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      Eleri stood looking at the pictures of the crime scene as she stared at the body in the morgue. None of the evidence lined up, but for the life of her she couldn’t figure out why.

      Maybe it was because she was distracted by Dana Brantley, NightShade Agent and higher ranked officer. The woman stood over the body wearing what looked like an FBI issued suit and a corresponding FBI issued sense of focus. Her dark hair hung in curly rings that seemed to understand even they should obey her. Something about Dana stuck out as being “off” or “weird.” Coming from Eleri, that was saying a lot.

      There was barely room around the body for all five of the agents, though they’d managed to flash their badges and run the medical examiner off.

      Eleri watched as Donovan looked over his shoulder at the door. Through the window, the M.E. looked at the group of them as though they were going to chop up his dead body for steaks or something. Donovan and Wade could probably smell the man’s suspicious thoughts from here.

      “I remember that,” Donovan muttered. He’d been an M.E. in South Carolina for a handful of years before getting recruited into the FBI. “Nothing sucks more than having your best cases pulled out from under you.”

      “Did you get tired of the standard gunshot wounds and murder-by-knife cases?” Wade asked with a small grin. His eyes didn’t stray from the gray body on the gurney in front of them.

      “GSWs are the worst. I was planning on researching an imaging system to be able to x-ray or PET scan the body and see the trajectories. I had the grants written and everything, but I got recruited,” he commented as his eyes came back to the gray skin and the clearly dead man with no outward signs of murder.

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Eleri said. “You would have had to talk to people to develop that.”

      “Shut up,” Donovan returned.

      “Shut up, both of you.” Agent Pines added her two cents dead tone. “Dana needs quiet.”

      Dana Brantley was apparently communing with the body. Christina Pines was standing by. Though her suit was pale gray with pinstripes running through it, she looked like the other half of Dana Brantley’s matched set. Pines had her blondish hair pulled straight back into a bun with nary a hair escaping. She clasped her hands in front of her as though standing guard.

      Thus, it looked like Pines was functioning as Agent Dana Brantley’s protector—or at least that was her only skill that Eleri had figured out yet. Still, Eleri shut up; Wade remembered Dana from his days in NightShade and spoke highly of her. Eleri decided to pin him down for clarification later.

      She turned to Dana. “Would it be better if we left you alone with the body for a minute?”

      “No, having you here is good.” Dana spoke softly, as though even her own voice interrupted her work. “I’m getting things off the body and things off the handful of you—what you’re getting off the body. So that helps. Just quiet . . . is good.”

      Eleri didn’t respond, figuring what Dana most likely knew was that she—Eleri—wasn’t contributing anything to this examination.

      The man was dead. His skin was gray, he hadn’t had a Y incision yet—Donovan was going to do that when Dana decided she’d had enough of speaking to the dead. So as of right now, they were investigating a murder that could have been a heart attack.

      Only it wasn’t a heart attack.

      Eleri knew that for a fact—if only by the gathering of people around the body. Having her and Donovan here was enough to rule out any natural death. But her Agent in Charge had sent not only her and her partner, but he’d pulled Wade de Gottardi out of retirement again. “Retirement” was a strong word for Wade’s gallivanting around the world and giving lectures on his latest research in the rarified world of sub-atomic physics.

      Then, Westerfield told Eleri and Donovan that, for the first time, they would have another set of NightShade partners working with them. Enter Dana Brantley and Christina Pines.

      Pines had no discernaible skills as of yet. Eleri only had time to read the dossier on Dana during the quick flight into Wyoming. But since Dana could apparently get visions and read things—almost like Eleri did—Eleri was concerned that Dana was going to turn and light into her at any moment, telling her exactly what Christina Pines did for the NightShade division of the FBI.

      Eleri pushed her thoughts back toward the case.

      The man on the table looked like he might have suffocated. She wanted to say so. The blue shade of his skin didn’t hit any one particular spot like a bruise. His lips didn’t show signs of distress. His eyes hadn’t shown any petechial hemorrhaging—bursting of the vessels in the eyes that signaled hard-end strangulation.

      She turned her attention to the rest of him, even as she noticed both Wade and Donovan taking slow deep breaths. Since Dana said no one should touch him yet, they were smelling him.

      Eleri did a full body scan of the naked corpse.

      Healthy enough looking man. Mid-forties—she’d read that on his chart when she came in. But if she’d had to look at him and guess, that’s where she would have landed. He had that look of a man who was working out and coloring his hair and realizing that time was moving him forward whether he wanted it to or not. He was fighting it every step of the way. His body—in addition to saying “dead”—said gym time.

      His nails were manicured. Office job? Probably, given the corporate haircut and the shape of his feet. The curl of his toes indicated that he’d spent a long time in wingtips or something similar. Eleri had seen it often enough.

      He didn’t look like her end of the spectrum though, not her parents’ kind of money. Those men looked only sun wrinkled, they usually didn’t have the same urge to fight time—because time made them richer, thus they didn’t have to be better-looking. Eleri felt the corner of her mouth pull at the thought. Still, she’d learned long ago never to judge a dead body.

      “We need to CT scan him next.” Dana finally spoke, her eyes open and darting around the room to all the rest of them as though she’d only blinked for a minute. “Anyone else?”

      Eleri didn’t know if Dana meant “Did anyone agree?” Or “Did anyone else want to contribute?” to what was rapidly becoming her one-woman show.

