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Dedicated to those readers who’ve stuck with Zita for ten freaking books now! ¡Órale, guey!
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​Even supervillains would not stand between her and snacks this time.

She hoped.

The tantalizing aroma of roasted nuts and chocolate left a trail that was nearly visible even in her natural human form. 

Zita Garcia grinned and veered from the path to follow it. After bouncing off a tree trunk and vaulting a fallen log, she glanced toward her companion. She was still getting used to seeing Freelance—no, Jack—without the armor and mask he wore when he moonlighted as a mercenary.

Keeping pace with her, he ran on a parallel course, his movements economical but as graceful as a stalking panther. As he leapt over a rock, his clothing pulled enough against his muscles to outline his magnificent body, that ideal balance of strength, dexterity, and stamina. 

She licked her lips. 

A corner of his mouth twitched upward when he caught her gaze.

She realized she had slowed to study him and cartwheeled over a rock, speeding back up when she landed.

Around them, shafts of sunlight broke through the trees, and she caught glimpses of sidewalk winding through the little urban forest. The occasional jogger, dog walker, tourist, or necking couple were a reminder that they were not alone, in case she overlooked the looming shadows of nearby skyscrapers and the distant sounds of street noise for a second.

Another sniff had her correcting their course. Calling out, she said, “You want some nuts? They smell amazing, though they must be almost out since their scent isn’t as strong as I’d expect. I’ll share with you if you’re not up for your own bag.”

Jack shook his head. He kept pace with her, pulling his bottle of water off his belt and taking a drink. “Early dinner,” he reminded her.

Sobering for a moment, Zita lowered her voice and said, “This is to tide me over just in case... lately, something has got to be in the water the way people are losing their minds and doing crime every other minute. I mean, I appreciate them waiting until tax season ended, but it’s like they finished their returns and immediately went to go break as many laws as possible. I heard the African team even had to take on a new guy, Colonel Laser, to help them deal with the increase there. Are you sure you don’t want any nuts? I don’t mind sharing.”

He nodded.

A warm breeze swirled the aroma of roasted nuts around her and she grinned. “Fine, you wait for mealtime like a responsible adult. I’m going to snack, assuming New York doesn’t charge crazy for its nuts these days.”

His lips curled slightly and then returned to a flat line. As usual, he used as few words as possible in his question. “Why never near your home?”

She almost tripped, but recovered. “Why what?”

“Us,” he said.

“Oye. Pues. Porque mi familia... Because of my brothers. I don’t want them to meet you, plus it’s easier for me to travel than you,” she said.

Zita caught a flash of bright colors and a boxy shape through the trees, and the tantalizing scent of nuts and now chocolate teased at her nose. She hurried in that direction. “Let’s go!”

When she noticed he had stopped following her, she realized what she had said and froze in place. “Caramba. I didn’t mean... It’s not you, it’s all them. Seriously.” 

She searched for a way to explain it. “Once you meet them, it won’t be just you and me. It’ll be me, you, and them. I’m not ashamed of you or them; it’s that once my family gets involved, things get...”

“Complicated?” he said, walking to her side.

She nodded and squeezed his arm, letting her hand linger on his bicep. “More complicated. They’re a lot. My family’s kind of all-or-nothing. Once you meet my brothers, the background checks and the questions start, condoms pop up in unexpected places, and we have to plan a cross-country trip to introduce you to Mamá. My brother Miguel has been trying to get me to text him pictures of your driver’s license so he can look you up. Also, I’m selfish. I run off on you far too much as it is, and I didn’t want to give up our time together to share it with them, too. We good? If you want to deal with all that drama, let me know, and we can take our chances closer to my place next time. I promise.”

“Fair. Snack?” He nodded toward the path. 

She glanced that way, a smile spreading across her face. “You know it.”

A middle-aged man shoved a lemon-yellow cart briskly over the sidewalk, the colorful umbrella jolting overhead and advertising nuts. White bags lined the interior of a glassed-in area, with a large center pan empty in another section. Despite the mild temperature and the motor humming in his cart, the vendor was sweating profusely.

Another customer coming from the opposite direction intercepted the cart first, clutching a huge mug with a straw in a death grip. He gestured to the vendor to halt, standing in his way.

The cart stopped, and they exchanged words.

Zita assessed the competition as she burst out of the bushes and vaulted over a bench. Regular gym goer, but probably lifts for looks. The way he’s wincing in the sunlight despite those enormous sunglasses and the baseball cap covering his face... still recovering from a boozy night? Hopefully, Hungover Guy won’t eat whatever is left.

Jack jogged beside her, going around obstacles instead.

As they got closer, Hungover Guy raised a hand to shield his face, sunlight flashing off the titanium straw in his mug. “No pictures!”

“Whatever. You got the spicy pecans?” Zita raced past him, focused on the vendor.

Up close, the disappointing lack of visible food was worse. A tinny radio rattled out a news report as the vendor huffed and folded his arms over his chest. “Lady, I got nothin’ to sell. I still got most of my chocolate and raisins, but there ain’t a food inspector in this country that’d let me sell them after those rodents pawed through my cart. They stole almost every nut I had, and what’s left isn’t usable.”

Zita froze, an ugly suspicion rising. “Rodents?”

As he came up behind her, Jack touched her arm.

The vendor flexed his sturdy shoulders and shook his head. “Never mind. You’ll think I’m crazy, like the park cop did. Never around when you need them, and when you try to report a crime, they laugh at you. What are our tax dollars for? Anyway, I won’t be back here for at least a few days while I get my cart back up to health code standards. If ever.”

“Health inspectors can be a bitch. You said rodents... was it a bunch of squirrels, maybe directed by a dude who looked like he’d been living in the woods for a while? You know, like Hungover Guy here, but with less manicured hands. Might have some sticks in the homicidal lumberjack beard?” Zita waved at the customer who had turned to depart.

“Hey! Don’t you know who I am?” Hungover Guy’s face twisted as if he were torn between amusement and insult.

The vendor glanced at the man in question and then assessed her. “As a matter of fact, I never saw nobody. Heard plenty, though. Guy never stopped talking. What, you know who did it? He rob you, too? I should’ve known that Phil offering to switch his route here for mine was too good to be true, especially after I saw how few other carts were here.”

She snorted and lied, “I don’t know for certain, but the news had something on it and he stuck out because of the squirrel thing, you know? I thought he was in the boonies, not here though.”

