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      Rave venues were not my scene. Aside from being far too old for them—at thirty-eight, I was a good ten years or more older than anyone else here—they were far too crowded for my liking. The music I could handle, even with its deep emphasis on heavy bass notes and faster tempos. The strobe lights were annoying but didn’t really bother me much beyond that. The problem lay with the energy—the undiluted vitality—emanating from all the people filling this vast but crowded old warehouse.

      It woke the darkness in me and made her hunger.

      I rubbed my arms in a vague effort to erase the chill that skipped across my skin despite the sweaty heat filling the room. I’d long ago learned to control that darkness, but sometimes, in situations like this, where the heat of life glowed so fiercely around me, temptation rose.

      “Hey,” a warm, feminine voice said into my ear. “You okay? Because you’re making like a statue right now and it’s beginning to catch attention.”

      I started lightly and tapped the earpiece to reply. “Yeah. Sorry, Ginny. Got sidetracked.”

      “By that delicious-looking man gyrating not three feet in front of you? I don’t blame you.”

      I snorted softly and moved around said gyrating man, who gave me a sweet if somewhat vacant smile. His pupils, I couldn’t help but notice, were huge, and I doubted the cause was the lack of lighting in the area.

      “Aside from the fact said deliciousness is almost half my age—and yours, may I point out—he appears to have taken a happy pill or two.”

      “I think that could be said about a lot of the kids here, but I feel it necessary to point out there is absolutely nothing wrong with admiring a fine piece of ass as long as it’s of legal age.”

      “And you would be the first to get offended if a man said anything like that about you.”

      Her laughter ran down the line. “No, I’d be the first to be offended if they touched said ass without permission. Admiration is perfectly fine, because hey, my ass is a thing of beauty. Monica is twenty feet ahead to your right.”

      I rose on my toes in a vain attempt to see the woman we were meant to be protecting, but even with heels on, at five feet three, I was shorter than most here. But then, we Kang witches—or, at least, we females—tended to be on the smaller side.

      I continued on, doing my best to push through the crowd without actually touching anyone. With the heat of life so fierce in this place, touch was... well, dangerous.

      My inner darkness wasn’t vampiric, but damn if it didn’t feel like it sometimes.

      “What’s she doing right now?”

      “Dancing with her bridesmaids.”

      “We run a background check on them?”

      “You didn’t read the file?”

      “Didn’t have time. Besides, you’re the brains of this outfit.”

      She snorted. “That excuse is getting rather old, my friend.”

      I squeezed past a couple who were all but having sex on the dance floor and, just for an instant, the fierce wave of their wanton desire washed over me. I half-raised a hand, then realized what I was doing and dug my nails into my palms instead.

      “It might have been better if you’d taken the tracking role this time,” I growled, pushing on. “At least your height would have given you an advantage I don’t have.”

      “And leave you in charge of the electronics? After last time? Dear god, woman, are you insane?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. While the earwigs were of a low enough voltage to cause me no problems, I was a grave danger to almost any other sort of electronics. Merely being in their presence could sometimes result in them shorting out, despite the heavy layering of magical shielding I used to mute the force of my inner energy. It was a problem no one else in my family had, not even my son.

      But then, I wasn’t exactly like the rest of my family.

      While there were three lines of royal witches—the other two being the Marlowes and the Ashworths—we Kangs were often considered the poor relations, thanks to a talent that dealt with living energy more than actual magic, though most of us could perform what our royal counterparts would consider “minor” spells when necessary. It was the reason so many Kangs went into the law enforcement arena, working either as contractors for hire or as investigators for the High Witch Council or the Black Lantern Society. I had brothers in both areas—Samuel, who was three years older than me, was the chief investigator for the High Council, and Michael, who was almost fifty-five and not only the overall second-in-command of the Black Lantern Society, but head of the night division.

      I’d joined the Society some four years ago and hadn’t really progressed through the ranks as fast as some had expected—having two high-flying brothers had placed some rather outrageous expectations on my shoulders—but I was perfectly okay with where I was. Aside from the fact that being rank-and-file meant few would ever have a good reason to dive deeper into my abilities or my past, I’d never officially finished high school or done any sort of skill training that would have allowed me to move into a more specialized area. I did have a nose for trouble and the ability to see the darker energies within people, and both made investigations the perfect job for me.

      Of course, that same nose for trouble had ruled out becoming a High Council investigator with Samuel. The Council expected rules to be followed. The Black Lantern Society often skirted the law and legalities in its quest for justice, and that was more my style.

      Not that there’d be any law skirting in our current operation. It was a simple protection detail—something the Society rarely did, and a task we were only doing now as a favor for one of Sophie Ashworth’s friends. She was the Society’s matriarch, and a woman who’d steered the daytime ship for nigh on eighty years.

      “Earth to Hanna, you out there?”

      I laughed. “Why? Were you saying anything important?”

      It wasn’t hard to envision her eye roll. Ginnifer Baker and I had gone through training together and had become good friends, though we weren’t always teamed together. The Society sometimes rotated their pairings to avoid “sexual distractions.” While I understood their reasoning, it was damnably naive to think rotating team members would stop sex from happening if both partners were so inclined.

