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            Chapter 1

         
         I was swimming through the warm water of the Gulf when someone knocked on the sky. The bright little fishes following me scattered,
            the crystal-clear water vanished, and I landed on the sand.
         

         
         The sky above me shuddered. Boom, boom, boom.

         
         The dream tore like wet tissue, and for a disorienting moment I didn’t know where I was. Slowly the familiar contours of my
            bedroom came into focus through the gloom. The alarm clock on my nightstand glowed with bright red. 2:07 a.m.
         

         
         Someone was pounding on my door.

         
         “Catalina!” my sister yelled. “Get up!”

         
         Panic pierced me. I jumped out of the bed, sprinted across the bedroom, and flung the door open. “Did the plane go down?”

         
         “What? No!” 

         
         I sagged against the door frame in relief. Our older sister, Nevada; her husband; and her mother-in-law were flying to Spain
            for a funeral. Over the ocean. It caused me no end of anxiety.
         

         
         “The plane is fine,” Arabella told me.

         
         “Then what is it?”

         
         Arabella’s face was flushed, and her blond hair stuck out from her head in weird directions. She wore an old, stained Sailor
            Moon T-shirt, and her basketball shorts were on backward.
         

         
         “Augustine is downstairs.”

         
         “Augustine who? Augustine Montgomery?”

         
         “Yes!”

         
         I snapped out of my relief back to full alert. “Why?” Why in the world would the Head of House Montgomery be downstairs, in
            the middle of the night?
         

         
         “He wants to see you. He says it’s an emergency. Hurry up before Mom shoots him.”

         
         She turned around and ran down the stairs leading from my loft suite to the rest of the warehouse we used as our home and
            place of business.
         

         
         Augustine was absolutely the last person I expected at two o’clock in the morning. Something terrible had happened.

         
         I looked at myself. I wore an oversize grey T-shirt that came to my knees and said “I ♥ Sleep.” No time to change. I took
            the stairs barefoot and followed my sister into a wide hallway. The light in the media room was on, casting a warm electric
            glow and illuminating the way just enough to see.
         

         
         The hallway led to a door on the left where a small section of the warehouse was designated as the Baylor Agency’s office.
            The entire family congregated in front of the door, all except Mom.
         

         
         Grandma Frida, thin, tan, with a halo of platinum curls, looked worried. Bern, my oldest cousin, resembled a bear awakened
            halfway through his hibernation—big, muscular, his light brown hair disheveled, holding a tablet that looked too small for
            his hands. Next to him, Leon, his younger half brother and complete opposite, leaned on the wall, totally awake. Lean and
            dark-haired, Leon was a ball of wiry energy. And he still wore the jeans and T-shirt I had seen him in last night. Either
            he fell asleep in his clothes, or he felt the need to be fully dressed at two o’clock in the morning for some nefarious reason.
            Leon didn’t have any other kind of reasons.
         

         
         Ahead of me, Arabella darted up the stairs and into her bedroom and emerged with a huge Texas A&M sweatshirt. She threw it
            at me. “Boobs.”
         

         
         Bern woke up enough to roll his eyes.

         
         “Thanks.” I pulled the sweatshirt on, hiding the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra. “How did Augustine get here?”

         
         At night, access to the warehouse was blocked by concrete barriers. Only one road remained open, guarded by a checkpoint staffed
            with our security people, who were supposed to prevent exactly this sort of thing from happening. Augustine was ruthless.
            He could have killed us all in our sleep.
         

         
         “Did our guards let him in? Did anyone call and say he was coming?”

         
         “Funny thing,” Leon said. “We have this lovely footage.”

         
         Bern turned the tablet toward me. A view from the surveillance camera inside the security booth showed two guards, a Hispanic
            female in her forties and a white man in his mid-twenties with dark hair. Lopez and Walton. A silver Bentley Bentayga pulled
            up to the booth. The passenger window of the car rolled down, revealing me.
         

         
         “Hello, Ms. Baylor,” Walton said.

         
         The fake Catalina nodded.

         
         “Check the log, check the log . . .” Leon sang out.