“Everyone comes to New York eventually if they’re smart. Yeah, I’ve been shaken down before, but never with squirrels and an invisible guy yakking my ears off, so this one’s going to stick. I’m hoping he’s here on business and moves on soon,” the vendor said.

Her brain sputtered, stuck on an image of the Squirrel King, pointing to a graph with a little laser pointer while squirrels gnawed on notepads around a conference table. Every animal wore a tiny tie. Zita pushed away the visual and said, “Why would you assume he’s here on business?”

“Are you deaf? I just said he talked the whole time those tree rats were ransacking my cart. The fucker alternated between gloating that he’d found something worth bothering with, even better than some cheese joint he’d been drowning his sorrows in, and whining about being behind somebody’s schedule.”

“Schedule?” She wondered if the vendor was angrier about someone else doing all the talking than about the actual robbery.

He nodded. “Yeah, something about poisonous, decrepit papers of no real worth and getting shiny stuff to get his queen to come back to him. I got to tell you, if that whack job had a woman, she had to be in it for his cash.”

Zita blinked. “Because feeding all the squirrels is expensive?”

“No, because a few of the animals had little backpacks with high-end electronics. Custom leather, with lining and sized to fit a freaking squirrel, carrying cameras and some kind of speaker for him to complain through. If you entrust that kind of custom stuff to a rodent, you’re rolling in it. I got an eye for money. You’re not dressed like it, but these two both are,” the cart vendor said, thumbing at Jack and Hungover Guy, who was watching with a fascinated look.

She assessed herself. An ancient, too-big t-shirt advertising a defunct zipline fell to her midthighs, hiding her purple sports bra and bicycle shorts, the warm-weather version of her vigilante costume. It was sweaty but otherwise clean, and her cheap canvas shoes were new enough to still be mostly white. Rubbing a hand back and forth through the short, choppy hair she had cut herself, Zita glanced at Jack.

His black and gray athletic wear had a discreet logo on one shoulder, and fitted close enough to his impressive body to suggest his muscles without appearing painted on. Given the long sleeves, the humid May heat, and the lack of sweat stains, it had to be moisture-wicking. Jack’s sneakers and sunglasses had a sleek finish that her dollar-store versions lacked. As the short strands of his hair fell perfectly in place despite their free-running, she assumed he’d had it professionally cut.

Hungover Guy’s wealth was easier to see. In addition to a phone and a fancy watch, everything he wore was festooned with logos and useless pockets that would lose anything put in them at the slightest exertion.

“I see what you mean,” Zita said. “Did the chatty weirdo say anything else about his plans? Is it safe to stay in the park?”

“Just what I already said, and I’m not sticking around to find out.” The vendor resumed moving.

Hungover Guy glanced at them, then began a slow walk away.

“Guess I’ll find a snack elsewhere. Good luck, buddy!” Zita made a show of checking her phone. Squirrel King couldn’t wait a couple of hours until after our date?

Sirens wailed from elsewhere in the park. 

With a muttered Spanish expletive, Zita darted back to the cover of the trees they had been free-running through. Hopefully, the cops can handle whatever that is, but knowing the stupid Squirrel King is around...

Jack’s sigh was audible at her side.

As soon as they were out of earshot and eyesight of the closest pedestrians, she stopped behind a tree. She rubbed her forehead. Keeping her voice low, she said, “The Squirrel King prefers to grandstand in person, and he can’t be too far away unless he’s got a lot longer range than I think. Far too many people are wandering around here to risk him deciding they deserve a gruesome death by squirrel. If I can find him, he’ll focus on me and everyone else can escape.”

Jack tilted his head.

The sirens cut off.

She shrugged and pulled a plastic bag from her pocket. “He thinks I’m his nemesis or something? It works to keep him from hurting others, so at least it’s convenient. I just have to figure out where to look for him.”

“Canvases. Jewelry. Art museum.” At her blank look, Jack clarified, “Statues outside. Passed earlier.” 

She shook her head, stripping off her t-shirt and stepping out of her shoes. “Not remembering it.”

After a pause, he said, “Inedible hot dogs.”

That she remembered. The cart hadn’t smelled safe to stop at. She folded her shirt, stuffed that and her shoes into the bag, and held it out to him. “Oye, I know where that is! Thanks! Would you hang onto these for me? I’ll try to meet you at the restaurant later if I can.”

He inclined his head and tucked her things into a small backpack he had not had a moment before.

Warmth touched her mind as party line, a telepathic link between Zita and her two best friends, formed. Hey, guys!

Something bad’s happening at a Native American history museum on the DC Mall. Andy and I are en route. Can you get here? Wyn sent. Her best friend’s words felt harried.

Zita touched a hand to her ear, her usual ploy to hide her friend’s telepathy from her too-observant companion. She spoke both aloud and mentally so Jack would understand her distraction. “Museum robbery in DC? I got one here in New York. Squirrel King is back from Thailand, I guess, and playing with electronics. Are you sure you need me?”

Over their mental link, Andy sighed. Ugh. The police might shoot him, but they’ll have to get through a squirrel army unless they’re lucky. Not to mention that it’d be dangerous with so many people around, so you better check if they need help. As far as we know, it’s just ambitious thugs with guns here. The cops might get them in hand without us if we’re lucky. You go do your thing, and we’ll join you once the DC robbery is under control.

“Right, I’ll handle things here and check when things are clear to see if you still need me or if I can go back to what I was doing. If you finish up first, let me know when you’re done and I’ll update the status here.” Over party line, she said the same thing and added, I’ll text that the party’s over to your personal phones when I’m done. Hit me back when you can so I know if I’m joining you or finishing my date.

A wave of agreement came from Wyn, and then the connection broke.

Jack gave her a questioning look.

With a brief prayer that the lack of gunfire was a good sign, Zita grimaced and ran a hand over her short, uneven hair, back and forth. “Sorry, I need to see if the cops got it covered. We’ll see what this means for our plans. I’ll text. If I don’t see you before then, have a safe flight.”

He nodded, already swiping something on his phone. “Backup?”

“I’ll be okay. Squirrel King usually tries to skewer me himself instead of setting his rodents on me. It’s never been too hard to avoid him before, but worst comes to worst, I’ll go gargoyle.” Zita hugged Jack, taking a second to breathe in his enticing scent of woods, spicy gun oil, and man before she pulled back.

Gunfire came from the direction of the sirens.

“If you seriously want to deal with my family, say the word and we’ll do something closer to my place.” She pressed a brief kiss to his shoulder, glanced around, and plunged deeper into the bushes. 

