrapped around her ears made them seem pointed. In fact, all her features were sharp, not round like some women. All she needed were the wings and she could fly away to be with the other fairies. 
“I’m told I need to be nice to you. Sophie says you have something to offer me… us,” Daniel corrected himself. Heaton glared at him. He gave him a quick grimace to let him know he had honestly misspoken—for a change.
“They think I have a nose for your criminals.”
“How exactly did you come to be here?” Daniel reached for his pint. “Sophie said you were going to be an FBI agent.” He took a long drink, not losing eye contact with her as she answered.
“Yeah, I was about to sign the W-2s when I was approached to apply for a top-secret international job. It was all very intriguing, so I couldn’t resist. I’m not entirely sure how they found out about my talent, but my interview was just one long scratch-n-sniff test. In the end, they offered me a job. The pay, as you know, was irresistible.”
“That’s how they hook you,” Heaton said. “They got me right out of the British army. They said I showed potential. Hadn’t even finished my term. I’m told I should be flattered.”
“What about you, Daniel?” Nevia asked. 
“I found them.” Daniel glanced at Heaton for a rescue. 
“So, Jordan,” Heaton chimed in. “How do you like England so far?”
“It’s fine. This is the base of operations, I take it?”
Heaton glanced at Daniel. The statement wasn’t entirely accurate, but there was no reason to get into the details just yet. “For us it is,” Heaton answered.
“How often do we get to leave here?”
“Despite the brochure highlights of world travels, most of our assignments don’t take us outside of Europe. There are several teams scattered around the world, so generally it’s more about proximity than talent.”  
“What will we be hunting?” Nevia whispered. 
“I would say vampiric creatures are about fifty percent of our workload. Wouldn’t you, Daniel?”
“Aye, the fecking things breed like rabbits, and they’re a nuisance to livestock.” 
“After that, transmorphs,” Heaton said. “We get all the transmorph reports.”
“All?” Nevia asked. “Is that your specialty?”
“It’s my specialty,” Daniel said.
“Well, I’m not on a coffee break for them,” Heaton protested.
Daniel shrugged, realizing his offense. “Yes, it’s our specialty. Now that you’re aboard, we might as well go into business for ourselves.”
“I’ve never smelled a real one.” Nevia patted her chest to let out a not-so-ladylike burp. “I just want both of you to know I’m not here because I think I have any skill at this. I’m here because some bureaucratic paper-pusher, who couldn’t keep his hands off his nose, suggested that I would be an invaluable asset to your work. My plan is to just stay out of your way until I can be of use.”
“Well then,” Daniel said, “we should get along just fine.”
“Yeah, I think—” Heaton’s cell phone interrupted, chirping like a bird. Daniel stared at the device as he took it out. “Sophie,” Heaton announced, reading the screen. “Excuse me. Hello.” 
“Change that ring, you poof!” Daniel scolded him loudly enough for Sophie to hear on the other end. 
“Hang on, Sophie.” Heaton punched Daniel’s shoulder as he left the table for more privacy. He grunted and rubbed his shoulder before taking another swig of beer. He should have known that Heaton would never pull his punches.
“Just so you know, Sophie warned me about you,” Nevia said.
Daniel choked on his drink, sending a bubbly blast of beer up his nose. He set down his pint and wiped off his face as he coughed up the offending liquid. “Did she now?” He cleared his throat to get a better grip on his voice. “What exactly did she say?”
“Just that you’re a hard man to know and an even harder one to like. She said that I shouldn’t let you fan my skirt up with flattery. She said you hate women.”
The last statement dragged down Daniel’s smirk. He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t hate women,” he defended bitterly. “I love women. I can’t get enough of them.”
“You love sex,” she corrected. He must have sneered at her because she averted her eyes. “That much is true of any man, I guess.”
“And what about you?” Daniel snatched up his pint so fast the beer splashed out onto the table. “Do you like sex?”
She looked back as he took a drink. She waited until he had finished and put the glass down before answering. “Very much.”
Her calm demeanor surprised him; she didn't blush or avert her eyes. She wasn’t flirting, though, just being honest. “Are you worried about me… fanning your skirt up?”
She looked him over as if she was evaluating his potential as a mate. Her eyes held on the deep neckline he always wore to show off his chest. The black shirts made him look pale, but the smooth skin peeking from beneath it drew attention to his natural physique. Years of hard work, not workouts, had earned him his lean, broad body, and he had no intention of hiding it.