         
         The log of arrivals and departures lay right there, on the counter. It would show that I was already home.

         
         The guard reached over, and his hand passed above the log to the switch attached to the barrier mechanism.

         
         “Epic fail!” Leon announced.

         
         Walton flipped the switch and a heavy metal clang announced the spiked barrier retracting. The window rolled back up and the
            armored vehicle slid forward and out of view.
         

         
         I couldn’t even. My ability to even was severely compromised.
         

         
         Lopez frowned. “When did they get a Bentley?”

         
         The male guard shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it was a birthday present.”

         
         “Dumbass,” Arabella said.

         
         Augustine Montgomery was an Illusion Prime. He could look like anyone, he could sound like anyone, and he could pass both
            fingerprint and retinal scanners. And he’d just breezed past our security like it was nothing.
         

         
         “We’re in trouble,” I said.

         
         “No shit,” Leon said.

         
         “Catalina,” Grandma Frida said, “your mother is in the conference room with that ass and a Desert Eagle. Get in there before
            she puts a .50 round between his eyes.”
         

         
         I opened the door, walked into the office hallway, and shut the door behind me. This part of the warehouse with its high-traffic
            beige carpet, a drop ceiling, and glass walls looked just like any regular work space. The three offices on my right and the
            break room with a kitchenette on my left lay shrouded in gloom. Only the conference room, just past the break room, was brightly
            lit, and the electric light shone through the glass into the hallway.
         

         
         I took a step and stopped. As of three days ago, when I officially turned twenty-one, I also became the Head of House Baylor.
            We were a brand-new House, formed only three years ago. Our grace period, a reprieve which shielded us from attacks by other
            Houses, was about to expire. I had dealt with magical heavy hitters before in the course of our business, but this would be
            my first interaction with another Prime as the Head of a House. And Augustine was a shark in a four-thousand-dollar suit;
            a sleek, deadly great white with razor-sharp teeth.
         

         
         I had to do this right. I couldn’t just barge in there. Emergency or not, I had to act the part.

         
         My stomach fluttered.

         
         Think Prime, Head of the House, Victoria Tremaine’s granddaughter, confident, dangerous, not afraid, woken up in the middle
               of the night . . . annoyed. Definitely annoyed.

         
         I walked into the conference room with a slightly irritated expression.

         
         Augustine pivoted toward me in his chair. Louis Auchincloss, who wrote novels about polite society and old money, once famously
            said, “Perfection irritates as well as it attracts, in fiction as in life.” Augustine was deeply irritating.
         

         
         Being an Illusion Prime, Augustine crafted his appearance the way one would paint a masterpiece. His face was beautifully
            sculpted with defined cheekbones, a square jaw that communicated masculinity without implying brutishness, a straight nose,
            and a broad forehead. His cheeks were slightly concave, just enough to communicate maturity. A virtuoso barber had turned
            his blond, nearly platinum hair into a masterpiece. A thin pair of glasses was the only imperfection Augustine allowed himself
            and it wasn’t enough. There was something ageless and cold about him. He was about as alive as a marble statue.
         

         
         At the other end of the table my mother sat watching him like a coiled cobra. Her right hand stayed under the table, most
            likely touching the Desert Eagle .50, the largest legal caliber for a handgun in the US. It was the closest thing to handheld
            artillery Mom could conceal under the table. It could send a round through a full refrigerator and kill a person on the other
            side.
         

         
         My mother had spent almost ten years as a sniper and her magic guaranteed that she didn’t miss. If she killed Augustine, Montgomery
            International Investigations, the firm Augustine owned, would crush us. If he miraculously survived, he would kill her. As
            happened often in life, there were no good options. I had to get him out of here.
         

         
         I made my tone cold and annoyed. “Mr. Montgomery, while you’re always welcome in our home, it’s the middle of the night.”

         
         “I apologize,” he said. “It’s an emergency.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out a phone, and showed it to me.

         
         On the screen, an adolescent boy smiled into the camera. Bright red hair cut short, grey eyes, pale skin, and the smug grin
            of a teenage boy who has just gotten away with mischief. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember
            where I’d seen him before.
         

