


    
            Chapter One





			Catching supernatural criminals would have been much easier if Holly’s fey ancestry included something a little faster. A cheetah, say. Or a greyhound. Hell, even a field mouse would have added some speed. But, no, somewhere in her lineage, there had been a mermaid or siren or some kind of fish, extremely useful on land.

			Except not.

			“Move your ass,” Renne shouted from the other end of the alley. It wasn’t fair. Even though he had shark in his bloodline, he ran much faster than her.

			So not only were her ancestors fish, they were slow fish. “What the hell is he?” Holly asked between gasps as she rounded the corner on Renne’s heels. The stench of the alley followed her on a gust of humid bayou air. Even in the fall, the air in downtown Houston was thick as soup.

			Ahead, their suspect parkoured off the roof of a car in a pay lot.

			“Nimble,” Renne said, being absolutely no help at all. “I’ll go one over, head him off.” He dashed down a side street.

			Holly pushed on, tapping into her reserves of speed. She might be slower than their suspect, but she was faster than a pure human. She hadn’t failed out of the police academy for any physical limitations.

			The suspect looked over his shoulder at her and bounced off another car, making the alarm ring into the night. The steady rhythm of the honks felt like fingernails along Holly’s spine, another gift of her fey ancestors: a slight allergy to anything too orderly. Memories of the rigors of the police academy still made her break out in hives. At least working for the Supernatural Collection and Detainment Agency never made her ill.

			Except for times like now, when the car alarm sent tingles skittering along the scales that ran down the center of her back and along each leg from her ass to her ankles. She tried to block the rhythmic honking from her mind as she leapt toward a pickup, pushed off the top of a huge tire, and hurled herself over the hood to tackle the suspect just as Renne streaked around the corner of the lot.

			The suspect let out a porcine squeal and bucked, but she twisted to stay on top, banging one shin on the asphalt. “Stop struggling. You’re under arrest.”

			Unsurprisingly, he declined, writhing even after Renne planted a palm in the middle of his back. “I place you under the geas of the SCDA, entered into with the elves who rule the plane of chaos in the human year of 2015, the fey year of the Shattered Turret.”

			A brief green glow outlined them all, and the suspect groaned but stopped resisting, barely scaring up a wiggle when Renne locked a pair of enchanted handcuffs around his wrists.

			Holly hauled him to his feet. “For beings of chaos, the elves are awfully particular about the wording of their geas.”

			Renne grinned, his too-white dentures gleaming even brighter than his pale skin. “No one would ever enter into an agreement with them otherwise.”

			True. All fey looked for loopholes in deals. She was allowed to say that as a demi-fey herself. Her parents had certainly pushed every boundary in life to get the most stuff from the least effort. The geas served a purpose. There were no supernatural jails, and the elves, the pinnacle of fey-ness—according to them—who lived in the human realm wouldn’t give the SCDA carte blanche to kill, not when their quarry might include members of the fey community, especially those with elven ancestry. Banishment to Signal, a city in a more chaotic plane, was the only solution. Until those criminals reached the portal between this world and that, someone had to keep them safe.

			Even when suspects like this one stole a lot of money from some very dangerous people. Several members of the agency had suggested leaving this one to said dangerous people, but rough justice was no kind of justice at all. To Holly’s eternal gratitude, Renne and their boss, Marcus, agreed with her.

			Holly frog-marched the suspect back toward her and Renne’s car, sticking to the shadows. Being under the geas always made suspects more docile, lessening the chances of the SCDA attracting the notice of the human police. Holly had no doubt Marcus would send someone to get them out of trouble, but that would involve the use of magic, and an organization that wasn’t supposed to exist couldn’t show their hand too often. All humans acknowledged a criminal underworld, but few knew about the layers of underworlds under those. 

			Once the suspect was secure in the back seat, Holly started up their Oldsmobile sedan, thankful it didn’t have all the electric gadgets of new cars that seemed to go haywire in her presence, and pulled into the traffic that dotted downtown Houston at any time of day or night.

			In the passenger seat, Renne worked his jaw back and forth.

			“He land a good punch?” Holly asked.

			“Just a tad.” He pushed his dentures out and stretched his jaw. His normal, pointed teeth grew quickly to full size, always ready to spring back when not held in by the two plates. He’d have to snap them off later to put the dentures back in and pass as human—they’d just grow in again like a shark’s—but on the ride to headquarters, it didn’t matter.

			Though she did get tired of picking his snapped-off teeth from the ashtray.

			Once the suspect was safely locked up in a cell under the ever-watchful eye of a basilisk, Holly and Renne trooped upstairs. He took a moment to fix his dark hair in a window as they passed and straightened his suit jacket. Holly didn’t bother. Bits of her hair were always going to escape her ponytail no matter how much hairspray she used, and if she bothered to smooth any wrinkles in her clothes, they’d work their way back in, her natural chaos always ready to rumple her. Her leg hurt but not enough to dull her sense of pride and the rush that came with doing what she’d been born to do.