“I’d like to think that I’m smarter than that, but I wouldn’t be the first woman to fall for the bad-boy image.”
“It’s not an image,” he said somberly.
She stared at him. “If I do have a moment of stupidity, I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
He took his turn to evaluate her. She was small, but she had a nice shape. Her chest was not as bountiful as he preferred, but that preference usually came with a bigger body to match. He had forgotten to look at her butt when she last got up—an oversight he would not repeat. 
There was nothing especially appealing to him about her—at least no more than any other woman. However, he had learned many things in his years of casual sex. One, condoms are not optional. Two women lie just as much as men. And three, great physical attraction does not guarantee great sex. Some of the best lays he had ever had were with women that most men would have turned their noses up at. 
“Nevia—” he started, trying her name on his tongue for the first time.
“Jordan, please,” she corrected.
He frowned. “Most people correct someone to call them by their first name.” 
“Not me.” She shrugged.
“Jordan,” Daniel amended, but the name didn’t sound right to him. He leaned forward on the table, careful not to put his sleeve in his beer puddle. “You’re not being very coy. I’m not used to that.”
“Would you prefer I announce my indifference to you, and purport that I will never sleep with you, when clearly I’ve only just begun to know you? I’m sure that would only provide the type of challenge that a man like you would aspire to.”
“Well, feck!” Daniel slumped back in his chair. “Now you’ve just taken the fun out of all of it. We won’t be flirting, because you’re not coy. We won’t be arguing, because it won’t build any sexual tension. We won’t be avoiding the potential for a sexual encounter because you’re too honest. What could we possibly have left to do with one another?”
“We could try working together, as platonically as the relationship allows. If you think you can tolerate doing that with a woman.”
Daniel threw up his hands. “I don’t hate women. I can work around you just fine.”
“Good, then between me staying out of your way and you endeavoring to not get me into bed, we might actually tolerate this arrangement.”
Daniel picked up his beer and begrudgingly submitted to clanking her proffered glass before they took their respective drinks. 
Heaton returned and leaned over the table. Daniel could already tell from the irritation on his face that Sophie hadn’t given him good news. “Sophie got a message through the taps from Belus. Ethan’s wife is in trouble.”
“Mermaids?” Daniel smirked at the thought. He didn’t envy her that debt. Those slithery bastards could hold a grudge over generations.
“No, Daniel, it’s a transmorph.” Daniel stood up and Nevia followed suit. “He wants us there yesterday.” 
Daniel didn’t bother asking about the specifics. Belus wouldn’t have called him in unless it was serious. He guzzled the last of his beer. Nevia did the same, even though hers was a great deal fuller. Heaton eyed her as she finished and let out another not-so-ladylike burp. Daniel scoffed and shook his head. “Come on, bloodhound. Time to get you field-tested.” 
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The alarms shrieked incessantly throughout the prison. Ethan climbed the stairs to the transmorph level to meet Belus. Despite the excitement, he was still shrugging away the last vestiges of what would have been a good night’s sleep. 
The buzzing phone in the study had awakened Cori and him at four in the morning. He wasn’t aware the device was capable of such an obnoxious noise, but apparently it got louder with each ring. 
Belus reported to him that a transmorph had gone missing, and he needed their immediate presence.  
As Ethan jogged up the stairwell, several armed guards ran down on the other side of him, giving him respectful nods as they passed. Belus had shut down the elevators to limit mobility between floors. He was probably already barking out orders for the guards to inventory the entire prison.
Although Ethan had been officially named the warden’s successor, he never felt the need to usurp Belus’s authority. He respected his experience and his fervor. He saw no reason to throw his weight around unless he actually disagreed with his tactics.
Normally, Danato would be the one trudging up the stairs to meet Belus—or rather, Danato would have restarted the elevators, since he wasn’t likely to hike up three flights of stairs no matter what the risk. Danato, unfortunately, was on a two-month leave of absence. It was his wedding present to Cori and Ethan. It was the closest thing to a proper honeymoon he could allow them. Not to mention it had been a decade since Danato had left the prison for more than a few days. 
Danato had left Ethan, and consequently Belus, in charge while he was gone. Aside from a rocky first week of married life, the last six weeks had been pleasant and without excitement. Ethan had hoped that the next two weeks would be just as boring, but life was never quite that generous when you were responsible for containing supernatural beings. 