         
         “This is Ragnar,” Augustine said. “He’s fifteen. He has a dog named Tank. He likes detective books and the Sherlock Holmes
            show. He plays a Ranger in Hero Tournament. Two days ago, his mother and sister died in a fire.”
         

         
         “Why are you telling me this?”

         
         “Right now he’s standing on the roof of Memorial Hermann Hospital. He’s thinking of jumping and he’s a Prime, so nobody can
            get to him. If we don’t hurry, his broken body will be the leading story on the morning news.”
         

         
         Alarm rolled through me in an electric rush.

         
         “Augustine, you know that’s not what I do. I’ve never pulled someone off a roof before. If I fail, I’ll be responsible for
            his death . . .”
         

         
         “But you can do it. It’s within your power.” He looked straight at me. “Your sister asked me for a favor once. I’m now asking
            you for assistance, one Head of House to another. He has one sister left. Right now, she’s at the hospital praying he doesn’t
            fall to his death.”
         

         
         And if I tried and failed, there would be a grief-stricken Prime who could turn all of her agony and rage onto me. This was
            beyond reckless.
         

         
         “I don’t know if I can help you. I may make this worse.”

         
         Augustine’s composure cracked, and a human being looked back at me through his eyes. “He’s just a child, Catalina. He already
            lost so much. He’s in the worst pain of his short life and he has no idea how to contain it. He just wants to stop hurting.
            Please try.”
         

         
         I opened my mouth to tell him no and thought of a boy standing on a ledge, all alone in the dark. So desperate and hurt that
            he was willing to end it in the most painful way possible.
         

         
         My father had stood on a ledge like that, except his ledge was cancer. We had tried so hard to pull him from it. We fought
            for every minute. We sold the house and moved here, into the warehouse, to pay for his medical bills. Then we mortgaged our
            business to Augustine to pay for experimental treatments. My dad had built Baylor Investigative Agency from the ground up.
            He’d viewed it as his legacy, a business that would feed and clothe us, and we had used it as collateral to borrow money.
            It felt like a betrayal, and we hid it from my father, because it would have killed him faster than any cancer. In the end
            we only delayed the inevitable by a few months, but it was worth it. I would give anything for one more day with my dad. Anything.
         

         
         Ragnar was only fifteen years old.

         
         “Yes. I’ll try.”

         
         “Are you sure?” my mother asked.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Take Leon with you,” she said.

         
         “No.” If this situation turned ugly, I didn’t want him getting hurt.

         
         “I’ll bring her back safe and sound,” Augustine promised.

         
         My mother gave him her sniper stare. “You do that.”

         
          

         Augustine’s silver Bentley sped south on Gessner Road. It was after 2:00 a.m. and even Houston’s roads lay empty. The chauffeur
            squeezed every drop of speed out of the heavy armored car. Normally, the trip to Memorial Hermann would’ve taken at least
            fifteen minutes. We would make it in less than half of that. Augustine rode in the front passenger seat, presenting me with
            a view of his blond head. I really wanted to reach over and smack it. If someone told me this yesterday that I would end up
            in the backseat of Augustine’s car in the middle of the night wearing a sweatshirt over my sleep T-shirt and a pair of sneakers
            without socks, I would’ve asked them what they were smoking and told them to seek professional help.
         

         
         I missed my weapons. It made me feel naked.

         
         Augustine was right though. Nevada did owe him a favor.

         
         My father was born into House Tremaine, a small House consisting only of him and my grandmother Victoria. A truthseeker like
            Nevada, Victoria could wrench information from a person’s mind against their will. My father had no magic and Victoria was
            a terrible mother, so when he turned eighteen, he had escaped and started a new life under an assumed name. In her search
            for him, my grandmother had rampaged through the Houses all across the continent. Just mentioning her name made powerful Primes
            back off.
         

         
         Three years ago, before we became a House, Victoria came looking for us. Augustine knew Nevada’s identity. He could’ve shared
            it with my grandmother and benefited from it, but instead he had allowed Nevada to mess with his mind, so Victoria left empty-handed.
            I hated debts of any kind. It would be good to get this one over with.
         