      Not that I ever had been, even when I’d been partnered with a male. Attraction was one thing, but sex? That meant touching, and touch... well, I knew the danger of desire overwhelming control all too well. My ex had been the only man I’d felt safe with in that regard.

      “The ladies have just been joined by a man,” Ginny was saying. “I’m running facial rec, but you might want to get a little closer and check him out.”

      “Will do.”

      I squeezed past a couple who were dancing so enthusiastically it was a wonder they didn’t put their backs out, and finally caught sight of our four ladies. Monica Ashworth—no relation at all to the Society’s matriarch—was tall and curvaceous, with porcelain skin and the crimson hair of a royal witch. Her bridesmaids were similarly tall, but on the thinner side. Two were also Ashworths, though not of the same family line as Monica, while our third—Lanie—was from a minor Marlowe line. There might be only three lines of royal witches, but there were multiple lineages within each and very few who were actually related. The High Council was very careful about “breeding” compatibility; anyone wishing to get married these days had to do a full DNA check and an ancestry search to ensure there were no close links.

      The man dancing with them was the same height as the three women, with dark hair and thin features; instinct said he was human, but from where I stood, his eyes appeared to be silvery, which was the usual sign of a witch. Half-blood, perhaps?

      “Well,” Ginny said, a little impatiently. “What says the inner seeker of darkness?”

      “The inner seeker sees five people intent on having a good time and nothing more.”

      “You cracked open the gates yet?”

      “I have not.”

      “Why not?”

      Annoyance flickered through me. Ginny had never truly understood just how hard it was for me to open those inner gates—partially because I’d never fully explained the risk I took every time I did it, and partially because she, like everyone else, considered the Kang talent to connect to—and read—the energy or “spirit” of all living things to mine insights and hidden truths ultimately a benign one.

      She and they were very wrong when it came to me.

      “Because I’m not close enough.”

      “Then get close enough.”

      “Trying.”

      “I’m tempted to say try harder, but I know that might be pushing it.”

      “Yeah,” I replied dryly. “It might.”

      I edged carefully around the bridesmaid dancing next to the stranger then tugged off the mental “gloves” that protected me from accidental touch and opened those inner gates. The energy they were emitting was stronger than I’d expected, and it hit with the force of a tsunami, sending me staggering back a couple of steps. I swore, braced, and fought for control over the inner darkness that so desperately wanted to dive headfirst into that wave; gradually, ever so gradually, I beat her back into submission. It was then that I felt it.

      The nothingness. The stillness.

      In the sea of vitality and life that surrounded me, it was an island of peace. Of serenity.

      It wasn’t coming from the group in front of me.

      I quickly swung around and scanned the nearby faces, searching for the person or persons responsible for that island. But the sensation disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, and I cursed again.

      “Hanna?” Ginny was saying, “What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

      “I felt something... strange.”

      “Dark strange? Dangerous strange?”

      “Just... strange.” My reply was absent, my gaze still searching the area.

      With the inner gate still open and the darkness back under control, the sea of people had given way to a sea of luminescence; their life forces—hues of silver and gold mostly, with the occasional flicker of red that represented intent edging toward darkness—shone so brightly it made my eyes water. Most humans thought of life energy as auras, and in some respects they weren’t wrong, because auras were the energies that came with emotions. But for that same reason, auras tended toward more vibrant colors. Life energy was the essence—some erroneously called it the soul—that flowed through all living things, be they human, plant, animal, or insect. It was the force that kept us alive, made us who we were. I’d never come across anyone before tonight who simply emitted no energy. Not even my ex could obscure his output to the point of nothingness.

      Did that mean I’d sensed something—or someone—who wasn’t human?

      A demon or some other type of supernatural entity I’d not come across before?

      “Meaning what?” Ginny said sharply into my ear. “Are you okay? Do you need me down there?”

      “Yes. I mean, no, I don’t need you down here, and yes, I’m okay.”

      “Then what the hell did you sense? A vampire? Because I can imagine a place like this would be the perfect hunting ground for a bloodsucker.”

      “It wasn’t a vampire.” I knew well enough what they felt like, because we had several working for the Society. While their life energy was decidedly muted—understandable given they’d basically died and been reborn as something other than human—it still emanated from their bodies. Unless their bloodlust overran their control, their essence remained a muddy sort of yellow rather than the murky dark grays generally associated with the darkness that demons and other entities of their ilk usually emitted.

      “Do you think it has anything to do with our bride?” Ginny asked.

      “Well, it wasn’t headed this way, so probably not.” And hopefully I hadn’t jinxed the situation by putting that comment out there. “Hang on while I check the kid dancing with our bride-to-be.”

      I turned and brushed my fingers across the young man’s bare arm. The caress was light, and he didn’t acknowledge it in any way, but his essence ballooned before me, a roadmap of possibilities and intentions I could read.

      Right now, said intentions were very single-minded.

