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Chapter 1

Is there anyone in town you wont fuck? Nina shook her head with wry amusement after watching a good-looking man leave her twin brothers town home. It was a rhetorical question at best, as she knew the answer.

Damned few, Tonio replied with a laugh, opening the front door a moment later to let her in.

You know I hate when you do that, she grumbled, glaring at her green-eyed, dark-haired twin.

What? Opening the door for you? He stepped out of reach when she tried to swat him.

Reading my mind, ass.

Well, you were broadcasting loud and clear. Besides, you do it to me. He closed the door and followed her into the living room. That was Martin and it was his first, and last, time here. Conceited idiot. Tonio flopped down on the long leather sofa, waiting for his sister to land somewhere, too.

Nina did, at the other end of the sofa, after kicking off her shoes so she could put her feet up, wrapping her arms around her knees. Her long, dark hair hung loose around her elfin face. Her deep green eyes, which matched Tonios almost perfectly, darkened as she gazed at him.

Now what did I do? he asked.

Its not what you did, its what you didnt do.

Tonio frowned. Which was? Remind me.

Lex.

Oh hell, Nina, I dont want to, he whined.

Gods, you sound like a two-year old.

I feel like one around him.

So hes imposing and authoritarian and sexier than all get out and, she sighed, not the least bit interested me, damn it.

Why do you care? Youve got, whats his name? Yeah, Devlin, wrapped around your little finger. You dont need another man.

Says the guy who seems to need as many as he can get his hands on. Nina smiled devilishly. And thats why youre avoiding Lex. You cant get your hands on him.

I dont want to, Tonio protested. Hes bossy, arrogant…

And sexy.

And sexy, he admitted with a sigh. If you like much older men.

You wouldnt know he was to look at him.

Yeah, but he is. Hell, hes got a son who is, hmm, twenty-one I think. Or thereabouts.

Yeah, the mysterious, never seen Dirk.

I saw him once, Tonio told her. Remember when we were teens and grandpa sent me to Lexs home for a week for some lessons?

Nina nodded. I was pissed as hell I couldnt go, too. I told him he was being a chauvinist. She laughed. I didnt even know what that meant. Only that it was something I heard grandma call him sometimes. So what was Dirk like?

Bratty, like any ten-year-old. Followed me around wherever I went. I think he was lonely. He wanted to join in the lessons, but Lex said he was too young. Then three days after I got there, Dirk was gone. Back to his mothers according to Lex. That was my first and last sighting of him. He stretched and sighed. I suppose I should stop putting off the inevitable and go see why Lex wants to talk to me this time.

It might be a good idea, since he sent me here to remind you.

Tonio grinned. And here I thought you wanted the pleasure of my company.

At seven-thirty in the morning? As if. Speaking of which, Id better get moving or Ill be late to the office. Do you work today?

He snorted. When dont I work? I go in at eleven. Barring something big dropping in our laps Ill be off at eight.

And in bed with someone by eight-thirty.

He laughed. Hey now, Im not that bad. Honest.

I know. Its just tension release to quote you, which Im sure you need at times. She stood, kissed his cheek, and departed.

* * * *

Dirk, pay attention, Lex grumbled.

Can I wake up first? Dirk asked, going to pour himself a cup of coffee.

I suppose, if you insist. Lex smiled fondly at his son. Once you have, meet me in the practice room.

Dirk scrubbed a hand over his face. Whats on the agenda for today?

Lex was about to reply when a beep from the intercom let him know someone was at the front gate. After checking to see who it was, he sent one of his people to let them in. Ill tell you later. Right now we have company.

We as in royal sense, or as the two of us?

The two of us. Theres someone I want you to meet and hes finally decided to show his face.

Oh great, now what?

Dirk had moved into his fathers estate, well outside the city limits, only a week earlier, much to his mothers dismay. However, shed had no say in the matter. The arrangement between his parents had been that, on Dirks twenty-first birthday, he would come to live with Lex until his father was convinced he could safely be out in the world on his own.

So here he was and finally about to meet someone other than his fathers aids, all of whom were older than the hills. Of course whoever he is could be too. Dirk sighed ruefully.

He followed Lex to the living room, waiting in anticipation to see who would come through the front door when his father removed the protections long enough to let them enter.

Holy hell. Not old at all. Damn. He sucked in a breath as he looked at the man. He was tall, with ebony black hair and the greenest eyes Dirk had ever seen. The suit he was wearing fit him as if it had been tailor-made, accenting his muscular body without overdoing it. Wrap him up and Ill take him home with me. Oh wait, this is my home now.