         
         It didn’t change the fact that I had no idea what I was doing.

         
         “How do you know the family?” I asked.

         
         “Ragnar’s sister contacted MII in regard to her mother’s and sister’s deaths. She doesn’t think the fire was an accident.”

         
         “Was it?”

         
         “I’m not at liberty to discuss the details.”

         
         Right. “Did you take the case?”

         
         “She knows our rates.”

         
         “You turned her down. Augustine! She came to you and you turned her down, and now her brother is going to kill himself.”

         
         He looked in the rearview mirror, his expression iced over. “If I’m going to put my people in danger, I have to properly compensate
            them. I’m not running a charity, Catalina. You of all people should know how much can be at stake when one looks into a Prime’s
            death.”
         

         
         Oh, I knew. When a team of hired killers stormed your home, sending tornados of fire and summoning monsters into the slaughter,
            it tended to leave a lasting impression.
         

         
         I glanced out the windshield and saw the futuristic crown on top of the Memorial Hermann Tower, outlined with glowing red,
            white, and blue triangles shining against the ink-black sky from the height of thirty-three floors. Almost there.
         

         
         “Did you at least tell his sister what to expect if I have to use my magic?”

         
         “I told her the boy would have to be sedated.”

         
         The car pulled into the parking lot. A Hispanic man, his face frantic, ran to the car and swung my door open. A blast of January
            air hit me. Winter in Houston tended to be mild, but a cold front had come through and the temperature had dropped to below
            thirty. My bare knees shook.
         

         
         “Did he jump?” Augustine barked.

         
         “No, sir.”

         
         “Come on.” Augustine jumped out of the car.

         
         I scrambled out of the vehicle. Wind tore at me with icy teeth.

         
         Augustine and I hurried at a near run to the doorway. The glass doors slid open, letting us pass, and the warm air of the
            hallway bathed me. A group of people waited by the bank of elevators, some in scrubs, others in professional clothes, and
            all wearing the same panicked expression. They saw us and scurried out of the way, leaving behind a young woman with red hair.
            She turned. Recognition punched me.
         

         
         “Runa? Runa Etterson?”

         
         Her tearstained eyes widened in recognition. “Catalina?”

         
         Three years ago, at Nevada’s wedding, an enemy of House Rogan poisoned the wedding cake. The only reason any of us were alive
            now, Augustine included, was because Runa purged the toxins before the cake was served. She was a Prime Venenata, a poison
            mage. She could kill everyone in this room in seconds. And the boy on the roof was her brother. Oh my God.
         

         
         Augustine strode past me into the open elevator. “Catalina, there is no time.”

         
         I had come this far. Poison mage or no, Ragnar was still a fifteen-year-old boy on the edge of a skyscraper’s roof. If I didn’t
            try to save him, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.
         

         
         I hurried into the elevator. The doors slid shut. The last thing I saw was Runa looking at me like I was the answer to all
            her problems.
         

         
          

         The elevator hummed, carrying us upward, brightly lit and perfectly normal. I caught my reflection in the mirrored wall. I
            looked like I had just rolled out of bed. There was a touch of surreal in it all: me in my sweatshirt, standing next to impossibly
            perfect Augustine in an elevator of mirrors and electric lights and soft music. Maybe I was dreaming.
         

         
         Runa’s mother and sister were dead. And Augustine must have quoted her an impossible price. I had planned to simply walk away
            if I managed to get the boy to safety, but this changed everything.
         

         
         “You didn’t tell me he was a Prime Venenata.”

         
         “I told you he wouldn’t let anybody get to him.”

         
         Dread washed over me. “Did he kill anyone?”

         
         Augustine sighed. “He’s a gentle child. He made them sick enough to turn back, but he didn’t inflict permanent damage.”

         
         “What did he do?”

         
         “Don’t worry. You’ll smell it.”

         
         The numbers in the elevator’s digital display crawled up.

         
         “When the doors open, turn left,” Augustine said. “Go to the door marked exit, and up one flight of stairs. There will be
            a metal door that will give you access to the roof.”
         