      I smiled and moved on. “Our lad’s name is Grant Levi, he’s a virgin, and all he’s thinking about right now is popping his cherry with Lanie. Believes he’s in with a chance, too.”

      Ginny snorted. “Lanie Marlowe is way above his pay grade.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with aiming high, and it’s not like Lanie hasn’t had a relationship with someone from the so-called ‘commoner class’ before now. She doesn’t appear to be as fussy as the other three, especially of late.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t read the files?”

      “I lied.” I moved past another gyrating couple and spotted the stairs leading to the upper platform that ran around three sides of the building. “Heading for higher ground again.”

      I pulled the mental “glove” back on and clattered up the stairs, pausing briefly on the top step before finding an empty piece of railing slightly to the right of Monica’s position. Once I retrieved my phone from my handbag—a small but sparkly bit of bling that added a flash of rainbow color to my otherwise staid black outfit—I pretended to skim through social media while surreptitiously scanning the dance floor again. I hadn’t yet shuttered the inner gateway, and the flames of life continued to dance and pulse, their beat matching that of the music. There remained no sign of the island, and disappointment flickered through me. Which was insane, given I had no idea who or what I’d so briefly felt, and yet also so very understandable. I’d spent most of my adult life hungering for a shelter, a safe spot where I could just let go and be myself without the shields or the worry of hurting someone.

      It was a threat that had haunted my marriage, despite my ex’s reassurances I could never hurt him—that he could contain me long before it became a problem.

      I shifted slightly and began a visual check of the upper deck area. Ginny was currently perched on one of the large lighting platforms hidden within the rafters high above, which not only gave her a three-sixty view of the entire area, but allowed her to spot the tiniest mouse moving through the morass of humanity below with the greatest ease. But unless someone made a direct move on Monica or pulled out a weapon, she wouldn’t see any danger before it happened. She was a shifter, not a witch or a clairvoyant.

      The area to my left was lined with booths, most of them being used by patrons simply wanting to talk, drink, or rest. The last two booths near the stairs at the far end were occupied by a drug dealer and his enforcers. Ginny and I had cottoned on to them almost as soon as we’d arrived at the venue and had reported their presence, but our orders were that unless Monica left with, or was seen being sold any sort of drug, we were to do nothing. And then, of course, we were reminded that our orders were to protect the bride and keep her out of the headlines. I wasn’t sure why the director had been so emphatic about the latter, and a quick Google search hadn’t provided any answers. But that wasn’t really surprising, given royal witch families were very good at manipulating the news and keeping unwanted information out of social media. I knew that all too well.

      There was a second reason—the club was owned by one Tony Wright, a high-profile investor with friends in all the right places, and a man I’d heard plenty about over the years from my father. Of course, those same high-ranking friends wouldn’t stop the Society placing an anonymous tip with the cops once our bride-to-be was clear of the area.

      I switched my gaze to the right arm of the upper platform. It was dotted with tables and stools rather than booths and, once again, all were occupied. My gaze skimmed over them and then abruptly stopped.

      At the very end of the platform, tucked closely into the corner, were two grayish halos.

      Just halos, nothing more. No table, no shadowy figures showing through the murk of gray, and that could only mean one thing; magic—concealment magic—was being used.

      My stomach clenched. “Ginny, deep corner, two o’clock to my right—what do you see?”

      She paused. “You’ll have to be more specific—there’s about ten people in that general area.”

      “I mean at the junction of the two walls, about twenty feet to the left of the stairs if you’re approaching from the ground floor.” I looked up. “Almost directly under that big old ceiling fan.”

      There was a longer pause. “I’m not seeing anything more than space and shadows in that corner, but I can see the bug crawling up the brickwork to the right of them.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “Concealment shields?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It might just be a couple wanting some privacy while they make out.”

      “Do you actually believe that?”

      “No. Just throwing out possibilities.”

      I smiled. “Right. Off to investigate. Keep an eye on Monica.”

      “My eagle eyes won’t leave them.”

      “Lovely saying, except for the fact you’re not an eagle.”

      “Eagle, hawk, same thing.”

      “I’m betting there’re eagles out there who’d disagree.”

      “Undoubtedly. They’re an arrogant lot.”

      I snorted, shoved my phone back into my handbag, and casually wound my way through the various tables, my gaze rarely leaving the grayish halos. When I was halfway around, one of them rose and moved toward the stairs leading back down to the main floor. The other followed a few seconds later. The shields remained huddled close to the bodies of the witches underneath, and didn’t flicker when one brushed the arm of someone moving up the stairs—a sure sign we were dealing with someone who had a great deal of power. Whether those “someones” were hiding under the shields or said hiders had simply purchased the concealment spells was another matter entirely.

      “Targets are on the move,” I said. “Heading down the rear right stairs.”

      “I’m still not seeing anything,” she replied. “The concealments are fucking good ones, because none of those heading up those stairs gave any indication they sensed magic.”

      “They might not be witches.”

      “One was a Sarr, I can tell you that much.”