* * * *

Tonio dipped his head in acknowledgment of Lexs welcome, and his importance in Tonios world, before looking beyond him at the young man standing in the middle of the room. He was close to his own height but slender, with shaggy blond hair covering his ears, and pale blue eyes, shading into gray when he turned his head away from the light.

Youve grown up, Dirk, Tonio said, smiling.

Dirk frowned. Do I know you?

Yep, though its been quite a while since we met, so Im not surprised you dont remember. You were about so high, Tonio held his hand out to demonstrate, and followed me around like a puppy the whole time you were here.

I didnt!

Tonio chuckled. Oh yeah, you did. By the way, Im Tonio, Antonio Paladini to be exact.

Detective Paladini, Lex added.

A cop? Dirk seemed impressed. Maybe a bit too much so in Tonios estimation.

Tonio nodded before returning his attention to Lex. So what did you want to talk to me about?

Lex tapped his fingers together, grinning a bit, which sent off warning bells in Tonios mind. Why dont we all have a seat and Ill explain. When they were settled, Lex continued. I want you to take Dirk under your supervision, Tonio. Teach him everything you know.

Now wait a damned minute here. First off, isnt that your job? And secondly, when do you think Id have time to do that?

My job is to make certain he becomes the best he can be. His…skills lie more in your field of expertise than mine, Im afraid. He needs to hone them and I dont know anyone better than you to help him do that.

Do I get any say in this? Dirk asked acidly.

Tonio glanced at him, smiling slightly. Probably no more than I do, when it comes down to it. The problem is, Lex, I can hardly drag him along with me when Im on the job. The department frowns on things like that.

Thats all been arranged.

Tonio sighed. Now how did I know youd say that? In what way exactly?

Dirk has just arrived in the city from a small town out west, where he was a deputy sheriff. Your chief recruited him because he showed great promise, and since your partner is moving up north in two weeks to take a new job—

Damn it, Lex! Why hasnt anyone told me about that! There are few enough of us as it is without my losing him. Besides which, Dirks too young. No ones going to believe this story youve cooked up on his background.

Lex smiled a bit evilly. Everything is being arranged even as we speak, including new ID which says hes older than he appears.

Uh-huh. Tonio wanted to say As if, but knowing Lex, he had no doubt it actually was being created. So youre shorting me a damned good man so I can train Dirk.

Precisely. I dont think youll regret it, when it comes down to it.

Tonio turned to look at Dirk. Your father seems to have a lot of confidence in you. Do you feel the same?

Dirk rubbed the palms of his hands on his legs, frowning. I know what Im capable of, so far. Its probably not as much as youd like but… He shrugged. Im still young and things get better with age. You should know that.

Just how old do you think I am?

Older than me? Dirks lips quirked up in a grin.

Tonio rolled his eyes. Isnt everyone? he shot back.

Touché. Then Dirk sobered, turning to his father. Why didnt you tell me?

Because, until I talked with your mother, I wasnt certain I was going to use you for this. Shes dead set against it, of course.

Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence, Mother, Dirk muttered. Still, if she hadnt been, youd never have let this happen. Right?

Oh, I might have. Probably would have, Lex replied. Only not so soon.

When do you plan on his joining my team? Tonio asked. And please let it not be today.

Hell go with you when you leave. Lexs smile was more than a bit malicious and Tonio knew hed picked up on what hed been thinking.

Tonio scowled. Between you and Nina, nothing I think is sacred.

Lex nodded, saying to Dirk, You might want to go put on something a bit nicer than those ratty jeans.

Dirk looked at Tonio. I dont own a suit. Will slacks and a regular shirt work?

Yeah, sure. Go change.

As soon as Dirk left the room, Tonio rounded on Lex. Why are you sticking him with me?

He has talents you can use. He just has to sharpen them some.

Hed better do it quickly. He makes a mistake and he could be dead, or cause someone elses death.

Im counting on you not to let that happen. Lex clapped a hand on Tonios shoulder. I have faith in you or I wouldnt have entrusted him to you. As a corollary, I have faith that he can handle things as long as you dont push him too fast.

Ill try not to, and lets hope circumstances dont warrant it.

Lex looked sternly at him. That, Tonio, is why you have a team.

So they tell me.

Then remember it. No more grandstanding like you did on your last job. My sons well-being may depend on your being there with him and the team.

Now we come down to why youre really doing this, Tonio growled.

One reason of many, and not the primary one, no matter what you might think.

Tonio studied him for a minute then nodded. Ill take your word for it.

* * * *

While they drove into the city from Lexs estate, Dirk kept glancing at Tonio then away. After a few minutes of that, Tonio said, Go ahead, ask questions. I wont bite your head off for doing so.