He made his way through the transmorph level. The alarms blared even louder inside the area. He covered his ears as he approached Belus. “Can we shut off the damn alarm? We know it’s an emergency.”
Belus looked up from his clipboard. The confusion slowly drained from his face as he observed the racket that was forcing Ethan to yell. Years of working through emergencies in the prison must have deafened him to the unbearable sound. Two guards towered on either side of him, eagerly awaiting their instructions. “Where’s Cori?” Belus asked, looking behind him.
“She’s coming. She’s a little slower in the early morning hours.”
“That’s no excuse. I need her here.” 
Ethan nodded and resisted the urge to roll his eyes. In an effort to reward Cori’s tied score for warden, the judges and Danato had made her Belus’s successor. Although Belus’s responsibilities were highly subjective and open to interpretation, he took them very seriously. As such, he had started to train Cori. He took her under his proverbial wing—or, in Belus’s case, his proverbial foot—to guide and mold her into the perfect soldier. 
Ethan had expected Cori to rebel against Belus’s authoritarian teaching style, but she seemed eager to please him. She had become quite the little appendage to him and had been spending more time with Belus than she had with him.
He would have been offended by the late days, but somehow he forgot about such trite conversations when she walked in the door, stripping away more than her coat. Cori’s hesitations in the bedroom had all but disappeared since they’d married. She was finally comfortable with herself and, at long last, with him. He couldn’t blame her for her apprehension, given her history, but he was relieved that he didn’t have to be so cautious with his advances anymore. 
“She’ll be here. Seriously, Belus, the alarm?”
Belus snorted before giving the guards the order to shut it down. The look of amusement on his face told Ethan that Belus thought a real man should be able to tolerate a loud noise. Ethan wanted to interject a comment about ears not being muscles, but he bit back the caustic statement. 
When the alarms went silent, he sighed in relief and unclamped his ears. “Thank God. Okay, fill me in.”
“The men are doing a cursory inventory on all the floors,” Belus rattled off from his clipboard, as if he had already logged the details to speed up his paperwork later, which, of course, he had. “No one has reported any duplicates yet. Next, we’ll have to check the guards. I told Danato we needed to chip the guards.”
“How did this happen?”
Belus stared at him a moment before speaking. “As I said on the phone—” 
“It’s four fucking a.m. Belus, cut me some slack.” Ethan cleared his throat, trying to take back his intemperate tone. 
Belus didn’t seem to take offense, but he gave him a once-over before tucking his clipboard under his arm. “Once a month, a guard goes through the levels to check cell conditions. They check for damage, contraband, and whatnot. The point is, on this month’s rounds, they saw one of the transmorph cells empty.”
“So he went missing between daily rounds yesterday and the monthly round this morning?”
Belus scratched the back of his neck. “That appears to be the case, but I’m not sure yet. I would like to consult with Cori. She’s taken over the daily rounds for this level the last few weeks. She’s checked off on the roster for the last five weeks.”
“I’m sure Cori wouldn’t miss something like that,” Ethan said defensively.
“Something like what?” Cori asked as she approached. “Sorry I’m late.” 
Ethan couldn’t help but smile when Cori jogged up beside him and looped her arm in his. As unprofessional as it was, he loved having her by his side. He hated to be a territorial brute, but he loved having contact with her body in the presence of others. It always reassured him that they were really together, really married, and really forever. 
Until he came to this prison, forever was an unimaginable word. Family wasn’t forever, friends weren’t forever, and belongings—forget it. Since Cori had slipped off her cracker-jack ring in return for his final tenth gold ring embedded with a diamond that only a bounty hunter could afford, he had been fighting the urge to wrap her in his arms and never let go. 
“What did I miss?” She smiled back at him, wrapping her grip tighter on his bicep, which he unconsciously flexed for her. Her hair had grown out since the dragon. It was still shorter than before, but long enough to put back in a ponytail. 
Today, however, she was wearing it down. Her usual jeans and t-shirt were a fading memory. These days she was wearing the black cargo pants like the other guards, and black t-shirts. It made no difference to him, but he was once again surprised at how quickly she had given up her trademark tees and adapted to being Belus’s little soldier. 
“You’ve been logging in for this level the last five weeks,” Belus said. “Why is that?”