Once she was certain there were no witnesses or cameras to see her, she dug her mask out of her pocket and slapped it on.

She shifted to a raven and burst out of the underbrush, winging her way upward. Below her, she could see Jack slipping through the woods like a shadow in the opposite direction.
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SWAT vans and crowds were not a good combination. 

Zita circled, gaining altitude so she could assess the entirety of the large building. 

Law enforcement vehicles of every type had converged by the stairs on the street side of the museum, forming two ragged lines, one to keep out onlookers and the other forming a barrier between the doors and the street. Police gathered in between the lines, with a few individuals in body armor on the steps, ushering out a trickle of fleeing people. While pedestrians she took for locals glanced over, detoured to avoid the mess, and then continued on, far too many others lacked their good sense. Instead, a crowd swirled by the outer police line, barely contained by uniformed cops and vehicles. No sign of squirrels or any obvious crime. 

On the side by the park, a smaller collection of law enforcement vehicles had invaded the grassy area. Perhaps due to the assault weapons displayed, even that spotty police line was enough to establish a perimeter and keep back the smaller group of voyeurs there. Several people were filming from a distance. 

A landscaping truck had crashed halfway into a long wall of windows on the ground floor and gotten hung up on the wide sill, hazard lights flashing. Glass shards reflected light around it, and multiple alarms wailed in clashing tones from inside.

They couldn’t have opened a door? There’s a couple right there. No, they had to make a huge mess and be a spectacle, she grumbled to herself as she checked the sky for avian predators. Seeing none, she shifted to a crow and flew in closer. 

In the room the truck had invaded, five people cowered against the walls, hands over their heads, with a handful of squirrels remaining near them. More squirrels poured in and out of the opening in an endless furry stream, either dispersing into the trees of the park or disappearing deeper inside. A handful of the rodents lay motionless in the grass.

No sign of the Squirrel King himself out here, but he’s got to be close to be directing those squirrels. Police response time’s amazing, but that’s no surprise in a major touristy area. They might not need me, she thought, staying high enough up that she wouldn’t cross into the line of any gunfire at the animals or someone in the building. 

With a mental sigh, she flew to the street side of the building and where she thought the people in charge were—she’d seen a group with headsets on who had seemed to be directing the organized chaos around them. A big woman, an obvious techie, muttered as she manned a laptop. Cables snaked from the computer to a nearby monitor that three others stared at.

That’s their IT tech, so not the boss. Zita cocked her head to the side, studying those at the monitors. 

One wore body armor with a SWAT label and carried a long gun. A small microphone and graying curls peeked out from beneath her helmet. 

SWAT leader, I think. She’s got enough vans here that I need to make sure they don’t shoot me if I try to go in to help. Zita turned her attention to the two men in suits, sans ties, who stood nearby.

They lacked the woman’s military stance, but balanced well in their black dress shoes. A cup of coffee steamed in the death grip of the oldest of the group, a balding guy whose face implied he had seen it all and was only still standing due to a lot of caffeine. 

Some kind of cop. Bald Guy isn’t talking as much, so not a boss. Cooperating FBI on NYPD turf? Zita guessed.

The last man was notable for the weedy mustache that spread across his face and connected to his sideburns like a fungus that had spared only his weak chin. In addition to his headset, he had phones in either hand. He was almost always talking. 

NYPD dude in charge, she decided, dubbing him Mustache. With a cautious eye on her surroundings, she let herself drift close enough to overhear their conversations.

The alarms from inside cut out.

The tech swore. “We’ve lost the cameras inside.”

After touching a hand to her ear, the SWAT leader—Helmet Lady—said, “My men report all power is out in the building.” 

While they argued about getting the power back on and sending in drones to scout, Zita landed next to the tech’s van and darted next to the tire. 

Even as she muttered into her mouthpiece, Helmet Lady frowned at her, dark eyes narrowing. Covering her microphone, she said, “That crow’s awful bold. There isn’t a bird guy too, is there?” 

“Venice has someone who talks to pigeons, but he mostly does shows for tourists,” Bald Guy said. “I can’t negotiate if we can’t contact anyone.”

Ah, Bald Guy is a hostage negotiator. Makes sense, Zita nodded to herself.

“Tourists love to feed the birds. They’re all greedy flying rats. They have no fear,” Mustache replied. “With the power out, we can’t assume Squirrel King is holed up in the office anymore. How do we get him to talk to us? Bomb squad’s on its way, and we need to delay him setting those off.”

“Alpha Squad is in position outside the room,” Helmet Lady said. “They can hear him ranting about squirrels ruling the planet still. Do we rush in? I have them holding until your signal.”

Bombs? And refusing to talk to anyone directly? That’s not how he does things, but he’s the only person who controls squirrels I’ve ever heard of. I hope he didn’t team up with someone smarter. He could be super dangerous if he did. So much for staying out of it. Zita sighed. 

She shifted to a large bright purple and red Eclectus parrot and fluttered her wings, prepared to dart under the van if she had to. Her fake Mexican accent sounded weird when she squawked, “Don’t shoot. I’m Arca. I came to help with the Squirrel King. If you promise not to shoot, I’ll shift to human.”

As she had expected, creative swearing filled the air and more than a few weapons were aimed at her, including Helmet Lady’s.

“Just what we need,” Bald Guy mumbled and took a long swig from his cup.

Mustache stared at Zita. “Lower your weapons. Vigilante, you shift.” 

Helmet Lady muttered something into her headset, but brought her long gun down.

Zita returned to her Arca form as soon as she was not a target, holding her arms up in the air. While she tried to relax her shoulders and seem unintimidated by the sheer mass of armed people around her, she kept a form in mind if she needed to shift small and hide under the van. “En serio, I don’t got nothing on me. If you need to pat me down, I get it, but part of the reason I wear this outfit is so it’s obvious I’m not carrying. Plus, people get weirded out when someone runs around naked for some reason.”

This did not appear to reassure anyone. Mustache made the tech pat her down.

Zita kept her arms above her head and waited. “Before you ask, my friends aren’t with me. Some thieves are hitting someplace on the DC Mall right now too, so I guess it’s museum day.”

“Clear,” Tech said, stepping away and almost diving back into her seat. “Drone Central-1 is maneuvering. Target office glass is tinted to prevent people looking in, but there’s a baseball-sized hole we could use to get a visual.”

“I want footage of what’s going on in there, ASAP,” Mustache said. 