      “He was afraid.” Wade spoke up and Donovan quickly nodded in agreement. “My guess is that he saw his killer and he knew he was going to die.”

      “He was also surprised.” That was Donovan’s voice and Eleri was almost startled by his voluntary group participation.

      “That’s it!” Wade commented. He’d clearly smelled the same thing and couldn’t place it. “I’ve been out of the smelling-bodies game for a bit. You don’t get ‘I see my killer’ scent in the general population, you know.”

      Eleri almost laughed out loud, but this man had died a serious death. “What was surprising?” she asked.

      “Don’t know.” Donovan didn’t shrug with it. He was calmer, more withdrawn with the others around. It wasn’t Wade, Eleri knew that. Donovan had been comfortable around Wade since he’d gotten over that two-wolves-pissing-over-territory thing they’d done when they met. The worst part was that she had been the territory, even if she wasn’t the kind one would expect in that situation. She was Donovan’s FBI partner, and his first real friend, though he was working his way up to three these days. And Wade was gay, so she wasn’t ever going to be that kind of territory to him. But the two men had actually growled and almost gotten into a full-blown wolf-fight in the middle of Wade’s sub-particle physics lab the first time they’d met. Now they were buds. She shook her head at the thought and picked up the chart.

      She hadn’t wanted to look at it at first. She wanted to make an unbiased assessment. They all had.

      Dana looked at her. “What does it say?”

      “Well, it says he wore wingtips to work every day.”

      Pines’ eyebrows rose, though if that was her version of laughter or a comment that Eleri wasn’t as funny as she thought she was, Eleri couldn’t tell.

      “He worked in a genetics lab⁠—”

      “Oh fuck.” Donovan sighed. “Not again.”

      “What?” Dana asked, looking back and forth between the two of them.

      “We just came off a nasty case with kids and genetic therapies,” Eleri told her.

      “Was that the one down in New Mexico? I heard hints,” Dana commented and Eleri only nodded.

      Turning back to the chart, she kept going, “His lab designed genetically based drugs for cancers and . . . Oh, that’s lovely.” She stopped and looked up at them. “He did classified work for several of the major pharmaceutical companies.”

      “Classified? As in ‘government classified’?” Pines asked. When Eleri nodded at her, she responded, “I didn’t know they did classified work. I mean sure, proprietary, but you’re talking national security clearance, right?”

      Eleri nodded again. She already didn’t like this case.

      Donovan looked at her and sighed. “At least we’re indoors.”

      She grinned, thinking back to three feet of snow and riding ATVs through gritty desert winds. Inside was good. But she didn’t think it would last long. Again, she turned back to the case at hand. “Forty-four years old, black hair, blue eyes, Burt Riser. PhD in biomedical research.”

      Dana grinned. She probably knew this guy, or at least his type. Dana had been a lab rat, from what Eleri had read on her. Well, the parts that weren’t redacted for being above her pay grade. Dana was also the lead on this case—something Eleri still hadn’t quite acclimated to. She was used to herself and Donovan being their own little world. They only had to answer to Westerfield. But apparently, Dana did, too. So at least they would stay roughly on the same track, even if Eleri was no longer the senior agent.

      Pines grabbed the edge of the metal gurney. “Let’s get him into the CT machine then and see what he tells us.”

      Without comment, they all put hands on the metal cart and got the body out of the room. They passed by the M.E., who was still eyeing them as though they were going to do some zombie ritual, and they headed into the biomedical scan room. They’d done a quick tour of the facility before they even looked at the dead guy for just this reason—they didn’t want to tip the ME to what was going on even by asking for certain tests or options. NightShade protocol demanded it. So they closed the door and used the equipment at hand.

      Eleri understood the man’s ire. They came in, stole his case, and used his supplies to do it. Aside from the Federal Bureau of Investigation demanding that this case be remanded to a higher office than the local M.E., they were just douches. Pines might even be an actual one. The jury was still out on that.

      Thirty minutes later, when they’d all gone through the hands-on manipulations of moving a dead body into and out of the machine and then printing out x-ray style films and stitching together all the smaller ones they had, they managed to make a good full body image. Casper, Wyoming was home to tech companies like the one Burt Riser worked for, but the morgue had yet to become state of the art.

      Donovan taped all the scans to the wall in the shape of Burt Riser while the rest of them stood back. Shining light from the front wasn’t ideal. Eleri was glad the wall was white. The only other option here was to put each film on the light box and trust their brains to put it together. They could do that later. Right now, they needed the big picture.

      “I don’t see anything,” Eleri commented. Surely, she was missing something and one of them would say so.

      But they didn’t.

      Donovan, fully in his wheelhouse, pointed. “Hyoid’s intact. He wasn’t strangled or if he was, it was an incredibly gentle job.”

      “It was probably gentle, whatever it was,” Eleri commented, feeling more at ease as though she was only talking to Donovan. “His coloring doesn’t show the mottling or bruising you would expect in a violent death, right?”

      “Right.” He turned to the other two, working harder than she was to be inclusive. “I was an M.E. for years. Externally, I see no defensive wounds, no indication of anyone with hands on the victim, and though he was afraid when he died and probably knew his killer, his death wasn’t violent. Looking here at the skeletal structures⁠—”

      “He had bruises on his legs,” Dana interrupted.