“You told me to take on more responsibility,” she said, pulling away from Ethan’s arm. “So I did.”
“Did you do full floor checks daily?” Belus persisted.
“Of course, why?” 
“Was the floor accounted for at your check-in at four o’clock yesterday?” Belus asked. 
She looked at Ethan, no doubt withholding the usual eye roll that Belus’s conversations inspired. “Yes. The count was the same as it was every day since I started checking.”
“Hmmm.” Belus’s brow pinched as he looked over his clipboard again. “I’m going to need you to go over the cells with me. I want you to tell me which transmorph is missing.”
“Don’t you know which one is missing?” Ethan asked.
Belus nodded. “Yes, but if she doesn’t, that means the transmorph went AWOL between the last check before she started and the day she started.”
“You think she misread the chart?” Ethan glanced at Cori. She crossed her arms and frowned into a borderline pout at the accusation. 
Belus patted his clipboard against his leg. “Are you planning to take over this investigation? Because if you have better ideas, I’d love to hear them.”
Ethan debated whether he should take over, but he didn’t want to create an uncomfortable relationship with Belus. He certainly didn’t have the option of quitting this job if he didn’t get along with his coworkers. “I have no arguments. I’m just asking questions.”
“Let’s answer my questions first. You two need to stop playing tag-team defense so we can get down to the facts. I don’t have time to worry about whose toes I’m stepping on. Danato never has a problem with my techniques, and when he does, you’d better believe he tells me about it.”
Ethan nodded and gave a half-ass salute. “Have at it.” He put his hand out to usher Cori away, but she was already leading the way to count down the cages with Belus. 
Ethan hadn’t had many opportunities to work with the transmorphs, but since Cori had discovered a way to identify them and keep their forms, he didn’t think they were the menace everyone had made them out to be. However, with one of them out of containment, there was no way to differentiate it. Not unless they started throwing acid on everyone—which Belus may not have ruled out yet. 
Or they could use the photos.
“Hey, Belus, we should use the photos to clear the guards,” Ethan hollered after them, but they were already through the airlock. 
When he turned back, he saw the last person he expected to see on the transmorph level, or any level other than the basement.
Ethan watched two of his guards escort Cleos toward him. The photophobe psychic arrived wearing shackles and a long brown hooded cloak to protect him from the harsh fluorescent lighting. Ethan wasn’t sure if the attire reminded him more of a monk or of Obi Wan Kenobi. Either way, Cleos was neither.
“What the hell is he doing here?” Ethan snarled. 
Cleos smiled at his irritation. He seemed to find pleasure in anything that Ethan did not. It was just another personality trait that added to his hatred of the photophobe.
“He insisted on speaking with you,” one guard answered back.
“And I insist on having HBO. It doesn’t mean I’m going to get it,” Ethan retorted dryly. 
“He said it was a matter of life and death,” the guard answered a little more quietly, as if he suddenly realized how stupid it sounded. Ethan could hardly reprimand the man for his mistake. Cleos only needed to touch him to influence his thoughts. 
“This freak,” Ethan said, not bothering to fly above childish name-calling, “has been requesting to talk with me the last few weeks, but I haven’t bothered with him since the issue he wishes to discuss is out of my hands.” Ethan took a few steps toward Cleos. “She doesn’t want to see you anymore. She read your file. She knows you’re a monster. Get over it. Put him back in his cage,” Ethan ordered the guards and turned on his heel to leave.
“The life I’m concerned with,” Cleos said hastily, “is Corinthia’s.” 
Ethan slowed his departure to a stop. His muscles tensed with vexation. He hated the way he called her Corinthia, as if he was above her nickname. He knew he should walk away and ignore him, but he couldn’t. 
“Are you threatening her?” Ethan asked as he turned back to me.
“Never.” Cleos’s face crumpled at the accusation. “I am not the one who has put her in danger.”
“Oh, really?” Ethan crossed his arms. “Who has put her in danger, then?”
Cleos looked down at the guards, holding his arms, and then back at Ethan. “Is this really necessary?”
Ethan nodded for the guards to release him. “Keep your hands to yourself,” he warned.
“For now,” was the only contention Cleos offered after the guards removed his cuffs and stepped away from him. He strolled over to Ethan, keeping the guards at his back as he spoke in a hushed tone. “I assume the alarms mean you have a missing transmorph?”