Helmet Lady frowned. “Alpha Squad holding position. Squirrel King is no longer speaking. Beta Squad is still working on evacuation. They report that the squirrels are localized to only a few rooms.”

Zita cleared her throat. “Look, you got a Squirrel King problem. If you want him alive or distracted, I’m your best bet.”

“If you want to share any information you have on the Squirrel King, we’ll take it. That’s it, though. We’re not sending you into the museum, especially since he mentioned bombs.” Mustache snapped at her before turning back to Helmet Lady. “Have all teams hold position or focus on evac until the Bomb Squad gets into position.”

“Is someone working with the Squirrel King? Bombs and planning aren’t his thing. He’s more into talking while doing a smash-and-grab or hostages-by-squirrel. He has goals and isn’t shy about telling you what they are and about how awesome he thinks squirrels are. Speaking of which, he won’t hurt his rodent peeps if he doesn’t have to,” Zita said.

Bald Guy glanced at her, actual interest on his face. “You’re familiar with him? Nothing like this is in the reports we have on him—he’s never killed anyone, though his squirrels have sent several to the hospital. He was broadcasting over the building intercom system earlier, but he won’t pick up the phones.”

“Unfortunately, I am, and you’re right, this is weird for him. He’s a huge talker. Usually, he forgets what he’s there for and chases after me with a sword if I show up, though. The squirrels wander off home if I can really spin him up,” Zita said.

Bald Guy took a long drink of his coffee. “You couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t trigger any bombs while chasing, though, can you?”

“Seriously? No. I’m a vigilante, not no miracle worker. Is there a display about nuts or squirrels in history in there? Or something nut-named? If there isn’t, a museum is all wrong for him to hit, unless his girl wants something from there. I guess she could get him to branch out, but this really isn’t his style at all,” Zita mused aloud.

Helmet Lady ignored her. “Squad B thinks the building’s clear other than our people, but they’re continuing a room-by-room sweep. It’s not their focus, but they’ve seen obvious damage and spots where items might be missing in at least two sections.” 

“We have this under control. We don’t need you, Arca, especially since there’s no guarantee you won’t run wild,” Mustache said. 

“Pues, hombre, note I’m here asking you how I can help instead of charging in. Give me credit for trying, at least,” Zita said. 

Helmet Lady surveyed the rooftop with her binoculars. “We have movement on the roof.” 

“Get the second drone to find out what’s going on up there,” Mustache snapped. 

“On it,” Tech said. A drone buzzed by overhead. 

Zita rocked on her heels, bored with standing still. Being responsible and trying to work with law enforcement sucks. If they got this, though, it’d be awesome to spend more time with Jack.

“Alpha Squad is ready for your signal, either to raid the office or go for the rooftop. Beta continues to search for stragglers. Do we have a helicopter? One is coming in close to the museum, and I don’t see a logo on it.” Helmet Lady said grimly.

Bald Guy held up a finger. “If the Squirrel King has broken from a familiar pattern, I advise against surprising him. Beginners are far more likely to accidentally set off bombs if startled.” 

“Tell Alpha Squad to keep holding,” Mustache growled. He pushed a few buttons on one of his spare phones and barked out a demand for someone to identify the helicopter. 

“Sir, Central-1 has visual on the office. He’s gone,” the tech said, turning a monitor so they could see an empty office with a thick wooden door, Persian rug, and a massive antique desk.

“No squirrels in that room now, either,” Zita pointed out.

“Do we know if he can turn into a squirrel?” Bald Guy looked at Zita. 

“I’ve never seen him do that. He has a creepy man-squirrel form, but it’s bigger than his usual form, not smaller.” She shrugged. 

The helicopter disappeared behind the roof, but someone moved near the edge of the building. 

Helmet Lady had her binoculars focused in that direction and reported, “The helicopter has either landed or is hovering above one of the central rooftops, but the surrounding roofs are blocking any visuals.”

A theory had Zita holding up a hand. “She mentioned you had a team watching that room. Did any of them see him leave? Or at all? Has anyone seen the guy in person? He’s memorable.”

“None of your—” Mustache Cop said. 

“He’s made himself heard, but he hasn’t been spotted yet. Why?” Bald Guy cut him off.

Zita cleared her throat. “You got a SWAT team or two in the building and you were all Big Brother in the security cameras, but nobody saw him? Your guys are crazy incompetent, or he never went inside.”

The cops bristled. 

Even though she was unsure what their problem was, Zita helpfully continued explaining. “Notice there’s not as many food carts around Central Park as usual? I was eavesdropping earlier on a cart vendor complaining that he got mugged by a bunch of squirrels, some of which had little backpacks, and a chatty guy he never saw. I’m no computer geek, but I bet it’d be easy to rig up little cameras and speakers small enough for the rodents to carry, depending on how big the electronics are. Bet you Squirrel King’s been trying out the tech on the food carts.”

Tech nodded, but did not look away from her screen. “You could rig up something with civilian gear, if you can get the animals to cooperate. He could be anywhere if that’s what he’s doing.”

Contemplating all the things she could do with a rodent-sized backpack camera, Zita almost missed the comment. She shook her head. “He still has to control the squirrels, so he’s nearby. I don’t know his range, but the farthest I’ve seen was a big building away from him. Maybe a mile to get the numbers he does.”

Bald Guy sighed. “That idea would explain why he didn’t pick up the phone.”

After a quick assessment of the closest officers, Mustache grabbed a nearby uniformed cop. “Sergeant! Have uniforms look specifically for the Squirrel King in the crowd, in addition to anyone else suspicious. Tell them not to antagonize him.” 

The uniform nodded and hurried off. 

Gunshots sounded.

It felt like every member of law enforcement ducked and drew weapons at the same time. 

Zita crouched down, holding her hands in the air. 

Cussing came from the tech as the woman typed on the laptop she had taken to the ground with her. “We’ve lost both drones.”

When no further shots were fired, everyone around her got back up.

Following their lead, Zita rose to her full height and let her hands drop. She studied the building. “You got a spy camera or something? I can drop one or two of those up on the edge of the roof so you can watch what’s going on. That’s less risky than me trying to hang out up there.”

The tech paused, glanced at Mustache, and said, “We have one or two small ones that would work for that.”

Helmet Lady crossed her arms. “It’s a bad idea. Arca’s a known loose cannon.”

“True, but I’m a cannon of fun?” Seeing the lack of humor in the other woman’s face, Zita sighed. “Fine, in that case, I’m not pointing at you guys. You can count on the fact that I’m invested in avoiding deaths by squirrel or any other method.”