			As Renne preened, Holly’s thoughts drifted once again to her parents. What would it be like to lock them in a cell? They’d been neglectful crooks who’d taught her to use the gifts of her heritage to get what she wanted, no matter what the law or society said. She’d known it was wrong then and was doubly sure of that now. Maybe they’d repent under the basilisk’s eye.

			Renne nudged her as he started for the elevator. “You’ve got that face again.”

			“What? I’m riding an arrest high.”

			“It’s your, if I ever get my hands on my folks, face.”

			She couldn’t help smiling even as she shook her head. “Don’t get in the way of my dreams, Renne.”

			“You need better dreams, hun.” His Louisiana accent got thicker the longer he spoke with his normal teeth, and she fought her own Texas twang that wanted to emerge in solidarity. 

			“My dreams are fine, thank you.”

			“A little imagination wouldn’t hurt.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Big sack o’ cash, new digs.”

			“Yep.” Inside the elevator, she pushed the button for the top floor, and the door creaked closed. She only hoped it wouldn’t break down in her presence again. She made herself take calming breaths. The less emotional she was, the more likely the technology surrounding her would actually work.

			Renne leaned against the wall, scooting down so his lanky frame didn’t seem that much taller. “You could always wish for a gorgeous woman on your…fin.”

			Holly put her hands on her hips. “Look who’s talking, shark boy.”

			He flashed those sharp, nearly triangular teeth and winked, happy enough with getting a rise out of her, it seemed. “I got plenty of lovelies of all genders swimming in my seas, don’t you worry.”

			She practically bolted out the doors when they finally opened. “Keep your seas to yourself.” It irked her that he was never as bothered by his piscine characteristics as she was.

			Because his were cooler. Even with the dentures.

			Nope, stay calm, ride the high.

			Marcus Aurkin, chief of the Houston branch of the SCDA, turned from a large computer screen mounted on the wall when Holly and Renne entered the hub of their operation. She didn’t need a nod of his massive head to tell her to stay back from the monitor or the much-repaired Roku-PC-cable box setup underneath it. Last time she’d touched it, they’d lost signal for two days, but she thought their IT department—one disgruntled gremlin—was as much to blame as her. Fey with cutting-edge tech were like crabs with golf clubs: they could hold on but couldn’t be expected to play nicely.

			If only they had the magic of the elves to navigate a world made for humans. Or the capital to hire enough humans to work all this tech.

			Or—

			Renne nudged her, and she focused on the actual screen, stepping to the side of her chicken house-sized boss in order to see.

			It looked like a video call from one of the other offices, judging by the peeling paint and patches of bare cinderblock in the background. Secret crime-fighting agencies didn’t have the budget of the FBI, even if some high-level humans in the US government knew about them.

			“It isn’t just the human mayor they killed,” a voice offscreen said before Jules Samson, Marcus’s Kansas counterpart, appeared on the screen. “It was anyone who seems to have gotten in their way. The human authorities have labeled them a dangerous gang, though they’re busy wasting time on the drug connections of human gangs.”

			Holly wouldn’t have suspected that the Midwest had a lot of gang activity but supposed that made it the perfect place to hide.

			“What makes you think they’re headed for Houston?” Marcus said slowly, his voice the ultimate bass. Some put the way he spoke together with his massive frame and upturned nose and thought him stupid as well as slow. They usually didn’t make that mistake twice.

			“Their route out of town, punctuated with bodies. And the occasional corpse along the way. And the fact that they virtually disappear between bodies points to the fact that they either have some kind of invisibility glamour or another way to hide.” Samson crossed her thin arms, all angles and bones who could still rip a car door from its hinges. “Why they decided to leave Europe is anyone’s guess.” She nodded offscreen, and her image was replaced with a map of northern Europe next to one of the US, with green lines crisscrossing the former and headed across the other from NYC to Nebraska, then straight down.

			“Old-country BS,” Marcus said, a common beef with older fey. If a person had enough fey blood—particularly elven or tainted by gods or mythical monsters—they could live for hundreds, even thousands, of years, and those who’d immigrated from Europe tended to sneer at “old-country” grudges.

			“Not if they’re targeting humans,” Samson said as she reappeared.

			“Blood feuds?” Marcus asked. “Handed down into human lines?”

			Samson shook her head. “No connection we can find.”

			Excitement made Holly’s bones tingle. A proper mystery, an actual gang, the chance to save who knew how many people? God, she was ready. “Has anyone in the agency tangled with them?” she asked, desperate for more info.

			Samson looked up as if listening to the heavens, and Holly realized she couldn’t see her, but she answered anyway. “No, all we have are a few sightings from Europe and here. I’m sending you all our info, Marcus.”