      “They were older. You can tell by the color.” Donovan didn’t seem bothered by the comment. “They might not have even shown when he was alive. Sometimes they only appear after death when the blood flow changes. Honestly, it’s consistent with him running into his coffee table repeatedly, or something like that.”

      Eleri looked at him. She loved when he talked about what he saw as an M.E. She couldn’t distinguish scents like he did, and she would never gain that skill, but she could learn to discern bruising and tell what kind of things bodies had done. She had some of it, but her background was more skeletal and chemical than autopsy related. “How do you know?”

      “The bruises were slightly different colors and sizes, but the marks all fell within a one-inch height of each other—which would be normal if he’s walking near the same thing repeatedly in different footwear. Anywhere from barefoot to shoes. Plus, the marks are all horizontal—like a table edge—and have a distinct edge at the top, look.”

      He was pointing out the shape of the bruise on the body to Eleri, but all five of them were leaning over, listening. When he finished pointing, he said, “So that’s it. Basically, all I can come up with is: ‘he hit his shins lightly on something.’ I’d want a tox screen, but I don’t smell anything.”

      He said the last words cautiously, maybe because he didn’t know how Dana and Christina would take it, but they didn’t blink.

      Wade spoke up then, “I don’t have anything either. I don’t smell anything—not that I’d know what I was detecting any better than Donovan. He’s trained in this field, he knows these smells. But what I can tell is that there are no explosives. I know I smell smoke, but I think I may also smell synthetic smoke on him. Like something plastic or man-made burned nearby. There’s a hydrogen buzz to him.”

      “That’s hydrogen?” Donovan asked, suddenly nerding out with his werewolf friend. “I got that too, but I didn’t know that’s what the smell was.”

      “If you make water in the lab, you’ll learn that smell real fast. You’ll also likely lose your eyebrows, but it’s worth it.” Wade grinned as if everyone just blew up gaseous hydrogen and oxygen in the lab at some time. He then turned to Dana. “What did you get?”

      “Nothing.” She looked flummoxed. “That’s the thing. I always get something. But he doesn’t have broken vessels, there’s no normal clotting cascade, so he wasn’t bleeding even inside. The CT scan confirms that. No cancers, no immunological disorders—actually, he’s disturbingly healthy.”

      “Sure, for a dead man,” Eleri commented, then wished she hadn’t.

      “No, I mean when he was alive. Most people have something, and I can see it when they’re dead. So, if you were, say, hit by a car, I could tell that you’d had bone cancer or fibromyalgia.”

      “So that’s a real thing?” Eleri didn’t doubt that fibro was real, but a lot of people did. Lacking a testable medical diagnosis, it left a lot of people wondering if the symptoms were all in the heads of the sufferers.

      “Oh, it’s real,” Dana said. “But this guy—he has nothing. No GI problems, no back pain, no heel spurs. Nothing. He didn’t die so much as he ceased living.”

      “With great fear.” Pines put in.

      None of it added up. Or if it did, Eleri didn’t see it.

      Just then, Dana’s phone rang.

      Westerfield. Eleri knew that much. She waited while the other woman had a very brief conversation with their boss and then pulled out a tablet. A few taps on the screen and Dana pulled up a picture and whispered, “Holy shit.”

      Then she looked at them. “Westerfield didn’t want us to know this before the initial exam, but this was how our victim was found.”

      She turned the tablet so they could all see. Burt Riser was lying on the ground, his suit unrumpled and as pristine as a dead man’s could be, not a hair out of place, but clearly dead. All around him, in a messy, almost-ring that somehow left him untouched, the apartment was burned to a crisp.
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      Donovan tried to scrutinize the alarming photo as Dana moved the tablet, giving them each a better, closer look at the crime scene picture for a moment.

      Agent Christina Pines was last to see it and she only looked for a moment before she looked away, muttering, “Fuck.”

      Dana’s eyebrow quirked up as though the two of them knew something. But Donovan knew it, too, and he didn’t like any of it.

      He didn’t like working with all these people. He’d just come around to working with a partner, and to be honest, it only worked because the partner was Eleri. Despite their differences, she was more like him than not. Working with just the two of them was fine; five people on the case was simply more than he could handle.

      He’d only recently accepted the idea that his own father and himself were not the only ones who could do what he could. He’d figured out—after meeting Wade, after learning about the existence of others like him, some truly awful, like the lobomau—that his grandparents were the same. As a kid, he’d only known they were odd. He’d never seen them change, not like he’d seen his father do.

      It had taken Wade pointing out that “wolf” didn’t mean “bad” to start to convince Donovan there was more to it. Wade also told him there was a community of others like them, willing to let Donovan join if he wanted. The jury was still out on that. Just as it was still out on Agents Dana Brantley and Christina Pines.

      Donovan had read through the background information Westerfield had given them about the other agents. Dana Brantley was some kind of death psychic. She could apparently see or feel damage to the body. She could then distinguish whether the person had been knifed, shot, poisoned, or more, though whether that came from her biomedical degree or some NightShade skill remained unclear.

      Christina, on the other hand, was much more physical. She’d apparently developed a little of Westerfield’s ability to move small objects around without touching them. The report called it psychokinesis; Donovan didn’t really have a name for it. But Pines’ major skill—probably the one that had gotten her recruited to NightShade—was much more in line with this case now.