His jaw working, Mustache glared at the roof. “I’m not sending your teams in blind. They’ve already destroyed a drone.” He blew out a breath and turned to Zita. “Fine. You will drop a camera and go, no hanging out, no heroics, and report back here.” 

Zita lifted a hand and studied the roof. “If nobody’s in imminent danger, sure. Being shot at isn’t my idea of a good time. Given that I can hear the helicopter’s rotors are still going, I’ll cover most of the distance as a bird and switch to something else to get onto the roof with your camera.” 

“Can you be a squirrel? Or would Squirrel King be able to control you?” Bald Guy asked. 

She pursed her lips and avoided the question. While he’d never been able to do so before, she was not going to promise one way or the other. “I’m going to need to be a bird to get close enough fast enough, especially if we got to wait for a camera. I’ll figure out what I can be on the roof when I get there.”

Mustache turned on the tech. “Where’s our camera?”

“Coming, sir,” the woman said. 

A tall, gangly guy slid out of the van and jogged over to Zita. An ID bounced on his chest with each step of the spotless sneakers decorated with the Puerto Rican flag. He winked at her and brandished what looked like a tie clip. “Found one leftover from an undercover thing earlier. Try not to break it, as it’s the latest greatest with GPS and—”

Mustache cleared his throat loudly.

The tech coughed and pointed to spots on the small device before handing it to her. “None of that matters. This side is the camera, and the other side isn’t.”

“If only all cameras were that simple. I’m just playing messenger with it, but I’ll do my best. Thanks,” Zita replied, taking it. She scanned the nearby sky for hawks. None were visible.

Mustache chewed on his mustache. “Drop it off and get back here.” 

Before he finished speaking, Zita had shifted back to a crow, taking the tie clip carefully in her beak, and shot into the sky. She kept below the roof, but well above the vehicles and crowd. 

Finally, she darted up to perch on the ridge of the closest roof and study the setup.

From above, the immense structure was a confusing patchwork of different rooftops. Although part of the same building, each roof seemed to be a different construction, purpose, and height. A black helicopter had landed on the flattest area, almost dead center, an area shielded on three sides by taller sections of the museum. Movement in the cockpit and the continuing slow revolution of the blades made her suspect it did not plan to remain there for long. 

Zita took a moment to try to memorize the red letters and numbers painted on the side, turning her head one way and then the other, hoping to let the camera see the ID. She then focused on the problem at hand. I don’t know how to disable a helicopter safely. Do helicopters have keys? Can I steal them? Bet they’re shiny keys. Shiny. 

She made herself focus and ignore her avian instincts. Don’t get distracted. Best to see what these dudes are up to and find a good spot to drop this thing. Most of the roofs around here are too slanted, and it’ll roll right off them, but the flat one won’t let them see anything but feet.

As she watched, both doors of the passenger section on the left side of the helicopter—one hinged, the other sliding—opened, and three men fanned out from the helicopter. Their matching desert camouflage jumpsuits and helmets were so close in color to the surrounding roof that they must have planned it. Two took up positions on either side of the closest door to the interior of the building. While one held an assault rifle, the second had a drill and something he appeared to be installing on the outside of the door.

After a second, she recognized it. They’re constructing a homemade door barricade. It won’t last long, but it might slow down the SWAT team.

The third was the one she worried about most. He separated from the others, moving behind the helicopter and toward the roof overlooking the street. He carried a light machine gun with a big drum magazine and a long, lumpy duffel bag. 

They might be working with him, but there’s no way Squirrel King’s running this. Too organized, wrong type of target, and not one rodent or rodent costume to be seen up here! I know the cops said to just drop the camera, but I can’t let that guy shoot a machine gun into all those people. Zita flew after the last one. 

As he crossed the ridge closest to the street, the guy she had been following crouched and crept to the edge overlooking the street. Once there, he set both the duffel and the weapon down. He dropped to his stomach. 

Zita landed on the roof ridge above him. She tried not to bite down on the camera she still carried. Hopefully it’s getting all this, but I can’t tell which direction it’s facing right now. 

He hauled a strange tripod out of his bag. After attaching several metal parts and a weird black metal box to it with an electric screwdriver, he set it upright near the edge. The machine gun was the last thing he clamped onto the tripod. He looked through the sights, adjusted the angle, and then wiggled the gun, nodding as it swung easily from side to side. After collecting his tools, he pulled out a phone. A few button presses and he spoke into it. “Distraction in place. Coming back.”

No mames, pinche pendejo. How is a machine gun aimed at a crowd a distraction? she thought. 

He cocked the bolt and grunted. After he scooped up his duffel, he turned toward her as he snuck back toward the helicopter.

She rocketed upward in a sudden burst, her wings fluttering as if he’d startled her. 

The man paid no attention to her as he crossed, his gait speeding up as he straightened up and walked normally. 

Zita darted to the gun. To her dismay, she had no idea what to do with the jumble of wires and metal on the weapon or the little box with an antenna. Well, I might be able to guess what does what, but I wouldn’t want to guess wrong and trigger it. Fortunately, a gun’s still a gun, though I remember Miguel telling me machine gun safeties don’t act quite the same. Better unload it too.

With a glance to ensure he had not returned, she switched to her Arca form, lying on her stomach. The tie-pin camera left a metallic taste on her tongue, but she left it in her mouth in case she had to shift in a hurry. She even pushed it so it protruded from her teeth, so if it was facing the right direction, the cops would see the gun.

First, she set the safety to safe mode. Since it seemed easiest, the next thing she did was to free the drum magazine from the gun, setting it down beside her. Each move careful, she wiggled the gun, tilting it up and to the side as far as it would go. 

If it fires now, it’ll shoot the roof of that other wing of the museum. That’s better than all those people below or into one of the eight million buildings surrounding the park. With the tangle of wires and metal in the way, it took her a moment to clear the gun of any other bullets. 

The roar of the helicopter changed pitch.

With a mental prayer that she had not forgotten anything, Zita returned to her crow shape and raced back to the helicopter. She perched on the edge of a roof across from it, outside of the worst of the winds stirred up by the spinning rotor blades. I need to find a good spot to drop the camera.

Both the hinged door and the sliding door still hung open, allowing her to see inside. The guy who had set up the machine gun was inside the chopper and had a modified walkie-talkie in his hand. Two men in loud tourist clothing and sunglasses ran toward him with bulging backpacks, dragging a terrified elderly man, while the camo-clad pair that had been at the door slammed the last few bolts into the barricade and jogged after them.