      And while Sarrs—who were one of three so-called “lower-class” lines—weren’t powerful witches, they were some of the strongest psychics out there. A Sarr—even one who was using psi shields to prevent telepathic overload—should have picked up that there was someone in concealment on the stairs and at the very least looked. Or, at least, the Sarrs I knew would have.

      I picked up my pace without being too obvious about it, but stopped at the top of the steps and searched the area immediately below for the gray halos. After a few seconds, I spotted them again—they were moving at an angle across the room, their pace unhurried and seemingly having no trouble whatsoever traversing the crowd.

      I was halfway down the stairs when Ginny said, “Fuck, Monica’s on the move.”

      I paused. “Bridesmaids going with her?”

      “No.”

      “Possibly a pee break then.”

      “Possibly, but you better get your ass over there, just in case.”

      I hesitated and scanned the packed dance floor below; there was no way known I’d get through that lot with any sort of speed. Not without causing an unnecessary ruckus, anyway. I ran back up the stairs, returned to my original position, then leaned over the railing. I couldn’t see the gray halos, though that might be because they were in the thick of the dancers, where the luminosity was at its strongest. I hoped that whatever their intent was tonight, it didn’t involve Monica.

      Instinct suggested that hope was a forlorn one.

      I pushed away from the railing and continued on toward the other stairs. “Location update?”

      “Just moved past the bar, heading down the corridor toward the bathroom.”

      “Tracker still active?”

      “And coming through strong.”

      I relaxed a little. Given she wasn’t aware of us or the tracker—it had been discreetly placed on her person by her driver, another Society operator, as she’d exited the limo they’d hired for the evening’s adventures—the chances of her ditching it and us were low.

      I clattered down the stairs and kept close to the wall as I made my way around to the bar and the corridor. There was, as usual, a goddamn line for the ladies. I joined the end, but leaned out in an effort to see where Monica was. She wasn’t ahead of me, so either she was already in or had continued on, following the corridor to the exit at the far end.

      Why would she do that, though?

      The exit led out into a small courtyard that was a designated smoking area, and while there was a gate that led from the courtyard into the lane beyond, it was padlocked. Ginny had double-checked it earlier this evening, so unless someone had cut the chain between then and now, there was no escaping that way. It was possible Monica simply planned to meet someone in the courtyard, but if that were true, how had she made the arrangements? The Society had been monitoring not only her calls but also every post she made across her various social media platforms; if anything remotely resembling a meeting with an unknown player had been planned, we would have been told.

      Of course, the “why” behind the over-the-top security ring we’d placed around her was something that hadn’t been in the files. Ginny and I presumed there’d been a kidnapping threat, given her father was a privately employed advisor for the Prime Minister, but neither Jack—who was manning the comms base—nor indeed the Society itself had confirmed it. Not that there was anything unusual in that. The organization did have a habit of putting agents into the field without detailed information, although admittedly, it often came down to them not having it.

      “Ginny,” I murmured, “is she in the loo, or has she moved toward the lane?”

      The corridor went left not too far past the toilets, so I had no direct line of sight of its length from where I stood.

      “Tracker indicates she’s in the toilets—second stall, going by the floor plans.”

      At least that was something. The line moved forward steadily as women came out. I had no idea what Monica was doing, but she seemed to be taking a long time to do it.

      “Okay,” Ginny said. “She’s on the move—leaving now.”

      I leaned to the right again and watched the door. Two women came out, chatting animatedly, and were quickly followed by a tall thin woman who looked decidedly unsteady on her six-inch heels. No sign of Monica.

      “You sure she’s on the move?” I murmured. “She’s not come past me.”

      “Well, according to the tracker she has. She’s approaching the bar right now.”

      I turned. The only woman currently approaching the bar was the unsteady one; everyone else was standing in the slow moving line for the toilets. I swore and sprinted after her; when I was close enough, I none-too-gently grabbed her shoulder and turned her around.

      “What the fuck...?” she said, her tone outraged and her pupils enlarged. Definitely on something.

      “Your bag—let me see it.”

      “Fuck off⁠—”

      I snatched her bag out of her hands, raised an arm to ward off her blows, then glanced at the two women in the queue who stepped toward me. “High Council investigator,” I growled. “Mind your own damn business, or I’ll find a reason to arrest you.”

      The two of them raised their hands, palms up, and backed away.

      “One of these days, someone is going to ask to see your credentials,” came Ginny’s dry comment.

      I didn’t bother replying. I did have proper ID, but in most cases, it was simply quicker and easier to tell people I was HCI. The Black Lantern Society tended to work in the background, and for the most part, the general public had no idea about the important role we played in keeping the more... problematic... members of the witch world in check.

      I told my target to calm down and opened her purse. Inside was a phone, keys, a credit card case, and, right at the very bottom, our tracker. I plucked it free and raised it.

      “Who gave you this?”

      Her expression was a picture of confusion. “What the fuck is it?”

      “Government property. Who gave it to you?”

      “It’s not mine—I’ve never seen the thing before.”