      Eleri looked around at the group. “This guy, Burt Riser, we think he’s number four, right?”

      Dana nodded back at her. “That we know of. I think our first order of business is to find out if that number is maybe higher than four—since serials don’t usually start with their full complement of tricks but develop as they go.”

      The lead agent waited for a beat so Donovan nodded, assuming that was what she wanted. Eleri and Wade did too, and Dana went on. “Job number two is to figure out the links between the victims.”

      “They don’t have anything yet?” Wade asked. Maybe he hadn’t done all the reading. That was a petty thought, Donovan realized. Wade was no longer a NightShade agent. Though the Bureau had badged him and given his full credentials back, it was only for this case. Westerfield had plucked him from his research lab and brought him here. Whatever the Senior Agent in Charge told Wade, it had made him willing.

      “We got nothing.” Eleri shook her head. Donovan figured if there were connections, she would find them. Her frown made him worry. Three cases, three solves. It looked good in their record.

      What looked bad on their record—apparently—were the “strays” they picked up. Senior Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield did not like the way they utilized civilians. First, they’d picked up Lucy Fisher—a.k.a. Walter Reed—when she outed Donovan as a wolf. “Picked up” was a strong term for GJ Janson. She’d glommed onto them to the point of getting herself arrested. But in the end, she’d been set free with no charges. Still, two strays in three missions? Maybe that was why they were working under Brantley and Pines on this case. Donovan shook off the negative thoughts. Maybe they were just working with the other agents because that’s the way this case needed to be worked, not as some kind of punishment. Not that Westerfield would tell them either way.

      “Wade and I need to go to the scene.” The words were out of his mouth before Donovan realized he was going to say them. He was just grateful they made sense. He followed it up as though he’d meant to say that. “Should we split up, or all go?”

      Dana looked around. “All of us. Let’s finish up here and make that our next stop, while it’s still daylight.”

      It was ten a.m., but Donovan knew how that could go. A seriously involved autopsy took hours.

      “Shall we?” Dana looked at him, suddenly handing him the proverbial baton.

      “Okay. All hands on.” He coached them through pulling the body back onto the gurney and then he wheeled the guy back into the main room, passing the still disgruntled M.E. in his office. Donovan shook his head at Dana as she reached to help push.

      The other four had wheeled the guy in here, not poorly, but Donovan hadn’t touched the gurney then. This time, he did it himself, the sense memory of the metal handles under blue, non-latex gloves swamping him with a disturbing feeling of home. The heft of the body on the gurney felt right to him; even the scent of the morgue was comforting. He searched around, using Eleri as his assistant and talking the others through a few tasks so they didn’t feel left out. Look at him, playing on a team.

      With the scalpel firmly in his grip, the tip of his forefinger pressed against the metal as a guide, he made the first cut. Then the second. Then the third. Skin didn’t simply lift, it often had to be cut and pulled away and Donovan went to work peeling it back. He wanted to see the ribs before he cut them. The lack of bruising made the likelihood of some traumatic chest injury low, but given the lack of anything else, he had to check.

      Christina was the first one to get bored and turn away. Maybe she didn’t know what she was seeing or maybe she just didn’t care. She took Wade with her, suggesting they check victimology. For a moment, it looked like she was going to ask the M.E. to vacate his office for her—the ultimate insult. But she passed him by and led Donovan’s friend and new partner out, probably into the sunshine. Donovan reminded himself he liked it down here.

      Dana stayed close, leaning over his shoulder and asking questions—her biology background making them relevant. A few times she prefaced her words with “I worked with mice in the lab, so stop me if I’m on the wrong track,” but she’d asked solid questions.

      The problem was, he was into the chest cavity and he’d found nothing. He weighed the organs. He sniffed them, usually able to smell that something had been used on the victim, if not exactly what. But there was nothing here. No reason to order any toxicology reports. The organs just smelled like a liver, a heart, what they were supposed to be. Not even like sick ones.

      He took the bone saw to the victim’s head and found a perfectly normal brain. Later, Donovan peeled the skin around the bruising on the shins and found exactly what he’d guessed before, even though by then he was praying to find an injection site for GHB or some other mind-altering drug, anything that would make this case more normal.

      “Well?” Dana asked.

      “It really looks like he just ran into his coffee table a bit too often. I got nothing either.” He turned to his partner, almost calling her “El” before thinking something a little more professional was called for. “Eleri?”

      “I looked. I don’t have your eye for this or your nose, but I don’t see anything either.” She looked away, then back at Dana. “I want to suggest we exhume the others, though I’m damn confident we won’t find anything there either.”

      “Might be worth it just to be sure. Then again, if we don’t have solid evidence it’s all the same killer, it will be hard to get warrants.” The other agent seemed thoughtful, but she didn’t offer a definitive answer. Then she turned back to Donovan. “So, it’s official? He died of nothing? And he died while frightened and in the middle of a room on fire?”

      “The fire would be scary.” Eleri shrugged. “But people don’t die of fright in fires.”

      She looked at him right as Donovan thought the same thing he saw go through her mind. He let Eleri voice the thought; he’d had too much interaction for one day already.