A muffled bang came from the direction of the rooftop doorway. 

The fake tourists reached the craft, shoved in the old guy, and took off their backpacks, tossing them inside and under a seat as they climbed up. The machine gun guy held a handgun on the hostage.

If that’s the SWAT team banging on the door, I don’t want to get shot removing the homemade barricade. I can’t fly a helicopter or disable one without risking killing everyone inside and anyone who gets hit by debris or whatever. Whatever they’ve got in the backpacks isn’t worth the risk, but I can’t let them go with that poor hostage. She hopped along the roof’s edge. The winds of the rotor turning buffeted her small form, even though she had chosen a spot outside of the worst of it. 

As the last two men, the ones in camo, boarded the aircraft, the man with the (presumed) machine-gun remote leaned out. He pointed the box at the corner that held the gun.

After a moment, he frowned, shook it, and repeated the action.

Zita cawed with amusement, nearly dropping the camera, the sound lost under the increasing noise as the helicopter prepared to take off. 

Another bang came from the door.

The machine gun installer hurled the remote into the helicopter and grabbed the arm of the guy in the seat closest to the still-open door. They had a quick conversation. 

It ended when the guy sitting by the door hooked his right arm through the seat belt instead of wearing it. He readied his assault rifle and brought it to his shoulder, the tip pointed toward the rooftop door to the museum.

The helicopter rocked in place and hovered a couple of inches off the ground. Someone closed the hinged door, but didn’t touch the rear sliding door that the assault rifle guy leaned out of.

No mames. He’s either going to shoot the SWAT dudes when they come through the door or the crowd as they fly over. So much for staying out of the fight, but I need to be careful not to damage the helicopter too much. A downed helicopter around Central Park is a very bad thing, Zita thought, making a snap decision about her next few moves. She shifted to a lioness, choosing fur that matched the flat beige roof, and ran toward the aircraft.

The helicopter rose a couple of feet. As it did so, the guy with the assault rifle leaned out, keeping his gun aimed at the barricaded doorway. His own shoulder blocked her from his peripheral vision. 

Zita leapt onto a skid, transforming into her gargoyle form as she did so. She sank one hand into the open sliding door to anchor herself.

Although the gunner turned toward her when her weight made the hovering craft wobble, she was already on him, ripping the gun up and away from him and then spinning it to smack him in the head with it. 

The helicopter jerked and lurched to the side. Someone inside shouted. 

Unbalanced by her attack and the helicopter’s erratic movements, the gunner lost his balance. His arm slipped out of the loop holding him in place, and he fell.

Zita lashed out with a foot, kicking him to keep his head from hitting a strut. Almost as an afterthought, she ensured the safety was on the stolen gun.

The gunner hit the roof a few feet below with a cry. He got up, shaking his head. 

A SWAT team in full body armor burst out of the rooftop doorway, shouting and aiming their weapons at the man she had knocked down. 

The helicopter abruptly turned and shot upward. 

Startled by the sudden change, she dropped the assault rifle on a rapidly shrinking museum rooftop and focused on not falling, digging both claws into the still-open sliding door and curling her feet around the skid.

Someone tried to close the door and failed with her stony weight hanging onto it. 

Belatedly, she remembered her wings. Wait, I can fly. So, I can ditch when I’ve got the hostage, but first I should—

A man’s head and a handgun peeked around the corner at her. 

She struck out with one hand, hitting the gun up and banging his wrist against the side of the helicopter to try to get him to release it.

The weapon fired and then fired again as he tried to free himself. 

Male voices exclaimed from inside as the helicopter swerved, tilting dangerously.

Zita was forced to release him to hang on, one claw insufficient to keep herself in place.

Her opponent disappeared back inside, still holding the weapon, though blood streamed from where either her claws or the metal of the helicopter had injured the back of one wrist.

Someone tried shutting the door on her again, but she clung to it stubbornly and they couldn’t.

The aircraft zipped between the tops of two skyscrapers and did a sudden climb upward until it burst through the clouds. It leveled out, but still climbed, stopping only once it was above even the tallest of the skyscrapers.

After dropping to the skid so she would not be where they expected, Zita crawled over to the rear side of the still-open sliding door and peeked inside.

By her head, she could see the backpacks under the seat. All the men were seated, the thieves secured by harnesses, the bleeding guy trying to use his colorful tourist shirt to bandage himself. The other three were adjusting their harnesses to allow them more leeway to move and watching the doorway. The hostage was sitting on the floor in the center, his arms over his head. He didn’t seem to see her.

The machine gun installer spotted her and shouted, pointing. One of the other guys aimed a handgun at her, but the guy next to him hit it out of his hand.

Keeping low, she reached out to try to grab the hostage’s ankle. 

The remaining two men tried stomping on her.

She spat beneath the seat, pulled back, and then surged forward, clawing at their legs to get them out of the way so she could reach the old man.

The machine gun installer glanced between her and the hostage, released his own harness, and grabbed the old man by the scruff of his neck. He shoved him past the other men toward the open door.

The bleeding thief tried to stab Zita.

Por fa, no lo haga, she had time to think as she batted the slash away and reached for the hostage.

The machine gun installer lifted both legs and booted the hostage in the rear, sending him out of the aircraft. 

The old man screamed. 

Without hesitation, Zita dove after the falling man, folding her wings tight against her body to catch up.

Her target screamed and flailed. 

Once she was beside him, she reached out, flared her wings slightly to slow her descent, and grabbed him. 

He performed an excellent imitation of an octopus trying to climb her to freedom.

Straining, she stretched her wings as wide as she could and tried to convert their downward glide to a horizontal one. Her wing muscles ached with the effort, but her attempt was not as successful as she wanted.

At the rate they were falling, the rooftop party below them was going to have two more guests, one or both of whom would be dead or quite injured. Focusing, she shifted just her wings, making them become even wider. “Go big or go home,” she muttered to herself. 

The increase in wing size worked, and they slowed. She pulled up far enough to avoid the party and gained altitude. 

Someone at the party raised a glass their direction. 

New York. She rolled her eyes and scanned the area for the wide swath of green that was Central Park. They were still higher than everything but the skyscrapers, and the helicopter was now a distant dot in the sky.

The guy she was carrying was still freaking out and trying to climb her, as if that would stop him from falling. 

“Stop wiggling. Carting you around isn’t exactly easy for me,” she said, poking her face around him so she could see.