			Holly bit her lip at the slight emphasis on her boss’s name. But she wanted to read those files so badly.

			“One more odd thing,” Samson said. “This gang seems to have an outrider who shows up before the bulk of them. Our informants report that she tries to help the humans who’ve been at the center of these attacks, though if she’s trying to prevent the violence, she’s doing a shitty job.”

			“A dissenter,” Renne muttered.

			Marcus rumbled, “Hmm,” and shook his head. “With an old-country gang, she’s probably a herald.” He drummed his sausage fingers on a nearby desk. “I’ve got a few possibles in mind for the group’s identity. I’ll keep you informed.”

			Samson nodded as Marcus gestured to Ciarin the gremlin at the IT station, and it seemed to be a bit of a race as to who got to hang up first.

			Holly was nearly quivering as she watched Marcus think. If he didn’t assign her to this, she’d…

			What? Quit? Law enforcement felt as much a part of her blood as her fey heritage. And she’d already proven she couldn’t cut it in the human police. She doubted that the federal government or even world agencies would be any better.

			“Look through recent surveillance for this herald around here,” Marcus said. “Our best bet will be to get ahold of her first.”

			Ciaran swiveled his small chair to face his tiny custom keyboard. His desktop was held together by duct tape, but he somehow managed to make it work.

			“Finn, Ama, check with your informants,” Marcus said next. “Especially those from the old countries. Someone’s gotta know something.” 

			Finn, who fit in with humans even with his pink hair, opened a drawer on his desk while a file floated in midair toward him, borne by his tiny, winged, invisible partner, Ama.

			“Holly, Renne,” Marcus said as he turned.

			Holly was sure the clock ticked backward as he paused.

			“Keep up your patrols, keep your eyes open.”

			Holly waited for more, but none came. “Really, boss?”

			“Ten-four,” Renne said as he hooked his hand around Holly’s elbow and towed her from the room before she could speak again. “You ain’t gonna get nowhere pissing off the boss,” he said when they were alone in the tiny break room.

			“C’mon, Renne, everyone else works this case while we—”

			“Are out doing something instead of sitting on our asses.”

			Fair point. Still, Holly paced. She came too close to the ancient coffeepot while agitated, and the clock built into the base flickered and died.

			Renne nodded to it. “And don’t tell me you want to trade places with Ciaran.”

			“No.”

			“Or Finn and Ama.”

			“No.” Being relatively new, she didn’t have any informants to speak of. “But we could, I don’t know, try to meet this gang before they get here.”

			“How? Head north? Where to? And if they have glamour or some magical way to travel, how would we find them?”

			“I don’t know.” She leaned against the counter in defeat. “I hate when you’re right.”

			“Hating life as often as that isn’t good for your heart.”

			She gave him a dark look. “I was going to thank you for keeping me from making Marcus angry, but never mind.”

			“You’re welcome.” He slung a long arm around her shoulders. “Anyway, shift’s over for now. It’s beer o’clock.”

			Part of her wanted to argue and say they needed to get back out there, but dawn was only a few hours off, and they did their best hunting at night. She could only hope this gang was headed for bed as well. She wanted to be well rested when she kicked their asses.

			






    
            Chapter Ten





			Holly wanted to strangle someone. Tiss, Marcus, the elves. She wasn’t picky.

			“Can’t believe they’re doing this,” she muttered as she paced in the hall. “Who just gives up? Saves our people but dooms the rest? Fucking cowards.” She clenched a fist to bring her volume down. Renne would have reminded her that nothing good would come of getting herself thrown out of the office before they figured this shit out. She ground her teeth, temper boiling.

			Nope, she needed to hear him say it.

			She marched back to the main office, expecting whispering and pointing or everyone toeing Marcus’s line, but they were all leaning over keyboards or combing through files. Paper rained from a file cabinet as invisible Ama no doubt riffled the drawers.

			Holly stumbled to a halt, the anger knocked out of her. “What the f—”

			Renne rushed over from their desks. “We’re looking up all the seers in the city. Pretty good list so far.”

			“You…you’re doing all this for me?”

			He gave her a flat look. “To stop the Hunt and save people.” His voice low, he cast a glance toward the hall where Marcus had gone. “Self-centered much?” But he winked, and any little sting she felt vanished.

			It was almost enough to make her forget that they were hanging all their hopes on her shitty “gift.”
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        * * *

      

			When Gwyn came in the room, Sunny stood so fast, he would have knocked the bed over if it hadn’t been bolted to the floor.

			She nodded. “Finally understanding the danger you’re in, lad?”

			His red-rimmed eyes stood out against his pale skin like blood on snow. “I deserve to pay, but what you said about seeing my own…insides.” He trembled, tears snaking down his face and shaking loose from his chin.

			Yeah, she probably shouldn’t have mentioned that bit, but it had gotten the job done. And it was so true. She revisited it often in her nightmares. Unluckily for him, it was time to share some more hard truth. “The SCDA is cutting you loose. I’m to take you to Tiss, leave you at her mercy.”