      The alarm in her voice was real enough. I handed back her bag and she clutched it tightly in front of her. “Am I in trouble?”

      “No. Did anyone run into you in the toilets?”

      “No, but this stupid woman did almost knock me over as I was going in.”

      “Description?”

      “I don’t fucking know—I needed to pee and just wanted to pick up my things and get in there.”

      And that’s no doubt when the swap happened. But to confirm, I said, “Did she help you pick up your things?”

      “Yes; it was the least she could do.”

      “Did she go into the toilets?”

      “No, toward the exit. Seemed in a damn hurry, too.”

      I swore again, this time silently. “Thanks for your help. Just... ease up on the drugs, okay?”

      She nodded and walked unsteadily away.

      “How in the fuck did Monica know about the tracker?” Ginny asked.

      I turned the tracker off and shoved it in my pocket. “Someone obviously gave her the heads-up. You want to update Jack, then head outside and do a sweep?”

      We’d lose direct contact while she was in hawk form, but it was the quickest means of checking the entire area.

      “On it now.”

      The line went dead. I hurried back down the corridor, stopped in front of the toilet, and said, in a loud enough voice to be heard over the pounding music, “Did anyone see a woman with scarlet hair, wearing a short white bodycon dress and sparkly heels come this way?”

      “Why? You a cop?” a short woman asked.

      “No. A concerned friend.”

      It was said a little impatiently, and she sniffed. “You sound like a cop to me.”

      “Cops don’t dress like that,” another said. “And they certainly don’t have jeweled belly studs.”

      I knew several cops who actually did, one of whom was responsible for mine, thanks to a drunken bachelorette party decision that we should all get something to remember the night by.

      We’d been thirty rather than teenagers at the time.

      Rochelle, who was now seven months pregnant, had removed hers due to the discomfort it was causing during her pregnancy. While that was something I didn’t have to worry about—aside from the fact you had to have sex to get pregnant, the power that ran through me made it all but impossible to conceive—I’d downgraded mine a year or so ago to a simple diamond stud that I stuck on as needed with eyelash glue. I still loved “real” belly rings, even if there were some in the Society who considered them kitschy, and me way too old, but I’d discovered the hard way they weren’t always compatible with this job.

      “The woman?” I repeated. “Did anyone see where she went?”

      “Down the corridor,” the tall woman closest to the door said. “Seemed to be in a hurry.”

      “Thanks.”

      I eased past her, then broke into a run, my footsteps echoing softly through the half-lit darkness. Deep in the distance beyond the walls, something stirred.

      Something that wasn’t entirely human.

      I shivered and shoved my imagination back in its box. While I was totally capable of detecting the life forces of both supernatural or demonic beings, I didn’t have X-ray vision and couldn’t see through the many walls that currently divided me from whatever stirred in the streets beyond this building. My sense of movement was likely born of nothing more than fear—not fear of the unknown, but rather of making a mistake that could once again lead to the death of another....

      It was a fear I would never overcome, no matter how long I lived.

      Another shiver stole across my skin. I did my best to ignore it and studiously but quickly checked the two rooms that led off the main corridor. One was a store, the other an employee locker room with bathroom facilities; both were empty.

      The exit lay around the corner from the two rooms; I edged around, but again found nothing except shadows and dust. The latter stirred sluggishly, suggesting someone had moved through here recently. Whether that person was Monica or someone else was impossible to say.

      The light above the exit was green, indicating it wasn’t locked, which wasn’t unusual during operational hours. What was, however, was the fact that neither the door nor its handle held the pinprick glow of body heat that would normally linger if someone had very recently gone through the door.

      And yet, where else could our bride have gone?

      I had no idea, but I really needed to find out, and quickly. I pushed the exit bar down and warily opened the door. The night air was warm and danced delightfully across my bare stomach. It might be the middle of winter here in Brisbane, but for a born and bred Canberran used to biting winds blowing in at this time of the year, it was positively balmy.

      The courtyard area beyond had once been a loading bay, and the faint drift of smoke coming from the half-stubbed cigarette sitting in one of the many ashtrays lining the concrete walls to the left and right suggested someone had been here recently.

      Someone who might well have been waiting for Monica.

      Who, though? I doubted it was her fiancé, given they weren’t a love match. Underage marriages might be banned these days, but arranged marriages remained common between all the royal houses. The only difference now was the fact that, by law, both participants had to be at least twenty-one, in full agreement on all contract terms, and there had to be absolutely no magical coercion used on either the prospective bride or groom. I wasn’t sure why the latter had become the key ruling in the law, given I hadn’t thought magical enforcement was a common problem when it came to arranged marriages; it certainly hadn’t been a factor in mine, even if the inner dark magic had been the reason for it. But according to Samuel—who’d been involved in the events that had led to the ruling, and had refused to say much about any of it—I was very wrong.

      I stepped outside and caught the door’s edge with my fingers to prevent it from slamming. High above, a hawk squawked; I glanced up, briefly catching sight of a golden-brown form softly silvered in the moonlight. Ginny. She squawked again and swooped lower, fixing me with a harsh look before moving on.