      Eleri posed her question to Dana. “So, did he see the fire? Did it scare him? Or did it happen after he was dead?”
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      Eleri had never been so grateful to have a suite as she was at this moment. Normally, having Donovan in the room next door was plenty close enough, thank you. They lived in each other’s pockets during cases; Eleri didn’t think they needed to share a central room, too. Only this time, she was grateful.

      She didn’t have to walk down the hallway to ask what he thought. She didn’t have to wonder if Christina or Dana would hear her pass by their room and realize she was . . . what? Passing notes? Cheating on them?

      No.

      But it would feel that way. This way, she was just passing time with her roomie.

      Donovan walked out into the main room, barefoot in jeans and a t-shirt. His hair was wet and heavy. She almost asked if he’d scrubbed as hard as she did to get the autopsy smell to go away—it hadn’t fully. Maybe he had a method. Screw it. She asked, “What am I doing wrong? I can still smell the autopsy.”

      “You know that stuff gets in your nose, El.” He looked at her sideways and pulled a can of soda from the mini fridge.

      She frowned. With his far superior nose, he must . . . “Do you just smell it all the time?”

      “Kinda.” He shrugged as he grabbed the pop tab on the can and made it hiss.

      “Damnit, Donovan. I was resisting having a coke until you had to go and do that.”

      He didn’t ask, just searched the cans and threw her one. Eleri glared back at him, set it on the coffee table and started tapping on the lid so it wouldn’t blow up on her. Whether that really worked, she didn’t know. The science was still out.

      “You need a stronger smelling soap. Best bet is to mask it.” He grinned and took a long drink.

      “That’s lovely.” She sighed but didn’t open the thrown can yet. “So, what do you think of the other agents?”

      “I like that de Gottardi guy.”

      “Ha ha,” she deadpanned. “You already know him. The others.”

      “I can’t tell if Christina Pines is simply not talkative or if she has a stick up her butt.” He shrugged as though he disliked saying it.

      “And Dana Brantley?”

      “Definitely alpha.” This time no shrug, no wavering.

      “I guess that’s good, since she’s in charge.” Eleri finally popped the top on her drink, sighing in relief as it merely let out a slight fizz rather than attacking her with spray. She took a slug from the can and waited while the bubbles tracked down her throat before asking what she really wanted to know. “Do you think we’re being punished?”

      “Who knows? Westerfield seems more the type to just yell and demote us rather than saddle other agents with us if we’re so awful.”

      “Or,” Eleri chimed in, “he’s come to the conclusion we just enjoy working with others and that’s why we keep ‘picking up strays.’ Maybe he made us part of a legit team before we built one ourselves.”

      “That’s more probable. You’ll get a hit off of him before I do.” He crushed the can in his hand—a pretty jock move for a nerd—and chucked it into the trash. At least he did it without yelling “two points!” Donovan sat next to her on the couch and waited less than a heartbeat before asking, “What didn’t you tell the others?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Eleri sighed at Donovan. There was a certain comfort to being known and known well. At times, it also felt like a damned invasion of privacy. The man could smell her like a wolf—he often knew where she’d been by smells she carried with her that she wasn’t even aware of. He knew if she didn’t wash her hair that morning. Eleri knew that, while washing her hair was the best line of defense for any secrets she might have, it wasn’t foolproof. He’d once said she smelled like she’d been on a plane. Never mind that he was right, what did that even smell like?

      She looked her partner square in the eye and said, “I keep dreaming of Emmaline. I think that note from my Grandmére really shook me up.”

      Donovan frowned. “You don’t think it’s maybe the other way around? That something’s up with your sister and you and your grandmother both picked up on it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why not? Your Grandmére obviously has a tap into the other side.” He was looking at her like she was nuts. Maybe she was.

      “So, when I was a kid, we would spend summers at Grandmére’s. My mother hated us being there, but my father said it was culture. She lives in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans.” Eleri punctuated her words and took a thought while she drank some of her soda. “Grandmére was just . . . Grandmére. People visited her all the time. When I was a kid, it didn’t really occur to me that she was running a voodoo shop from her home.”

      “Eleri, you’re a Remy. The Remys are one of the best known in the whole U.S. I looked it up,” he added, more as though he wanted to explain why he’d done that. “I just got curious after she kept sending us that stuff. She said Emmaline will be found soon.”

      Eleri nodded, taking it all in. She knew about the Remys. But she, too, knew from the internet. Her mother had denounced the religion, raised her girls to be good, rich, white Southern Girls. Only by pieces did Eleri find out that she wasn’t really white. She was only rich from her father’s side of the family. And she was Southern only in the fact that New Orleans was kinda considered the South. Her family’s part of New Orleans was not the genteel southern part. She shifted the topic, not questioning why it all made her so uncomfortable. “Emmaline’s been dead for years. If they find her, it will only be bones.”

      Donovan took a deep breath. “But that’s what you do, Eleri.”

      She took another drink of the soda only to find it empty. Seemed like a fitting metaphor. She’d considered for years that she might one day lay hands on the skeletal remains of her sister. In fact, she kept track of found skeletons—checking teeth and sex and race to see if they might be her sister. Three had come close, but none had been Emmaline. Things like jewelry, dental records, and even time of discovery ruled most possibilities out. Emmaline was still out there somewhere.

      Eleri shifted the topic again. “This guy, Burt, he’s our current number four. But I don’t think he’s four.”