			His eyes rolled back like a Victorian heroine’s, but he was awake when he collapsed on the bed.

			It was a powerful stick to whack him with, but now it was time for the carrot. “Unless…”

			“Yes?” he said, sitting up, desperate as a drowning man.

			“Tell me the rite you used to summon Tiss so we can figure out how to call her off.” She held up a hand before he could babble about paying for his crime. “You’ll still have to face the SCDA’s justice and be banished, but your insides will remain where they are.”

			After a lick of his lips, he spoke a few sentences in German, something about hoping for forgiveness, maybe from a god or two. “I found a book,” he said in English.

			He described an old Gaelic rite he’d unearthed in his aunt’s library. Gwyn had heard something similar before: chanting, pleas, burning brazier, a bit of blood.

			“Your blood?” she asked.

			He nodded.

			That was good. The SCDA had released the aunt, but they could call her. If she hauled ass down here with that book, maybe they could use Sunny’s blood again to cancel the summons. “Anything else?” she asked.

			“One last entreaty.”

			She nodded, not really listening as he recited it. If she had to guess at which book, it must have been—

			“What?” She looked up, her attention snagged by something he’d said.

			“The last words, ‘in the name of the family—’”

			Her heart dropped past her toes. “You made the plea to summon Tiss and the Hunt on behalf of the guard’s family?”

			He hesitated as if fearful of his own answer. “Yes?”

			“Fuck’s sake, lad.” If the entreaty was in their name, they’d have to cancel it. She could hear it now: 

			Pardon the intrusion while you’re grieving, everyone, but this is the necromancer who summoned the zombie that killed your loved one. Would you mind giving us a little blood and repeating these words to call off a Fury of vengeance? Ta.

			She didn’t even know where to start listing the problems with that.

			“That’s an issue, isn’t it?” Sunny asked softly.

			“Aye, Sherlock, that it is.” Despair clawed up her throat, but she kept it at bay, thinking fast. “Okay, what about atonement?” Murder made that tricky. There was little someone could do to make up for the fact that someone else was dead, especially in the time they had left. Maybe if she spun it a bit? “You didn’t mean to kill anyone, yeah?”

			He nodded, swallowing roughly.

			“And the zom—uh…”

			“Melissa.”

			“Right, Melissa was just defending herself.”

			Another nod, but his head began to turn, as if he saw where she was going and didn’t want to face it.

			But they had to try. “I know that doesn’t change the outcome, but it should lessen your guilt.”

			He wouldn’t look at her now; this was someone who’d called the Hunt on himself, after all. Guilt seemed a huge part of his DNA.

			“You can make up for it,” she said, trying not to let hysteria in. “Some money for the family to—” But he had no money, hence the heist plot. And there was no time to get a job or befriend the family and help around the house. “If we come up with a plan, will that do it for you?”

			His mouth worked as if he couldn’t get the words out, and he lifted a hand, dropping it uselessly. Even with the Hunt bearing down on them, he couldn’t say yes. Hell, even if he said the words, that didn’t mean he’d feel them. He couldn’t change who he was at the cellular level. The noble necromancer was going to die in the worst way, and he might take Holly with him.

			Even if Marcus broke the geas and absorbed that punishment, Holly had made it clear that she and Renne wouldn’t abandon Sunny without a fight.

			Unless he disappeared first.

			Gwyn leapt up and checked the hall to make sure Holly had gone. She needed to act before she could rethink this plan. Sunny was doomed, but he didn’t have to take anyone else with him.
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        * * *

      

			Holly looked at her watch again. Half an hour. Thirty fucking minutes before Gwyn had to leave the SCDA office, and Holly was stuck in the waiting room of a palm-reading tarot card flipper.

			There were enough blinking neon signs and glittery, rainbow-colored chakra charts to satisfy the most sparkle-loving fey, but they were grating on her human side something fierce. She stood to pace again between the sofa where Renne sat reading a magazine and the unoccupied chairs on the other side of the small room. She got too close to a pink lamp shaped like a palm, all the lines lit up, and it flickered and died.

			“I never realized how many types of crystals there are,” Renne said behind his magazine.

			“Mm.”

			“And they all have different spiritual properties.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Protection, healing…different rocks to soothe every part of the body. I wonder if they have one for the gums.”

			“Renne.” She growled his name, and the light-up business card holder on the side table blinked out with a fzzt.

			“Holly,” he said calmly, laying the magazine in his lap. “Madame Lavoie is the closest psychic to the office who also happens to be a fey and a genuine seer.”

			“I know.”

			“And we are here to ask for help.”

			“I know.”

			“So we cannot go barging into her sanctum when she already has a client.”

			“I know, I know, I know.”

			“Then sit down.”

			She raised her wrist and tapped her watch.