      Which in Ginny hawk talk meant, “Get your ass into gear.”

      With a smile tugging my lips, I let the door fully close and walked over to the small gate. Someone had very recently cut the chain and let the two pieces dangle. The same someone who’d been waiting for her, no doubt.

      I warily pushed the gate open and stepped through. The lane wasn’t a particularly long one and ran from McLachlan Street on the right down to what appeared to be a loading bay dead end. I hesitated, then went left, not only because that was the way Ginny had flown but because the slightest caress of darkish energy dancing on the warm breeze also came from that direction.

      The loading bay was empty aside from a few trash bins, and the pile of drink cups and other associated bits of rubbish clustered around it suggested the entrance into the building from the dock hadn’t been opened for a while. I half turned, spotted the very narrow walkway between the rave warehouse and the bay’s building, and walked over. It was damnably narrow, and I had to wonder how Monica had gotten through here unscathed, given I had to squeeze through sideways and, even then, my leather corset top was being scraped to hell. Monica’s breasts were double the size of mine, and her white dress nowhere near as robust as my top. Thankfully, the walkway wasn’t very long and opened out into another lane. I continued on, my gaze scanning the surrounding buildings, looking for any indication that Monica and whoever she’d met might have gone into them. Though, to be honest, given the planning that had obviously gone into this whole escapade, it was more than likely there’d been a car waiting for them at the end of this lane. If there was one thing I’d learned about Monica from reading her file and the few brief interactions I’d had with her, it was that she was something of a princess, and one who did not walk anywhere.

      Another motivating squawk came from above.

      I sent a rather impolite gesture her way but kicked off my low heels, scooped them up, and ran barefoot down the rest of the lane, doing my best to avoid the broken glass and other sharpish bits of rubbish that littered the asphalt. At the lane’s end, I swung right and chased after Ginny, who was flying low enough to guide me. Ann Street was surprisingly busy, given the late hour, forcing me to pause for too many seconds. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other somewhat impatiently, then, when there was a long enough gap between the cars, darted across the road into Duncan Street, which had been converted into a walkway mall at some point in its past. I’d barely gone three steps when energy—the same type of dark energy I’d felt in the lane only minutes earlier—surged. I instinctively flung up a hand, ready to deflect or even absorb it, though the latter was not something I ever wanted to do when it felt so foul. But its force wasn’t directed at me.

      High above, Ginny squawked again, a harsh sound of surprise and perhaps pain. I glanced up sharply and saw her tumbling uncontrollably across several rooftops before disappearing from sight.

      I swore, hit the earwig twice to contact Jack, and said, “Code two, help required, agent down, likely location two blocks down from me.”

      “Got her, ambulance being allocated as we speak. Target?”

      “Not in sight currently, but I am following.”

      “Don’t lose her.”

      “That’s the goal.”

      Whether I achieved it or not was another matter entirely—and highly dependent on who and what waited ahead.

      Because something—someone—obviously was, even if I couldn’t currently see anything thanks to the cluster of shadows that haunted the midway point of the mall. Those shadows were not natural, of that I was sure, though I had no idea if they were connected to the surge that had sent Ginny tumbling or something else.

      I continued on cautiously. As I neared the midway point of the street, the shadows began to stir, even though there was no wind. Trepidation tripped across my skin, but I forced my feet into the swirling, black fog. Its touch was foul and unnatural, and my skin itched in repulsion. I dragged my phone from my handbag and flicked on the flashlight. It had about as much effect as high beams did on fog. I turned it off, shoved it away, and continued on warily.

      Another surge of power, this time clean rather than foul. Monica, perhaps spelling against whoever was behind this curtain. So why wasn’t she calling for help? Granted, she was magically more than capable of looking after herself, but everything I’d read about the woman suggested her method of operations was to let other people—usually her father or his minions—deal with whatever situation she’d gotten herself into.

      Why would she change the habit of a lifetime tonight when she obviously knew we were tailing her? She was certainly smart enough—not to mention familiar with all the security measures used to protect her father—to know losing a tracker wouldn’t throw us off her scent.

      It wasn’t making any sense. Nothing about this situation was making any sense.

      Ribbons of deeper darkness now ran through the foul black curtain, clinging to my arms and legs, as if desperate to stop me. I cursed it fluently and quickly cast a light spell, one of the few regular spells I was proficient at. It burned to life several feet ahead of me, and the shadows crawled away from it, giving me room to move forward at a faster pace. But just beyond the light’s circle to my right and my left, the shadows formed thin, sharp whips that struck at my calves and bare back. They didn’t touch me, but if my light failed they would.

      And they’d do more than try to restrain….

      Trepidation sharpened, and I had to fight the growing urge to turn and walk away. Aside from the fact this was my job, it wasn’t the first time I’d faced evil, even if on previous occasions it had had a human face.

      Why I was so sure whatever lay behind this dangerous curtain of darkness wasn’t human, I couldn’t have said.