      “None of us really do. Dana made a good point. This is not the work of a beginner.” Donovan took her soda can, crushed it and tossed it at the trash, missing by a wide mile. Popping up to get it, he excused the miss. “I ran track.”

      “No.” Eleri was still focused off into space. “I’m trying to catalog how many there were. This isn’t number four. I feel it. I know it. It’s not just a theory.” She couldn’t put her finger on it yet.

      Her first partner, an awesome cowboy of an agent, believed in her hunches. J. Birkley Raymer simply hadn’t stayed with her long enough to see those hunches turn around and bite her in the ass. Her thoughts flitted to him and back. He’d taught her about working the scene, about absorbing the data and letting it sit. “Shit!”

      Donovan turned from the trash can and looked at her as though waiting.

      “That’s it. These are all variations on a theme. As weird as that was—the fire around him that didn’t touch him, and the non-existent cause of death—it took four deaths to link them because they aren’t all quite the same. We have all the deaths with the odd fires. Well, we think we do, but we have to look beyond that. He didn’t always use fire.”

      Donovan settled into the couch next to her. “The fire is weird, too. Not just that it burns around the victim and never touches him. It’s weird in itself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He pulled out pictures from the printed files they were carrying with them. The FBI hadn’t just made copies of local police files. When they’d taken this case, they’d taken all the paper and the bodies and the evidence. Now, it was in the hands of NightShade agents. By definition, it was weird, but Eleri still didn’t understand what Donovan meant.

      “There’s no trace accelerant.” He laid the pictures side by side.

      “Matches,” Eleri supplied. “Not every fire has an accelerant.”

      He pointed to the picture of the body, drenched from the firemen’s hoses, putting out what had been a fully engaged house fire that somehow didn’t touch the body—not even smoke stains.

      “Look at the floor after the fire is out.” He pointed again. First, he pointed at the flooring around the body, then he pointed to other rooms in the house where photos had recorded the aftermath and the damage. “See the alligatoring?”

      He was referring to the cracks and crevices formed in the wood surface when fire burned it. The direction of the long lines indicated the direction of the burn. She didn’t see anything odd until he showed her the floor around the body.
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      Donovan had hoped to get away from everyone for breakfast. It didn’t work. He shouldn’t have tried to get away from Eleri, because something worse had showed up.

      “Morning.” Christina Pines sat down opposite him.

      Donovan blinked as he took a moment to place her. He’d recognized her by smell as he walked past. He hadn’t thought anything of it, just headed to the small continental breakfast and fixed himself a waffle at the breakfast bar. He’d grabbed a set of plastic “silverware” that was way too flimsy to use on almost any real food, but by God, he was going to try. Peanut butter and syrup were the perfect things to eat on a waffle. Alone. Anyone else would think he was five years old.

      So when Agent Pines picked up her plate and drink and walked over to sit with him, Donovan resigned himself to the company. “Morning.”

      He tried to speak the word with kindness, with welcome, with a smile he didn’t feel. Pines looked very different this morning. In yoga pants and a long tee, she’d also not tied her hair back. The long straight locks revealed streaks of pink he didn’t think he’d ever seen on an FBI agent. She’d looked professional enough yesterday, in her suit and bun.

      “I know you and Eames didn’t quite understand the wording in my file. Honestly, I didn’t understand Eames’ much either, though I have met a few like you.” Pines took another bite of her toast. “I guess Eames just has hunches and they’re real. Right?”

      He nodded, but didn’t speak. It sounded like she’d met more of “his kind” than he had.

      “I figured it would be easier just to show you what I do,” she volunteered, speaking more than she had the entire day before.

      “Here? At breakfast?” He asked, eyebrows climbing.

      “Actually, I already did it.”

      He was not impressed. She hadn’t done anything. Donovan tried for tact. It was not his strong suit. “Is that all you’re eating for breakfast?” He motioned to the toast she was just finishing. “Dana’s got a big day lined up for us.”

      “No. I’m having oatmeal, too. I really like it with strawberries and brown sugar and walnuts, just like they have here.” She smiled at him.

      Donovan smiled back, wondering what in hell she was smiling about. He’d thought Eleri was weird when he first met her, but Christina Pines took the cake. “Are you going to go make it?”

      “Donovan, look at your plate.”

      He looked down. A Styrofoam bowl of oatmeal sat in front of him. It was piled high with brown sugar, walnuts, and strawberries. A single plastic spoon poked from the lump he would never in a thousand years consider eating. Startled words fell from his mouth. “I made a waffle.”

      “No. You only think you did.” She looked a little more solemn now. “I didn’t want to waste food, so you made my oatmeal.”

      “While I thought I made my waffle?” His heart was thudding. He’d picked up two tiny tubs of peanut butter. But they weren’t here. He remembered doing it. He’d grabbed two of the syrup packs—not the artificial sweetener, either. High fructose corn syrup all the way. He remembered rifling through the bowl to be sure he picked the right ones. He didn’t even have the plastic fork and knife he’d played with while the waffle cooked.

      But there was no waffle. No smell of it. Had there ever been?

      “You wanted to know what I bring to the team. This is it.” She reached over and pulled the oatmeal toward her, even as Donovan still blinked. “Don’t worry. I won’t do it to you again. I just figured it was better if you knew what it was before you saw it in action. We all need to know what we’re dealing with.” She dug in the spoon and took a bite. “You should go make your own breakfast now.”