His arms tightened around her, but he stopped moving as much, other than periodic shivers.

She brought them lower as they approached the park. 

The police line was obvious, and she chose to come in slowly and flap to the van where Tech, Helmet Lady, and Mustache were still gathered. Bald Guy was gone.

They saw her coming and shouted some orders.

A circular spot cleared of people, but everyone on the edges of it wore police uniforms. 

She landed, setting the guy down first. 

With a gasp, he released her after a minute. The elderly man got to his knees and laid his face against the ground. Tears streamed down his face.

Zita held her arms up so they wouldn’t attack.

Two large officers in body armor helped the former hostage up. 

Mustache barked out orders.

Most of the other firearms were holstered again as some EMTs took charge of the hostage, wrapping a blanket around him.

Mustache was right behind them. “What the hell was that? How hard is it to drop something and go?” 

“They were going to shoot the crowd with a machine gun and then they had that old dude hostage. It seemed better to act. Did you ever spot the Squirrel King?” 

He glared at her. “No.” 

“If stuff’s missing and nobody saw a squirrel with it, two helicopter guys were dressed as tourists and had filled backpacks. The hostage could tell you more about them, as they’re the ones who dragged him out.” As an afterthought, she rattled off the ID that had been painted on the side of the helicopter.

Tech wrote it down. “Got it.” 

Helmet Lady shook her head. “Known. Loose. Cannon.” 

Mustache glanced her way. “What?” 

“Sir. Bomb squad is ready to go in, so we’re clearing out. Beta Squad reports all the squirrels ran out of the building a minute ago,” Helmet Lady said. 

Tech cleared her throat. “I’m happy nobody got shot. We got video of the guy setting up the machine gun and a few of you clearing the ammo, but most of the rest of the footage was the sky or the sides of the building or your mouth. The current image is dark. Where’s the very expensive camera we gave you now? You didn’t swallow it, did you?”

A wide grin spread across Zita’s face. “Actually, it’s in the helicopter. The guy who handed it to me said something about it having GPS?” 

Tech dove for her computer, muttering.

Mustache shook his head.

Zita shifted into a crow and flew off, cawing with laughter.
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​​Chapter Three
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For a dead guy, he was pretty hot. The whole unalive and insubstantial thing would have been a deal-breaker, though, even if Zita didn’t have a boyfriend. 

Less than a week later, Zita, Wyn, and Andy stood in a very fancy room talking to a ghost. They were all in their respective vigilante guises: navy sportswear and a mask for Andy, the same in purple and her Arca form for Zita, and the illusion of a gorgeous blond in a short, glittery party dress and impractical heels for Wyn. 

The Spirit of St. Petersburg wore a crisp, fitted black suit that clung to his broad-shouldered, trim, and translucent body. A shoulder holster and (tailored) ballistic vest peeked from under the jacket, and his black shoes were a cross between dress shoes and thick-soled work boots, as if he were about to attend a board meeting shoot-out. Right now, he and Wyn were exchanging pleasantries in English. 

Other than questioning the mechanics and practicalities of a ghost gun, Zita was distracted by his movements. He had the utter undead immobility she had become accustomed to while hanging out with a vampire, but when he moved, it was in quick and forceful bursts that did not seem quite real. She could not help trying to figure out how to fight him. 

Pay attention, Andy sent over party line from where he stood nearby. 

And try to look pleasant instead of as if you’re considering assaulting him, Wyn added. She wrinkled her dainty illusory nose. Her silver dress sparkled almost as much as the crystals dangling from the multitiered chandelier above them, and the amethyst gem in the circlet she wore seemed darker in contrast. The afternoon sun from a nearby window brought a tinge of warmth to her pale beauty.

Zita made herself smile. I would only do that if he needed punching. Does he? 

No, and it would be foolish to attempt that in his territory, where the Spirit can control everything inanimate, Wyn sent. 

Andy added, Plus, totally rude, Z. Not only are we guests, but the European metahuman team specifically called Muse to ask us to help with this as a favor to them if not for him.

I wasn’t thinking about attacking him. Not seriously, Zita sent. 

Wyn’s smile didn’t falter. Good. I would be most upset, especially since we had to get here at seven in the morning our time.

“And how do you two find my home?” the Spirit said. His dark, hooded eyes studied Andy and Zita.

Andy used the raspy whisper he used when speaking aloud in public as a vigilante. “It’s a stately manor of the sort usually only seen on television.” 

Zita was certain that “pretentious” and “floofy” were not what he wanted to hear. She blurted out the first positive thing that came to mind. “Your home makes me think of a giant-sized gingerbread house. The real fancy kind with all the white decor oozing down the red brick like somebody slathered it with frosting to taunt everyone who just wanted a nibble.”

Andy was snickering over party line by the time she finished.

“From her, that’s a compliment. While we haven’t had the privilege of seeing much of your fair city, your home is a gorgeous example of Petrine Baroque architecture, and we’re delighted to be allowed inside. Is it true that it’s one of the oldest residences in St. Petersburg? It’s exquisite.” Wyn tried to save the conversation as she gestured at their surroundings. 

Zita glanced around. The room seemed very beige to her. Every type of white panel and trim imaginable crowded ornate tan wallpaper and pale woodwork on all the walls. Even the wide fireplace was a creamy marble. The only pop of color other than their costumes were the maroon velvet ribbons that held up an enormous painting of a younger version of their host. The faint mix of cleanser and dust in the room’s scent made her suspect the room saw little regular use. 

After a nod at the others, the Spirit refocused on Wyn. “Thank you. It is quite old and on the local register of historic wonders. It’s a shame that you have not seen all that St. Petersburg offers, as it is the most beautiful of cities, with a life and history all its own. Is there a reason we have not had the pleasure of meeting before?” 

Wyn lowered her eyes and glanced up at him through her lashes. “We usually only travel to areas with an active incident that we can help resolve. Your city hasn’t had one since you became its official protector, and many countries are uncomfortable with vigilantes showing up unannounced in quieter times, so we try not to intrude.” 

The Spirit leaned toward her with a slow, deliberate smile. Despite that, his eyes were sober and assessing. “Please consider yourselves invited to visit. St. Petersburg is a jewel, and I would be delighted to give you a private tour so you may see how it shines once this unfortunate situation is behind us.” 

“I... we... would be delighted,” Wyn said. She giggled.

Zita narrowed her eyes. Are you flirting with the dead guy? 

Much as the Plant Lady is not deceased, simply a literal plant creature, the Spirit is technically not dead, simply incorporeal, Wyn sent. 