			“I am well aware of the time.” He patted the cushion next to him.

			She perched on the very edge of a chair, unable to stop her legs going like pistons. Madame Lavoie indeed. She couldn’t have been giving real advice as a seer, or the line to see her would have been around the block. Either her gift was as useless as Holly’s or she was a fraud, no matter what the SCDA’s files said about her heritage.

			But Gwyn hadn’t called to reveal a better idea. This could be their last hope.

			Fucking great.

			Finally, the bead curtain to the next room parted with a clatter. Holly leapt to her feet, barely keeping herself from rushing the crying woman who came out. Another followed her, a short woman in a huge blue caftan who patted the shoulder of the first.

			“Thank you, Madame Lavoie,” the sniffling woman said.

			“Of course, my dear.” She had an eastern European accent as fake as all the charms and necklaces around her wrists and neck. “Plenty of water today and a light meal for dinner. These readings pack an emotional punch that can upset your digestive system.”

			The teary-eyed woman threw her arms around Madame Lavoie, and Holly’s digestive system was in danger, too. “Thank you, thank you.”

			“My pleasure.” Madame Lavoie escorted her out before turning to Holly and Renne with a smile that dropped as soon as she took a second look at them. “Oh, it’s some of you,” she said, all traces of accent gone. “What can I do to help the fine officers of the SCDA?”

			At least she could spot a cop, but most criminals could. Before Holly could blurt out their story, Renne glided in front of her. “Madame,” he said, giving a little half bow. “I’m Renne. This is my partner, Holly. We’d like your help on a case.”

			Her eyes narrowed in suspicion, but she stepped a little closer, no doubt drawn to his charm. “You never have before.”

			“We’ve never needed someone to train a seer before.”

			She inhaled sharply, hesitating before stepping back through the bead curtain, gesturing for them to follow. The dimly lit room beyond held a table covered with velvet shawls and shelves bearing a variety of crystals, both in ball form and natural, sparkling from every corner. When she switched on the overhead light, the magical facade gave way to salt lamps and simple rocks.

			Madame Lavoie sank into a chair before taking the charm-covered scarf from her light green hair. “Seer work is tricky,” she said, gesturing to the chairs on the other side of the table. “Training someone is even trickier.”

			Renne prodded Holly to take the closer chair, and she managed to sit on the edge of it, too, but she couldn’t keep from crossing her arms. “We have half an hour, Madame.”

			Madame Lavoie blinked large blue eyes before bursting into laughter, her plump cheeks turning red behind her tanned skin.

			“What’s so funny?” Holly barked.

			“Why, your joke, dear. Especially if you’re the seer in question. A skeptical hothead who loathes her gifts? A half hour? Add those together and you get impossibilities that I will not be attempting in this lifetime.” She shooed them toward the curtain.

			Holly blinked, not expecting to be read so easily, but she didn’t move.

			Madame Lavoie’s eyebrows rose. “No, I didn’t use my gifts. I don’t have to with most of my clients. I can read their posture, their expressions, and most people already know the answers to their questions, they just need to hear them aloud.” She leaned forward. “So let me repeat, there is no way in hell I can train you in half an hour.” After a pointed look at the curtain, she leaned back in her chair.

			Holly’s estimation went up a notch, and she uncrossed her arms. “There are lots of lives at stake.”

			“Then I’ll try to take a look for you, but the farther the seer is from the problem, the harder it is to see its future.”

			“That’s why I need to learn. I’m right on top of the problem.”

			“It looks to me like it’s far out in front of you.”

			Before Holly could retort, Renne cleared his throat again. “We’re not asking for the full course,” he said. “Just a way to bring on Holly’s visions sooner. They happen too close to the events to do anything about them.”

			“So you not only want to see the future, you want to change it?” Madame Lavoie sighed. “You must be young.”

			Holly wanted so badly to retort, fed up with the condescension of old fey, but she decided to take a page from Renne’s book and keep her cool, at least a little. “Young enough that we still have to try.”

			Madam Lavoie stared again before standing and sighing as if some people would never learn. Holly gripped her chair but managed to stay quiet, willing to put up with quite a bit of bullshit if it led to what she wanted. She expected Madame Lavoie to pull out a manual or some kind of spirit chart, but she slid out a small drawer in a cabinet full of them and switched on an electric kettle in the corner. It boiled within moments, and Holly finally realized what was going on when Madame Lavoie mixed some leaves from the drawer into a paper cup of hot water.

			“Oh no,” Holly said, standing. “I’m not drinking whatever LSD you have there.”

			Madame Lavoie snorted. “I don’t know what LSD would do to one of our kind, but this concoction wouldn’t affect a human at all. A fey seer, on the other hand…” She set the cup in front of Holly. “You’ll get visions, more than you ever wanted. Whether they’ll be of the right things and whether they’ll be anything you can change?” She shrugged. “You’ll have to learn to guide them yourself.”