All right. Exactly what do you and this team my father mentioned do?

At the risk of stating the obvious, since were cops we catch the bad guys.

No duh. But I know theres more to it than that.

Tonio nodded. We go after the untouchables.

Meaning what? The ones who are walking around free because they had good lawyers?

Among others.

That smacks of vigilantism.

Tonio shrugged. Some would call it that, but we only go after those who deserve it. For example, using their money or power, of whatever sort, to influence a jury or a judge is not acceptable.

No shit. But there cant be all that many of them. Not enough to have a team to go after them. Dirk looked perplexed as something else occurred to him. Is this team made up of magic users? How do you get away with that? Were not supposed to exist.

Says the kid who is one.

That didnt answer my question, Dirk muttered.

Sorry. Okay, theres a man in the city, a very powerful mover and shaker as they say, who, for reasons Im not allowed to go into, made an enemy of a rather nasty necromancer. This man and Lex were friends, so he came to him for help.

He knew what Father is?

Tonio waggled his hand. Yes and no. This man didnt know his enemy was a necromancer, he only knew some very strange and terrifying things had begun to happen in his life. Your father, as you well know, has a reputation for dealing with the paranormal. Tonio chuckled. Its funny, people are quite willing to believe in ghosts and goblins and such, but refuse to accept the possibility there are magic workers among them.

Dirk nodded. Personally, Ill take a sorcerer over a ghost any day.

Agreed. Anyway, back to the story. Lex helped his friend and in the process he had to let him know exactly who, or rather what, the person was who had been making his life miserable. Once the man got over his shock, he and Lex put their heads together and came up with the idea for the team. They went to the police commissioner, and—well from what Lex told me it was a very interesting meeting. In the end the commissioner believed them and the team was formed, with Lexs input of course.

But, Dirk said, tapping his lips, would I be right in presuming the commissioners the only one who knows what you really do?

Yep. To all intents and purposes, as far as the rest of the department is concerned, were a very elite unit, set up to deal with the worst of the worst. The ones the law couldnt touch without our help.

Do you actually go after them, or just after—what? Rogue magic users whove taken up criminal activities?

I think calling them rogues presupposes theyre doing something criminal, Tonio replied with a smile. We go after both. After all, if we didnt bring down the occasional felon whos managed to, and I use the term loosely, legally avoid incarceration, wed lose the reason we supposedly exist.

True. Another question, how do you find out about rogues if no one believes sorcerers are real?

We, meaning the team, and Lex, and a couple of his associates, keep our eyes and ears open, listen to rumors, follow up on any reports about what might be considered off-the-wall happenings. Something that suggests someone is practicing the dark arts for whatever reason. By the way, not everyone on the team is a strong magic user, though the majority of us can use magic to one degree or another.

Tonio turned into the headquarters parking lot at that point, ending Dirks litany of questions for the time being.


Chapter 2

Gentlemen, meet the newest member of the team, Tonio said when he and Dirk entered the room they used at the station house. Hes taking Jakes place.

Damn, hes just a kid, one of the men muttered.

Lexs kid, Tonio told him.

One of the women arched a delicate golden eyebrow. Since when did he have a kid?

Dirk cocked his eyebrow at her in return. Since twenty-one years ago when I was born?

A real young un, a handsome brown-haired man said, studying him.

Dirk sighed. So Im not as ancient as the rest of you. Shoot me.

And waste such a pretty lad? Im Mattie, by the way. Thats Irene, she nodded to the blonde, but we call her Reni. The bearded, red-haired giant is Bay.

Notice she forgot to introduce me. Im Felan, a wolf-shifter, and a lot older than I look.

Since he appeared to be twenty-five at most, Dirk asked how old he really was.

Seventy and counting—but slowly, Felan replied. Bays thirty-five, or so he claims. The ladies? Well, Ill be a gentleman and keep that to myself.

Reni smiled at Felan. Well you should. Then she switched her gaze to Dirk. Im the old lady here. In fact, the oldest of any of us. Ive been around for, good lord, almost five-hundred years.

As long as were being honest about our ages, Mattie said, Im twenty-eight, for real. Reni and I are both witches, as compared to Bay whos a warlock.

Okay, Dirk said, next question. Felans already said hes a wolf, I know Tonios a full elf, Im half-elf, so what about the rest of you?

Im pure human, Mattie said. And then theres Reni.

Dirk turned his attention to Reni. You look human, but as old as you are— He tapped a finger to his lips. Vampire?