      An acidic scent began to fill the air, and another surge of witch power rose from beyond the dark blanket. Then Monica said, in a voice that was a mix of anger and fear, “No! Get away. Don’t you dare⁠—”

      The rest of her sentence was cut off abruptly.

      Against all common sense and training, I darted forward. The darkness stirred in frantic response, and power surged yet again. My light blinked out, and the foul curtain swamped me, lashing out at clothes and skin with vicious shadowy whips. But before I could react in any way, someone hit me from behind, pushing me down while somehow twisting in midair to take the brunt of our fall before rolling on top of me.

      Then a deep, velvety, and very male voice whispered, “Make no move or sound, or you will die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      His words had barely washed over me when I felt it—the dark ooze of a life-form that wasn’t human.

      It moved through the glutinous muck with an ease that spoke of familiarity, and made no real sound other than a soft clicking that reminded me of claws on floorboards. It circled around us, getting ever closer to where we lay. Fear surged, and my breath caught in my throat.

      A nail scraped the concrete to my left, and my gaze darted that way, briefly catching sight of a scaly, almost bird-like foot with black claws as long as my hand. My heart was pounding so damn hard, it felt ready to leap from my chest, and it was all I could do to hold in the scream that ripped up my throat.

      The stranger’s grip on me tightened, as if in warning, and awareness surged. Of his weight, of his lean but powerful length pressed so intimately against me. Of his smell—warm wood and deep spices, with undernotes that reminded me a little of vanilla but deeper, smokier.

      But most of all, I became aware of his silence.

      He exuded no energy. No pulse of life. This man, whoever he was, was the island of peace I’d so briefly felt in the warehouse.

      Had he been following Monica? Had her father also called in a private contractor to help protect his daughter? If that were the case, though, why the fuck wasn’t he racing through the muck to rescue her? Why was he here, lying on top of me, protecting me from whatever prowled through the shadows?

      Not that I was complaining, mind. Aside from the fact I didn’t want to end up as breakfast for whatever the hell that claw-footed creature was, it was rather... nice... having his body pressed so close to mine.

      Seriously, Hanna, concentrate on the situation, not the man.

      Which was an easy thing to think, but in truth, concentrating on the man made the terror of the situation that much easier to bear.

      Another scrape, and the shadows stirred, this time revealing the claw not three inches away from my face. I tensed, not daring to breathe as I waited for it to strike, to tear at flesh, muscle, and bone....

      For several achingly long seconds, it didn’t move. Then the thick black curtain swept in again, and it disappeared. The soft clicking moved away and faded into nothingness, then the foul wave of energy washed across the night once again. This time, it held no threat and no sense of increased danger.

      Whoever was behind that foulness had left, meaning it was just me, the stranger, and the threatening shadows.

      “The curtain should start folding in on itself within the next few minutes,” the stranger whispered, his warm breath dancing delightfully across my right ear and cheek. “Do not move until then, because the whips remain on guard.”

      “Who are you?” I replied, perhaps a little more breathily than was warranted. “Why do you know so much about the curtain? And what the hell was that thing stalking us?”

      “That thing was a comp demon,” he replied. “As for the rest of it—well, I walk in the same world.”

      And with that, his weight lifted from my body, and he disappeared. There were no trailing shadows, no sense of movement. No magic, even. He was simply gone.

      The urge to jump up and run after him was so damn strong that I tucked my arms under me and half pushed up. The movement stirred the rapidly fading shadows, and a dark whip struck at my face, cutting the cheek that still tingled from the warmth of the stranger’s breath, drawing blood. I stopped and waited, as ordered.

      It seemed to take forever for the curtain to fully fade.

      As the last shadowy whip disappeared, the sound of approaching sirens suddenly sharpened, suggesting the curtain had also dampened external sound.

      I pushed fully upright, brushed the grit and dust from my clothes and stomach, then looked around for my shoes, finding them several yards away. After slipping them back on, I walked on, gaze scanning the empty mall, looking for any clue as to what had happened to Monica. There was no sign of a struggle, and the few spell fragments still floating on the light breeze spoke of clean energy rather than darker, which was odd given the greater amount of foul-feeling spells that had been cast.

      It only strengthened the feeling that something was off—something other than the whole operation going tits up—though if anyone had asked me why right there and then, I couldn’t have said what.

      The earwig began vibrating, meaning Jack was trying to get hold of me. I ignored him and walked over to the area that held the brightest cluster of spell fragments. While nearly all witches could see them, we Kangs could often get some sense of the caster through the remnants’ resonance. I tugged off a glove then carefully raised a hand and let them play across my fingers; no matter what Monica’s voice had implied, these tiny blips of fading energy spoke of determination and exhilaration rather than outrage and fear, and that was just another ill-fitting piece in the puzzle.

      The earwig buzzed again. I swore yet again and finally acknowledged it.

      “What’s happened?” Jack asked immediately. “You’ve been basically stationary for the last five minutes.”

      It had been that long? It had certainly felt like forever at the time, but I’d figured that was due more to a combination of the situation and my own fear.