			When Holly made no move to take the cup, Madame Lavoie sighed again. “You want a fast way to bring on visions? You want to save people? And you want to do it all quickly?” She nodded at the cup. “It’s not going to hurt. You won’t get sick or have a hangover.” She put some of the leaves in a bag and handed them to Renne. “There, if you have to use them again. That’s about three doses, maybe four at a stretch. Use only a teaspoon at a time, mind. On the house. Just remember this if my little establishment attracts the SCDA’s attention for other reasons.”

			She waved them toward the bead curtain again before heading toward a door in the back of the room. “Oh, and come back if you want a proper lesson,” she said to Holly. “Just bring a better attitude. And a lot of money.” She closed the door behind her as she left.

			Holly stood, tempted to run after her and demand another option, but something told her that wouldn’t be a good idea. Who knew what other tricks Madame Lavoie had up her sleeves? Probably at least one to deal with rowdy customers, and Holly didn’t want to find out what that was, even if it would have been nice to let some of this tension out.

			“Come on,” Renne said, taking the cup and leading Holly to the car. To her surprise, he got behind the wheel, and when she settled in the passenger seat, he passed her the cup. “Drink.”

			She stared at it, feeling petulant.

			He gestured at her watch. “Twenty minutes left. Drink.”

			Fuck. She tested the tea, and it tasted as bitter and awful as she expected, but at least it had cooled enough to drink. She gulped it down in a few swallows, wincing at the dull, weedy aftertaste and the heat. A slight feeling of lightness came over her, as if she was bobbing around in a pool, and she waited for the world to go swirly or to be sucked down a long tunnel, hurtling toward vision after vision.

			Nothing.

			“What happens now?” She glanced at Renne, but he was gone, Gwyn in his place.

			“I think I’m falling for you,” Gwyn said.

			Holly took a sharp breath, wanting to speak but having no idea what to say.

			






    
            Chapter Eleven





			Gwyn tried not to snap at Sunny, not with the agonizing death he had in front of him, but he had been so slow to follow her out of the SCDA building, and now he held on to her timidly from the back of her bike, as if afraid of being too forward. It was worse than if he’d clung to her like a drowning rat.

			She wove between cars coming out of downtown Houston and winced every time his grip tightened on her waist, then loosened immediately. It was impossible to hear his apologies behind the helmet she’d given him, but she could imagine them all the same.

			He’d tried to refuse the helmet when she’d first offered. “No, no, I could not possibly. You should wear—”

			“Just put the fucking thing on,” she’d said with a snarl, and he’d jerked it out of her hands and shoved it on his head in a way that would have been comical if she hadn’t been taking him to his death. Why had she given it to him? So he’d be fit and healthy for Tiss?

			She tried not to think as she focused on the road. Any thoughts would eventually lead to Holly, and she couldn’t afford—

			With a grunt, she swept the rest of that stupid thought under the rug where it belonged.

			When she snaked between cars to make a freeway change, Sunny’s grip tightened, his fingers curling, a clear comment on her driving. She whipped around a slower car and into an exit lane just ahead of a Jersey wall and thought she caught a small whimper. After roaring to a stop in a fast food parking lot, she killed the engine, yanked him from the bike, and pulled his helmet off.

			He was practically quivering, his eyes round with fear. Even though he stood nearly a foot taller, she could have thrown him across the parking lot, and he wouldn’t have been able to stop her. That thought calmed her more than his expression. He didn’t deserve to be pummeled or terrified, not at her hands. She wasn’t Tiss.

			Life would have been so much easier if she was. 

			You still can be.

			She didn’t know which of the many voices from her past that was, but she shook her head as if someone had spoken aloud. “I can’t.” Surrendering wasn’t part of her.

			Even if that’s what you’re doing right now?

			“Pardon?” Sunny said, yelling over the sounds of traffic.

			“I said, are you hungry?” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the chicken place.

			He frowned a little as if he might be ill, but after another glance at her face, he nodded quickly. “Oh, yeah, yeah, if you are.”

			She hustled him inside so fast, she nearly carried him.

			It wasn’t until she was making her way through a plate of chicken she didn’t want and couldn’t even taste that she spoke again. He was picking at a single biscuit and hadn’t made eye contact since the parking lot.

			“Are you a vegetarian or something?” she asked.

			He glanced around the table as if searching for an answer that wouldn’t piss her off more. It was practically a shout in the affirmative. Damn, was nothing about this going to be simple?

			“Want some mac and cheese?” She didn’t wait for him to answer, just stomped back up to the counter and got it for him to pick at along with his biscuit. If he was vegan, he was fucked in here.

			But he muttered his thanks and ate quickly, finally looking at her afterward with the hopeful smile of a toddler who’d finished his veggies and expected dessert.