      Woodenly, he stood up and headed back to the counter. Only this time, he questioned if he was actually doing what he thought he was doing. Or was Christina Pines playing him again? His thoughts bounced around in his head.

      She could make people think what she wanted them to? He reached out to the waffle iron, getting close enough to feel the heat and wondering if it was worth the burn to know it was real. He decided against it but kept the thought in his back pocket for later, despite the fact that he didn’t know if it would work.

      Back at the table, he plunked down opposite her, not moving with ease given the simultaneous directions of his thoughts. He was still staring at his food when she spoke, “It’s a real waffle this time, and it’s getting cold.”

      After a pause, she continued, “It’s my understanding that any illusion I give you is lacking. Unless I work at it, you may not have the right sensations for what you’re touching. You may not smell the waffle cooking. That kind of thing. Also, if you pay attention you can feel a slight buzz in your brain.”

      Donovan was chewing his first bite—which tasted exactly like waffle with peanut butter and syrup, though he was still suspicious of its reality. He did have a buzz at the back of his head. He frowned.

      Christina was looking down at her empty bowl before she spoke again. “I know most of us NightShade agents didn’t have the most fun time growing up. It’s not easy being a freak. But I was the most popular girl in school.”

      “Yay for you.” Donovan let the words roll off his tongue with so little inflection that they may have sucked some air out of the room.

      “I was prom queen. Dated the hottest guy in school who was also the quarterback.” She paused. “He didn’t earn it. I made the coach promote him over Shawn Measer—who actually deserved the spot. But I wanted my boyfriend to have everything he wanted.”

      “Let me guess. You made him quarterback and he dumped you.” Donovan took another bite so he didn’t mock her sob story outright. She didn’t know anything. Eleri’s sister. His father. That was some real shit. She’d been prom queen? Christina Pines could suck a bag of dicks.

      “No. He couldn’t dump me.” She looked up now, her stare making it clear that he hadn’t put two and two together. “He never really wanted to ask me out in the first place. But by the time I left him behind for college, he believed he was going to marry me. No one actually wanted me to be prom queen. No one even wanted to be my friend. It was exhausting.”

      “Poor you.” His sympathy was about as low as his belief that he was actually eating his damn breakfast.

      “No. I was awful. And I know it. But, what I didn’t know was that I was sharpening my skills. I’m damn good at it now.” This time she punctuated her sentence by standing. She finally left him to eat his breakfast alone, just as he’d hoped to in the first place.

      Too late, Donovan turned to ask her a question. He wondered if he should warn Eleri or if it was already too late.
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      When Donovan returned to the suite, Eleri was gone. She hadn’t left a note nor contacted him. So he didn’t know if she was out getting her own breakfast or if she was getting Christina Pines’ breakfast and the same treatment he’d gotten.

      Shit.

      Donovan texted her.

      —Pines has some weird mind control thing.

      That was it. Anything more and he’d sound too strange even to himself. The man who’d spent his childhood watching his father change form into a wolf and had even seen his father murder another man that way, thought Christina Pines was too far out for words. Eleri and her odd gifts had taken some getting used to. Pines was creepy, though. She made him question what he knew and he didn’t like the feeling or the way it continued to crawl under his skin.

      —Thank you. I read that.

      Sure, she’d read the files same as him. It wasn’t the whole story.

      —She’ll make you see things that aren’t there. Think you are doing things you aren’t.

      —Thanks. I’ll steer clear until I talk to you.

      If you can, he thought. How would she even know if she ran into Pines and the woman made her forget it even happened? He fought the shudder that threatened to overtake him, but didn’t win.

      He wondered when Eleri would be back, but didn’t want to talk more—even a few texts often pushed his limits for contact. He often maxed out given his close operations with Eleri, interviewing suspects and dealing with people involved in the crimes. He remained perilously close to overload a lot of the time. With very little downtime between this case and the last one and with the full team rather than the two of them, he was afraid he might explode.

      He sat at the small table and pulled out his computer, his tablet, and his phone. Only once he had all his screens lined up did he start working on what Eleri had suggested.

      Unexplained deaths in . . . anywhere. With anyone.

      Unusual strangulations. Unprovoked heart attacks. Spontaneous combustion—which wouldn’t turn up in the same search as arson or fire setting deaths.

      He put his head in his hands. Each search turned up pages of links to files that he couldn’t begin to sort through.

      Donovan weeded out the ones with multiple or linked deaths. He didn’t think that was what the missing pieces would be. They would look like one-offs that didn’t get connected to anything else. Then he keyworded in “weird.”

      That finally narrowed it down and Donovan started looking at the files in earnest. An hour later, when Eleri walked in the door, he had twenty-two flagged as possible related cases.

      “Hi, El.” He looked up, welcoming the break and finding he needed to rub bleary eyes. It was barely nine-thirty in the morning.

      “Hey. I had to get out of the room to make my brain work while I sorted files.” Eleri walked in with actual folders in her grasp. “What was that about Pines? I know she has some ability to make you change your mind.”

      “No,” Donovan countered. “It’s much bigger than that. I thought I was getting myself a waffle—cooking it at that little iron they have at the continental breakfast—and I was actually getting a bowl of oatmeal.”

      Eleri blinked at him.