Bingo. I used to be a plain old, everyday witch until I made friends with the wrong man. Now, she shrugged, Im a witch with vampire powers added in. Ones that come in very useful for what we do. And before you ask, contrary to the prevailing myths about us, Im more than capable of tolerating sunlight except in the middle of the day, as long as Im well covered.

Bay rumbled out a laugh. Were a pretty mixed lot. As Felan said, Im thirty-five—this time around.

Youre reincarnated? Dirk asked, looking at him in awe.

Reborn, but dont look so impressed. I was cursed by a very powerful wizard way back in the middle ages. Around 1066, to be exact. Every time I die, or Im killed, Im reborn again, with all my memories intact. He said that way, maybe Id learn a lesson about dabbling in things I had no business knowing. Bay grinned, stroking his beard. He was so wrong.

Were definitely a mixed bag, Tonio said.

So what do you bring to the mix, Dirk? Felan asked.

Manipulation of the elements, although Im still learning how to do it safely.

Tonio cocked his head in question. Lex thought this would be useful to us?

Dirk nodded. A well-placed fire or lightning bolt can deal out quite a lot of damage.

He has a point, Tonio, Reni said. Id give my eyeteeth for that to be one of my powers. Okay, maybe not my eyeteeth. I sort of need them to survive.

One more question, if I may. Do you two— Dirk pointed to Bay and Felan, —use magic?

Felan shook his head. Not me. I havent an ounce of magical ability, unless you consider shifting magical.

I suspect some people would, Bay said with a grin. As for me, because Im a warlock, I know a few spells, but Im around more for my physical prowess. Its been a long time since I actually practiced magic.

I should have guessed youre the enforcer, so to speak. How tall are you anyway?

Barefooted, Im six-eleven.

Dirk chuckled. Remind me to hide behind you if things go wrong.

Naw, Ill pick you up and use you as my shield. Bay winked, adding, That is, if your protection spells are as strong as Tonios.

Nobodys spells are as strong as his, Reni said, casting a glance at Tonio.

Im not that good, Tonio replied with a self-deprecating smile. Unless it involves battle magic, that is.

Well actually be having battles? Dirk asked warily.

Its happened, Tonio said. Not all rogues are willing to go peacefully, even when they realize we outnumber them. They call up reinforcements, instead.

Dirk smirked. I can see it now, all of us fighting it out with them in the middle of City Park.

We try to avoid that, Dirk, Mattie said. Lex owns three vacant warehouses we can use, if it comes down to a real battle in the city.

Bay patted Dirks shoulder. But it rarely does. We prefer subtlety to outright fighting. After all, were also police officers. We really dont want to endanger anyone, other than whoever were after, if we can help it.

Speaking of which, Tonio said, Luis Acasta is back in business as of yesterday.

Felans mouth tightened in anger. The perks of having Peyton as his lawyer. Hes damned good. Emphasis on damned, which he should be. I say we deal with both of them.

Tonio nodded. It might be time to have a few words with Mr. Peyton.

Would just talking to him do anything? Dirk asked.

Tonio smiled maliciously. When Reni gets done talking, hell see the error of his ways. Not that hell know thats why hes suddenly decided defending scum like Acasta is wrong, but he will.

Then why havent you done that a long time ago?

Hes not an easy man to get close to, Reni said. He knows hes hated by anyone in law enforcement, plus all the people whove suffered at the hands of the criminals hes managed to successfully defend.

What we need, Mattie said thoughtfully, is to give him someone new to defend.

Such as?

Mattie went to the computer on the desk along one wall. Going into the recent arrest files, she checked who had been picked up within the last twenty-four hours. This man should work. Steven Diaz.

Tonio leaned over her shoulder to see who she meant. Given that hes part of Acastas organization, I agree. A small fry but still…Married?

Mattie checked and nodded. Well need to know what she looks like.

Not a problem. Why hasnt he lawyered up already?

He did, and hes out on bail as of eleven this morning. But, she turned to look at Tonio, I think Mr. Diaz should ask for a better lawyer.

Tonio nodded. That can be arranged. First things first, though. I have to get a look at his wife. He made note of Diazs home address then headed to the door. Ill be back soon.

Whats going on? Dirk asked. What are you planning?

Reni said, Mr. Diaz, with his wife in tow because shes so worried about him, is going to pay a visit to Mr. Peytons offices to see if Peyton will represent him.

Dirk frowned. Are you going to compel them to do that? And what good would that do anyway? It wont get Reni close to Peyton.

I presume, since youre half-elven, you know how to cast a Glamour.

Well yeah. I suck at holding it for more than a few minutes, but I can.

Tonio is unbelievably powerful at casting and
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