			“Sunny,” she said, holding her temper by the slimmest of strings. “You can’t…”

			What? Be scared of motorcycles? Endear himself to her? Face his upcoming death like a brave little soldier? Would this all have been easier if he screamed and fought? One punch and he’d go down like a rag doll, and she could plop the helmet on his head, tie his wrists around her waist under a jacket, and make it look like he’d fallen asleep behind her.

			It was possible he didn’t know where she was taking him, that he was still under the illusion that she was helping him. She hadn’t admitted anything, after all, just hustled him out the door of the SCDA and onto her bike without looking back.

			Oh, fuck, did that make this better or a thousand times worse?

			Worse, definitely.

			And he was still staring, his smile faltering, no doubt wondering what he’d done to make her so angry. He had no idea what was going on, just blindly trusting her like the absolute fool she’d always known him to be.

			Gods, could she do this? Save Holly’s life at the risk of her own sanity?

			Holly’s life was worth that and more. Crusaders like her had to live on and leave dirty shit like this to old fey like Gwyn. One more scar on her soul wouldn’t matter. She glanced again at Sunny’s now doubtful face. Make that several scars. 

			“What is it?” he asked. “That I can’t do?”

			“Eat so quickly. You’ll get indigestion.”

			Hit him now when he doesn’t know what’s coming, make sure he’s unconscious when he meets his fate.

			It was the least she could do.

			But her fists wouldn’t work when she led him out the door and handed him the helmet again. She would hand him over for Holly’s sake, but she wouldn’t become Tiss for anyone.

			She put the quandary of when to reveal Sunny’s fate in the column of “future problems” and slung one leg over the bike as he climbed up behind her. Just before she started it and pulled out of her parking spot, her phone vibrated in her jacket pocket.

			Renne. Or maybe Holly, since she’d bricked her phone.

			It didn’t matter. Gwyn’s absence had no doubt been noted. She glanced at the time. She still had a few minutes left on her hour, but they must have found whatever they were looking for and raced to tell her. She didn’t need three guesses about what they’d ask.

			She rejected the call and put her phone away before starting her bike and pulling into traffic.

			Holly and Renne might not panic at first. No, they’d assume she’d thought of something to help stop Tiss and had acted without telling them. Well, she had. It just wasn’t something they’d accept.

			They’d get over that.

			Sunny won’t.

			Gwyn tightened her grip on the handlebars, everything in her wanting to wrap the bike around a guardrail. It wouldn’t kill her, and it would be a nice, quick death for Sunny. Holly might even believe it had been an accident.

			Gwyn had a flash of memory, forty years ago, a coastal road in Ireland. She had been trying to help a target make amends when he’d fallen to his death. That should have made the Hunt move on, but Tiss had been too close, hidden in a storm, and laid waste to a small fishing village. These days, she didn’t often bother with disguises. She’d probably burn Houston down just for the hell of it.

			“I’m sorry,” Gwyn said, the words lost in the rushing wind and growling engine. Sunny’s nervous grip on her waist didn’t make her madder than a wet hen anymore. He was going to his grave—even if he didn’t know it yet—he could act how he liked.

			Her phone vibrated again. How could she still feel it over the rumble of the bike? Maybe it wasn’t the phone but her own guilty heart. Or maybe Renne was calling over and over because something was very wrong with him and Holly.

			Well, all the better for them if Gwyn lured Tiss away.

			Unless it was something she could help with.

			No, nothing was more important than dethroning Tiss. Alone. As she was always meant to be.

			And deny the comfort they’d shared, the understanding, the laughs, the bit of heat?

			Stop and answer your godsdamned phone.

			She growled. Sunny’s grip slackened as if he felt the sound echoing through her. She told all the voices inside her to shut their mouths and kept driving. Sunny’s awkward grip would return soon enough.
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        * * *

      

			Holly was saved from having to reply to Gwyn’s startling revelation by the fact that she couldn’t speak no matter how hard she tried. Panic settled over her like a shroud as she tried to move and couldn’t, could only scream in her mind while Gwyn stared at her expectantly.

			When Gwyn’s face and the car began to morph into other people, other places, relief flooded her.

			It’s a dream.

			Her fear evaporated just like all those times she’d dreamed of being in her childhood home again, then realized she never had to go back.

			Faces and snippets of conversations went flooding past, and she forced herself to pay attention. These were the freaking visions she’d been trying to bring on, and if she didn’t get something useful, she had wasted her whole hour waiting on a seer and tripping balls in the company car.

			“You can’t win.” That was Tiss staring at her with those dead doll eyes.

			Holly abandoned her efforts to say screw you and focused on the room over Tiss’s shoulder. Dimly lit. Concrete walls. Parking garage?

			“It’s enough that I’m still fighting,” came out of her mouth, but it was Gwyn’s voice, and someone took her hand.

			The vision faded like water swirling down a drain and became a roadside diner, then a pack of motorcycles on a black line of highway through the desert. She saw Sunny’s determined face, then Renne laughing, his sharp teeth gleaming in the sun.