Ethan nodded and shifted to create a more comfortable distance between them without actually backing away. “Let’s jump to the climax of your story so I can get back to my job.”
“Yes, I didn’t get a chance to congratulate you on that. It was nice of Cori to step down so you could rise in the ranks.”
Ethan clenched his jaw but said nothing. Cleos was always going to be an itch he couldn’t quite scratch. It had frustrated Danato immensely that Cori had formed an attachment to Cleos, but it had only taken Ethan five minutes with the photophobe to realize he disapproved of their friendship as well. 
Jealousy aside, Cleos was dangerous. Cori had refused to see it. As much caution as she took with their contact, she persisted in visiting him on a weekly and sometimes daily basis. Before Danato left for his vacation, he put strict orders down that she stay away from Cleos. He even threatened to have her restricted from the level by an armed guard. 
The conversation had gone about as well as asking a teenage girl to stop seeing her motorcycle-driving boyfriend. Besides a torrent of cuss words she’d spat at Danato, there were also a few choice phrases directed at Ethan for his involvement. They held their ground, despite her insistence that they were overreacting.
It took a week for her to cool down enough to accept Cleos’s file. It had lain on her nightstand, unopened, for several more weeks. She’d blamed her exhaustion as an excuse not to read it. It wasn’t until a week into their honeymoon that Ethan revealed his intent to uphold Danato’s orders and demand they dissolve their acquaintance. After an intense argument, he’d forced her to read the document. Once she was finished, she went straight to Cleos to confirm the vile acts revealed in it. 
“Ethan.” Cleos spoke with a sternness that didn’t seem to fit him. “If Danato were here, I would take this up with him. Since he is not here, I have no choice but to confide in you about my concerns.”
Ethan scoffed. “I’m surprised you didn’t try, Belus.”
“No,” Cleos snapped. “I want nothing to do with that small-minded man.” 
Ethan tipped his head, making a mental note to ask Belus about the incident that had led to such revulsion. “Cleos, what exactly is your concern?” 
“What the hell is he doing here?” Cori called over as she and Belus returned to the section.
Cori was holding a picture of the missing transmorph. Ethan always found that transmorphs looked very similar in their original shape. He wondered if the pictures served any purpose other than to make them look the same, therefore less identifiable. 
Belus observed Cleos with some confusion, but Ethan couldn’t see anything in his body language to hint at the animosity Cleos had expressed toward him. Perhaps it wasn’t mutual. 
“Cori,” Cleos drawled with a sparkle in his eye. “Good to see you again. How about a hug?” She frowned and stopped her approach, leaving a significant distance between them. 
Cleos took a step forward, but Ethan raised his hand and shook his head. The photophobe clenched his jaw, but stayed back.
“You thought of the picture. I was just going to suggest that.” Ethan nodded at the photo in Cori’s hand.
“What else would we use? Acid?” Belus said with a finely sharpened stab of condescension. 
“We’re going to make copies and show it to the other inmates,” Cori chimed in before he could respond to Belus. 
“If we find anything, we’ll let you know,” Belus said. “You need anything here?” He nodded at Cleos.
Ethan glanced back at Cleos, who was watching Cori. “No, I can handle this from here. I have my walkie.” Ethan grimaced and pulled the slim device from his belt. He clicked it on. 
Since he only used the radio for designated operations and emergencies, it was easy to forget about it. The outmoded technology wasn’t without its risks, but short, direct conversations didn’t seem to spark any possessions, unlike radios and televisions that transmitted constant, autonomous sound waves. 
Belus frowned at his belated adherence to the protocol, but withheld his criticism. “Come on, Cori.”
Cori gave him a solemn smile before following Belus. 
Ethan turned back to Cleos and jumped when he found him right behind him. “We need to talk,” he insisted.
Rather than back away from the overly personal encounter, Ethan grabbed his shoulders and pushed him back. Cleos had an inch or maybe two on him, but his frame didn’t support enough muscle to be a physical threat. If anything, Cleos had the same build as most vampires: wiry but starved muscles. It made Ethan wonder if vitamin D was a little more important in muscle building than anyone gave it credit for.