      “We were attacked.”

      “By whom?”

      “That is the great unknown.”

      “And Monica?”

      “Has disappeared.”

      “Kidnapped?”

      “Likely. I can’t say for certain, because I was swamped by a foul black fog in which some kind of black-clawed demon hunted.”

      There was a long pause. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” In the passing gleam of a car’s headlights, I caught sight of a thick silver chain hanging over the edge of the nearby rubbish bin. I walked over, discovered it was Monica’s purse, and quickly opened it up. It held cash, credit cards, and tampons, but little else. “Her handbag has been dumped, but her phone’s not here so she might still have it on her. You able to trace it?”

      “It was turned off just before she left the venue, so I’ll have to contact the service provider to get its IMEI number.”

      “What the hell is an IMEI number?”

      “It stands for International Mobile Equipment Identity number, a unique fifteen-digit serial number given to every device,” he replied. “They’re stored in an equipment identity register, so once we get the number, we can trace the phone, even when it’s powered off.”

      Which was far more information than I really wanted to know. “Did you call in the cops? Because it sounds like they’re heading this way.”

      “I did, because they could get there faster than anyone else.”

      Anyone else being the Brisbane investigators, who were likely all tucked up in bed at this hour. I’d love to be doing nothing more than crawling into bed myself right now, but that was unlikely to happen for the next few hours, at the very least.

      “And the forensics team?”

      “On their way. You’ll need to brief them when they arrive so they can more precisely target areas of interest.”

      “Except there’s not much in the way of evidence left to target, either physical or magical.”

      “They specialize in spell traces as well as the regular stuff. They’ll find what you and I can’t.”

      Suggesting he didn’t know Kangs could garner all sorts of information about a caster from their spell’s energy. “What about the High Council investigators? Have they been notified as yet?”

      “At this point, no.”

      Surprise rippled through me. “Why not?”

      “I have no idea. I only have orders.”

      “Who from? Lowell?” Because if he had ordered that, he was an idiot, especially given who her dad was.

      “No, it came from higher up.”

      Meaning Canberra—perhaps even Sophie herself. Maybe I needed to ring my brother and ask him what the fuck was going on. “That makes no sense.”

      “This whole organization often makes no sense.”

      With that I could not disagree. “Once I’ve updated forensics, I’ll head back to the warehouse and see what the bridesmaids have to say for themselves.”

      “Lowell wants you back tonight for an audit.”

      A groan escaped. An audit basically meant undergoing an “interview” by both a truth seeker and auditor. The former was basically a telepathic projector, who used both magic and telepathy to connect to an individual’s memories, scan all relevant information, and then physically display it while questions were asked and answered. An auditor recorded the session and ensured everything being done was aboveboard and legal. It was a pain-in-the-ass process, but it did at least mean that if charges were laid against an individual rather than being privately dealt with by the Society, the accuracy of the information garnered could not be challenged in the courtroom, thanks to the fact all readers and auditors had to be registered with, and approved by, the High Council.

      While I understood the necessity of doing them, there was no need to do it tonight. Five or six hours of sleep wasn’t going to change my memories of events in any way. Unless, of course, a telepath got in there and scrambled them, and if that was what Lowell was worried about, then he knew more about this case than he was saying.

      “Surely that can wait till the morn⁠—”

      “He just said it surely can’t,” Jack cut in wryly.

      Meaning he was monitoring our conversation—maybe even in the room with Jack. Just as well I hadn’t let my mouth run away with me. I scrubbed a hand wearily across my face. “You want to send me the forensics team’s deets? Just so I can be sure they are who they say they are?”

      “You’re not a very trusting soul, are you?”

      “Considering someone in the know obviously informed Monica about the tracer in her purse and the fact we were shadowing her, I think I have every reason not to be.”

      “I do see your point. Hang on a sec.” The soft sound of humming briefly filled the line, then my phone pinged. “Okay, sent.”

      “Got it. Thanks. Any update on Ginny?”

      “According to the ambos, there’s a cut on her leg requiring stitches, but nothing major.”

      Which was a relief. I’d half envisaged broken limbs or worse, given the speed at which she’d been sent tumbling.

      “I’ll keep monitoring you until you reach your vehicle,” he continued, “just in case something untoward happens.”

      “I really think we’ve had more than our fair share of ‘untoward’ this evening.”

      He chuckled. “And, of course, now that you’ve put that out in the ether, more is bound to happen.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      I signed off, pulled up the details of the forensics team, and quickly scanned their files. I doubted whoever was behind this whole farce would go so far as to impersonate Black Lantern personnel, but, as I’d said to Jack, every possibility was on the table right now.

      The cops arrived a few minutes later. I showed my Society ID, gave them a brief summation of the situation, and asked them to tape off the area. As they did so, I sat down on the bench and called Ginny.

      “Please tell me you got the bastard who hit me,” she said before I could say anything.

      “I not only didn’t get him, I lost Monica.”

      “How the fuck did that happen?”

      “Long story. How’s the leg?”

      “They’re about to
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