			A body lay facedown on the ground. Dark jacket. Could have been Renne, could have been anyone, but they weren’t moving, the sandy soil beneath them wet.

			Again, she tried to look up, look around, but the sight was already fading. She swore in frustration, combing every scene for clues from bodies she couldn’t move. Gwyn’s thick hair moved away from her down the sidewalk on what could only be the Vegas Strip, but it was such a fleeting glimpse before moving on to someone Holly didn’t even know.

			Oh, you useless piece of shit gift, just show me Gwyn.

			No, I said Gwyn.

			Gwyn!

			Her vision snapped into stillness, as if she’d finally hit the right channel. It was the back of Gwyn’s head again, but she was driving her motorcycle. Holly’s view was dark, but it was clearly daytime, the sun shining on the cars around them. She was looking through sunglasses. 

			Or a helmet.

			Gwyn was weaving through traffic that screamed Houston, and Holly caught a glimpse of an exit sign as her host turned their head. They were heading north out of town. But when would this happen? Was it Holly on the back of the bike or someone else?

			Show me Renne.

			The vision wavered for a moment but solidified again as if to say it liked this channel.

			Renne!

			Her head was starting to pound, but the vision finally shifted to Renne leaning out the window of the Olds, soothing smile in place. “No, ma’am, we don’t need an ambulance. This happens all the time.”

			The host glanced over his shoulder to where Holly was slumped in the passenger seat, eyes shut, mouth open, very dignified. 

			Probably what she looked like right now.

			So this was now? Gwyn was heading out of town now? Then, the person on the back of her bike could only be Sunny.

			Son of a bitch.

			“Son of a bitch,” her vision self yelled drunkenly, and the host body recoiled.

			Holly focused inward again and clawed for reality like she would out of a particularly unpleasant dream. Wake up now. Now. Now!

			Her real eyes fluttered open to see the car dash. Her neck was stiff, her head heavy, a dull throb beating behind her eyes. “It’s okay,” she managed, but her speech slurred, and her tongue felt like it had been replaced by a small furry animal. No hangover, my ass.

			Renne said, “Thanks for checking in,” and closed his window on a passerby before turning to her. He held the back of a receipt covered in his unruly scrawl. “You all right? I wrote down everything you said. Except ‘son of a bitch.’ Whom or what was that directed toward?”

			She waved at the street. “Gwyn. She took Sunny. Go. Drive.” She told him the exit she’d seen, and he put his foot down. Gwyn didn’t have that much of a head start. They could catch her. They had to. Tiss was not getting another life if Holly could help it.

			“Of all the times to be a martyr,” Renne said as he dialed his cell phone. “And she’s not even martyring herself.”

			“She’s thinking about everyone else who might die. That’s gotta be it.” She couldn’t bear any other thought.

			Renne grunted. “She sure as hell didn’t consider what might happen to you if Marcus can’t shift the punishment for breaking the geas onto himself.”

			She waved that away. “I’m sure she thought of me a little.”

			I think I’m falling for you.

			He gave her an incredulous look over his sunglasses. “You’ve sure changed your tune.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” she said, hating the heat in her cheeks. “Because Tiss isn’t going to get her hands on Sunny.”

			Renne wisely kept quiet as he executed his own dance through traffic, all while dialing again and again. Holly had never prayed harder for congestion or construction to keep Gwyn in town. Whether she had been thinking of Holly or not, she was going to have to answer for this betrayal. They would just have to see if Gwyn could still fall for someone who’d thoroughly kicked her ass.

			






    
            Chapter Twelve





			By the time Gwyn cleared the numerous traffic snarls of Houston and was well into the suburbs, she was ready to tear someone’s throat out. She would have even given herself fair odds against Tiss. Or at least one of the Amazons. She didn’t know if traffic made one brave or just unafraid of hell.

			But even as she was able to really open up the throttle, melancholy overtook her. All her arguments to herself about fleeing with Sunny still made sense, sure, but that didn’t stop her sorrow, and she knew she’d see Holly’s face in her dreams for a long time to come. She didn’t think she’d ever disappointed herself so much in her life. And likely everyone else, too.

			When a car honked behind her, she switched lanes, not caring what their beef was. She caught a glimpse of a gray Oldsmobile passing her and felt a jolt of sadness. It looked just like Holly’s car.

			It even had Holly in it, glaring out the passenger window like Freya on the hunt.

			Wait.

			Gwyn looked again, swerving, and Sunny clutched at her like a wet cat. By Odin’s bloody bones, it was Holly, gesturing for Gwyn to exit, the Olds drifting toward Gwyn’s lane like a threat. She had thought her emotions a confusing jumble before, but they were a lullaby compared to the symphony of joy, guilt, fear, relief, and anxiety tumbling through her now.

			She
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