      “The whole nine yards. Not just one thing. I thought I was picking out syrup and getting the right plastic forks and what I was doing was all different. It’s not small. She could make you murder someone and not know it.” That. That was what he hadn’t even thought to himself, what freaked him out so badly about Pines. Eleri was odd. Donovan was strong, strange. Pines was dangerous.

      Eleri plopped down into the chair across from him, thinking for a moment before she finally spoke. “We can’t judge her based on her ability. We have to judge her based on her use of it.”

      She set the stack of folders down, looking nowhere near as concerned about their new partner as he was. “I spent the morning in the local branch office. I pulled and copied files . . . Well, I pulled them and made a clerk copy them.”

      “I went onto the server. Same thing.”

      They spent the next half hour checking files against each other and winding up with only two that both of them had flagged. Eleri looked at her phone. “We have to head out.”

      Making sure all his cases were marked accordingly, Donovan watched from the corner of his eye as Eleri gathered her papers, carefully stacking folders and pictures. She often used tablets and such, but sometimes she said she just liked to line up actual pictures. Made her think better.

      They hit the elevators with Eleri holding on to her pages and Donovan wondering if he was really in an elevator with his partner or if he just thought he was.

      Dana had reserved them a conference room in the hotel, claiming that the likelihood anyone here knew how to bug the place was incredibly low. Beyond that, no one would have the time or the knowledge to do it even if they could. She met them in the hallway, her arms full of folders too, and she eyed Eleri’s stack as though assessing her more highly because of it. Donovan sighed.

      Christina Pines followed along, her usual reticent self again.

      “I think this is it.” Dana pushed open the wide door to find Wade sitting in one of the large, cushy conference seats with a bag of Cheetos busted open and a can of diet coke sitting near his hand. He looked up as they entered and turned off what looked like a cheap video game on his phone.

      “Are you ready?” Dana questioned him, her eyebrows crooking with borderline disapproval. They’d been tasked with spending their mornings separately trying to find other cases that fit the profile—what little there was of it.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Wade seemed to think nothing of her concern, or else he missed her tone. Donovan guessed it was the second one. But it was Eleri who came to their friend’s defense.

      “He broke his key off in the ignition of his car two months ago. Even the dealer had never heard of that. He thinks Cheetos dust defies Einstein’s laws, and he may turn up wearing the same plaid shirt three days in a row. But Wade can look at a scene and tell you who the shooter was by the trajectory of a bullet. He’s saved at least five men from jail or execution by proving they couldn’t have committed the crime they were accused of, even though all the evidence pointed their way. And I’ll bet he has a wadded-up paper in his back pocket with a list of the people whose files he pulled because he can’t remember their names, but he’ll be able to rattle off all the stats of each case by memory. He’s ready.”

      As she smiled, Wade sheepishly pulled a crumpled piece of high school notebook paper from his pocket. A list of names was scrawled on the blue lines, probably with the mechanical pencil that peeked from his shirt pocket.

      Donovan grinned. Maybe he would come around to Dana Brantley. Probably not Christina Pines. But he was realizing he loved Eleri. She’d become family—something he’d never known before, not really—and she would have his back, the same way she had Wade’s, should he ever need it.

      Donovan’s heart bounced between the epiphany of having real friends in Wade and Eleri, and the constant state of the willies caused by having Christina Pines anywhere near him.

      Dana was opening her mouth, but Donovan beat her to it. Turning to Christina, he asked, “Did you show Eleri and Wade what you can do? Because they should know.”

      “Not yet.” She remained blank-faced despite his obvious irritation at her.

      It was Dana who spoke softly to her partner. “You probably should. Get it out of the way.” Then she looked up at the other three of them. “We don’t work with other partners often. I think Christina’s skill can be . . . disconcerting.”

      Donovan couldn’t help the horse-like snort he let out. Disconcerting, his ass. Dana merely nodded slowly. “It’s best that you know, because if she has to use it, you should know what you’re dealing with. Go ahead, Christina.”

      Pines nodded at her boss and said, “It’s a beautiful day.”

      Donovan frowned at her. Maybe Eleri had been out, maybe Christina had been out, but with the pile of homework they had, how was he to know⁠—

      He looked at Eleri, who was scanning the room with unseeing eyes. His heart thumped. “El.”

      Christina shook her head at him. He couldn’t even talk to her?

      “Donovan, where are you? I don’t see you.” She was looking directly at him, if she leaned any closer she’d feel his body heat, or at least his breath. But she clearly didn’t. “Donovan?”

      He held his tongue, though he didn’t want to. His teeth clenched.

      Christina spoke again. “Here’s a file.”

      Both Eleri and Wade reached out to the table in front of them. Eleri managed to pick up one of the files in front of her, but the way she did it, the focus of her eyes, made it look as though someone had handed it to her. Wade picked up air. Just air. Unless he was a trained mime from France, he actually believed he was holding something.

      “What does your file say, Eleri?” Dana asked this time.

      Eleri began reading the name and information. Donovan didn’t pay any attention other than to see that she was really reading what was on the page. Though when Christina asked the same of Wade, he began reading the air. Donovan almost vomited.

      “You can’t see the other agents but we’re here,” Christina told them. “Tell us what you do see.”

      Eleri looked confused. Then she began speaking as though they were idiots. “It’s a forest. There are elm trees and low scrub brush. There’s a trail. . .”

      She went on about an
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