That doesn’t answer my question. Zita pointed her fingers at her eyes, and then at Wyn. 

Andy fidgeted. He spoke, which he rarely did in the presence of others, using a raspy whisper instead of his usual voice. “Speaking of unfortunate, what’s the situation you wanted our help with?”

His smile fading, the Spirit sighed. “Yes, we lack time. My youthful ward, Ivan, is missing and needs to be returned as quietly as possible. His safety is paramount, but there are politics around it. My status as a foster parent is precarious given my... state. There are those who would capitalize on the situation to extract promises from me in exchange for my son’s return.”

“Is this the same boy I rescued in February? Or a different one?” Zita said. 

Wyn stepped on her foot. “Oops. I’m so sorry. Of course, we will help. What happened? Do you know where he is?”

It was a fair question. This house could fit a whole orphanage. They could take turns getting kidnapped, Zita grumbled mentally. 

“Please, call me Bryus,” the incorporeal man murmured. The slump in his brawny shoulders and tired expression was that of a weary parent. “For now, I believe Ivan is in Russia, though he has left my city. Last night, he stole away when he knew I would not be watching. Based on his note, he believes himself the equal of a far more difficult foe than he can actually handle. Assuming he is thinking at all.” 

Zita tilted her head. “Note? Did he run away or was he taken?” 

“I believe less-than-trustworthy influences lured him away by appealing to both his baser and better instincts, so both? Despite his recent kidnapping and the additional guard I have kept on him since, he requires a level of privacy at his age. In this instance, it worked against me.” The Spirit—Bryus—shook his head. 

I know where this is going. Andy spoke again. “A girl?”

Bryus nodded, speaking at first in Russian, but switching back to English. “Yes. A pretty one. He met her at his favorite coffee shop, and she claimed to be starting college nearby this fall.”

It was Andy’s turn to nod and cluck his tongue. “Older woman.”

The men exchanged a look.

Bryus waved his hand. “Just so. While I have given him some training in defense and similar subjects, he is still a boy. It does not make him capable of challenging Russia’s premier wizard.”

Zita groaned. “That murder-happy pendejo, Koschei? ¿Otra vez? Caramba.”

“If I understand your words, yes. Koschei prefers to terrorize southern Russia, but knows that he is unwelcome here. The government has requested that I not kill him, but things happen, especially when one is a threat to my city and the people within. Or my ward.” Bryus’ eyes glowed white for a second. 

Sometimes I feel like we’re the only people who remember that killing others is wrong. I thought he was supposed to be one of the good guys? Zita sent. 

Assent came through party line from both of her friends.

Andy added, Rumor has it that he was a one-man vigilante act working to clean up St. Petersburg. Real hero stuff. His enemies joined forces and almost killed him in an ambush. As a result, his secret identity came out. The Russian government declined to prosecute him because of his wealth and because he was dying or permanently paralyzed... and then he became the Spirit during the sleeping sickness when everyone got their powers. Prior to the ambush, he attempted to let criminals survive, but I’ve heard he outright executes some now.

Zita fought to keep her emotions off her face. Dude. That’s dark.

Focus. Right now, he’s a concerned parent who requested our aid, one with connections to many powerful meta teams worldwide. I’ll get what I need for my tracking spell, and we’ll leave here. Once we’re a good distance away, I’ll perform the spell. Perhaps halfway to Moscow? I don’t know how far his reach extends. Wyn cleared her throat. “Ivan intends to return? Why did he feel he needed to challenge Koschei?” 

With a frown, Bryus said, “Ivan is a metahuman. His power is an immunity to cold that he can share with one other person if he touches them. It is useful, but it has its limits.”

“I get it. Koschei likes throwing ice, so the kid thinks that’s enough to fight the old guy. On the bright side, it probably saved him during his last kidnapping. Since Surt kept Skadi busy, the ghosts had no reason to suck his power out,” Zita said. She repressed a shudder at the memory of their touch.

“That was my supposition. According to his note, Koschei stole something belonging to the young woman, and Ivan wants to retrieve it for her. He also has rash ideas of teaching the old reprobate to stay away from the girl. Obviously, I have been remiss in his threat-assessment lessons, and his pride is still stinging from his previous capture, where he was treated as a child, not a genuine threat.” The Spirit rubbed his forehead.

“Ah, he assumes he’ll come back in triumph with her on his arm?” Wyn said. 

Bryus nodded. “I have heard your magic is powerful, and that your team is excellent at finding people. Can you return him?”

Wyn checked her purse. “We can do that. I will need something that he’s worn and not washed so it has a strong scent for Arca, something small of personal value to him, and a good map that includes St. Petersburg.” 

The floor spat forth a t-shirt that Zita could smell from several feet away, a map book, and a small framed photo. “Will these suffice?” 

So creepy, Zita sent. 

Neither of her friends replied over party line, but Andy gave a tiny nod.

Although she touched the dirty fabric as little as possible, Wyn retrieved the items and spread them on the low table nearby, flipping through the book until she located a detailed map of Russia. “Yes, these will all do. Arca can sniff the shirt here, but we’ll ask to borrow the others while we go hunting him. The atlas is an excellent choice. I may have to get something similar for my personal use after this.”

Sorrow colored Bryus’ smile. “You may keep the map, but he will want the photo back. It’s one of the last pictures of himself with his late parents.” 

Wyn extended a hand as though she would touch his arm in sympathy, but withdrew it. Her voice was even gentler than usual. “Of course. We will be careful with it. Thank you for the gift. Now, can you tell me Ivan’s full name, his cell phone number, and point out on the map where he was last seen?” 

Zita tilted her head. “If he has a cell phone.” 

Bryus blinked at Zita as he pointed to a spot on the edge of St. Petersburg. “Ivan is a teenager with money. He has three. His personal one, a private one for communications between the two of us, and a third one he believes I do not know about which he uses to communicate with the girl. As he did not wish me to track him, the only one he took was the last. Its final signal was at a coffee shop here.” 

“Arca, go sniff the shirt. We suspect she was raised by wolves, which means her social graces are questionable, bless her heart, but she’s an excellent tracker once we’re close enough,” Wyn said, but she softened it with a smile as she studied the map, and then put it and the framed photo into her purse.

Wolves, teenage boys, Russian gymnastics coaches—same thing. Zita shrugged, shifted to a bloodhound, and made a show of sniffing the pungent clothing. She returned to her Arca form. “Done. A dog
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