Before Ethan could remove his grasp and once again ask for the conclusion of his badgering, Cleos grabbed his bare forearm with his cuffed hands. The bare-skin touch made Ethan want to rip himself away, but the panic that Cleos’s grip exuded, as well as his eyes, gave him pause. “If you love her nearly as much as you claim to, then one discussion with me can hardly be a waste of your time. Especially if there is even the slightest hint of danger to her.” The guards jumped on Cleos and pried his hands off Ethan. 
Ethan shook away the feeling that Cleos had injected with his touch. He didn’t like being influenced by a criminal, but he was right. Cleos seemed to care for Cori in whatever deviant way he was capable of. If he was as troubled as he was portraying, Ethan needed to at least hear him out. 
“Wait.” Ethan took in a deep breath and huffed out his dissatisfaction. “Take him down to the office,” he instructed as he headed that way himself. “And get these damn elevators going! Transmorphs know how to use stairs!” 
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With the guards stationed just outside the office door, Ethan settled into position, leaning against Danato’s desk. Despite his new title, Ethan still couldn’t bring himself to sit in the chair. Not only did it feel like an insult to sit on the throne of a king, but it was uncomfortable as hell. No matter how Ethan situated himself on it, the wretched springs poked him. 
He had broached the idea of using one of the many empty rooms down the hall for his office, but somehow the topic kept getting underplayed or outright ignored. At first, Ethan assumed it had something to do with a tight budget, but how much could a set of thirty-year-old office furniture cost? 
Cleos sat in one chair in front of the desk, inspecting the room. The rusty old furniture and pervasive diesel smell must have disappointed him—much like everyone when they first encountered the room. 
“This is where great decisions are made?” Cleos went so far as to wipe his fingers along the vinyl-covered chair arm to check for dust or grease. It was clean, of course, but that didn’t stop him from wiping his fingers on his cloak.
“Yes, this is the warden’s office. I suppose it is too much to ask for you to get right to the point.” Ethan stood to circle around to the swivel chair, but he remembered it was outside of his comfort zone, so he took up a different spot, leaning against the desk. “Can we at least introduce the product before the sales pitch, so I know what I’m supposed to be buying into?”
“Cori is missing,” Cleos said flatly.
Ethan tried not to smile, but the grin that spread across his face most likely didn’t depict his restraint. “You just saw her upstairs. She was the cute blonde, rosy cheeks, yay high.” He raised his hand to show her height; he wanted to add ‘great rack,’ but thought better of it. 
“That is not Cori. That is your missing transmorph.”
Ethan took that in, losing his smile as he gave the suggestion honest consideration. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible. The transmorph would have gone missing last night. Cori was with me all night. Not to mention, where is Cori then? I doubt the men would have missed her tied up in a corner somewhere.” 
Cleos’s eyes shifted into a glare; he obviously didn’t appreciate Ethan’s mockery. “I hope Danato didn’t choose the wrong person for this job. Think about the two different types of transmorphs.”
Ethan knew it was already skirting five a.m. but his brain was still back at four a.m. He was still not accepting anything about Cleos’s suspicions, but he was realizing what he was alluding to.
There were two types of transmorphs: the ones that could manipulate their appearance to mimic someone and the ones that outright enveloped their prey. Both types could emulate voices and mannerisms to frightening accuracy, but it was the enveloping types that could read minds, accessing their victim’s memories to disguise themselves more accurately.
“You think that the transmorph enveloped her sometime yesterday and is still riding on her now?”
“No,” Cleos said. “I think she was enveloped five weeks ago.”
“Five weeks! Don’t you think I… we would have noticed a missing…” Ethan trailed off as he remembered Cori was the one observing the transmorph levels’ daily checks. The monthly check, conducted by a separate person, had revealed the discrepancy. “I would know if she were different,” he rationalized. 
“I had hoped that, but no such luck.” Ethan opened his mouth to object, but Cleos continued. “I’m sure the subtle differences weren’t all that objectionable.”
Ethan creased his brow. “What does that mean?”
“You must have been relieved, albeit surprised, when she came to you, determined to give me up.”
Ethan wanted to inform him it had been her decision to end their friendship, but that wasn’t what this was about anymore. “That’s why you think she’s a transmorph. She broke your friendship, therefore she must be under the control of a foreign being. That is some ego, Cleos.”
“Indeed, it is.” Cleos elevated the intended insult to a compliment. “She would never have given me up; at least, not that easily, not cold turkey. She certainly wouldn’t have treated me that way when she did.” 
“She saw what you
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