         
         “That’s a terrible plan,” I told him.

         
         “Ragnar will hesitate to hurt you. If he does, I’ll be there, and I’ll help.”

         
         “If he sees you . . .”

         
         “He won’t see me.”

         
         The elevator doors swung open with a soft chime. I made a left and followed the hallway to the exit door and up the stairs.
            My hands shook.
         

         
         The air stank like acid and vomit. A trail of chunky stains marked the steps. I didn’t want to look too closely at it.

         
         The ice-cold metal door handle burned my fingertips. I pushed it and stepped onto the roof. The dark sky unfolded above me,
            impossibly huge and black, with the crown glowing against it. The frigid wind pierced my body, going straight through me all
            the way to the bone.
         

         
         Ragnar stood on the very edge of the roof, a thin figure in faded jeans and a hoodie, balancing on a concrete ledge. He seemed
            so very small against the night, like an ant on a skyscraper.
         

         
         He turned and looked at me, his face lit by the neon glow of the crown. I saw certainty and relief in his eyes. He wasn’t
            relieved to see me. He was relieved because he’d made up his mind and decided to jump. I had no time.
         

         
         “Tell Runa I’m sorry—”

         
         I hit him with everything I had.

         
         When the Keeper of Records named my magic, he called me a siren, which fit me well, because like the sirens of legend, I called
            people to me and they couldn’t resist. And like ancient sirens, I had wings, beautiful magic wings nobody could see unless
            I let them. They snapped open behind my back now, as the focused torrent of magic drenched Ragnar.
         

         
         He froze. His heels protruded an inch over the ledge. One slip and he would die.

         
         “Ragnar,” I called him, turning his name into a singsong lure.

         
         He licked his lips nervously. “Hi.”

         
         “Hello. I’m Catalina.” Magic stretched from me to him and I wove more and more of it around him with every syllable.

         
         “You’re so pretty,” he said.

         
         “Thank you. It’s cold and dark. Do you think we could go inside?”

         
         He nodded, fascinated.

         
         I held out my hand. “It’s scary up here. Will you hold my hand?”

         
         He moved, stumbled, teetering on the edge, his arms waving . . . My heart jerked, trying to leap out of my chest.

         
         Augustine materialized out of thin air next to Ragnar, grabbed a handful of his hoodie, and yanked him back. Runa’s brother
            landed on the concrete roof.
         

         
         Holy crap. My knees almost gave out.

         
         Ragnar righted himself, walked over, took my hand, and offered me a shy smile.

         
         I smiled back. “Let’s go inside.”

         
         We went through the door and down the stairs with Augustine bringing up the rear. I scanned him. Clean. None of my magic had
            hit him. I had focused all of it in a laser-tight beam on Ragnar. Augustine could turn himself invisible. Nevada would lose
            her mind when I told her.
         

         
         We boarded the elevator. Sweat glistened on Augustine’s flawless forehead. He was breathing like he’d run up all thirty-three
            floors to the roof. Ragnar held my hand very gently, as if my fingers were made of glass. It wouldn’t last.
         

         
         Most magic users had to put some effort into doing magic. I was the opposite. I had to hold mine in. When I was born, a nurse
            tried to kidnap me. She paid for it with her career. In the years that followed, before I learned to control my power, perfectly
            normal people did insane things to hold on to me. My elementary teacher attempted to smuggle me out of her classroom and into
            her car. My classmates tore out chunks of my hair so they could keep a piece of me.
         

         
         Other kids were encouraged to be cute, to perform for adults. If I smiled, the adults became mesmerized, and if I wanted them
            to like me, they would love me with obsessive intensity. Their children would cry hysterically when I left the playground.
         

         
         Right now, Ragnar loved me, madly, beyond all reason. Soon touching me wouldn’t be enough. He would want to hold me, crush
            me to him, rip out a lock of my hair to smell and taste. He’d want a piece of me to stroke and to bite.
         

         
         The Keeper might as well have called me Orpheus. Sooner or later those who tasted my magic would want to tear me apart and
            they would love and worship every precious drop of my blood and shred of my flesh as they killed me. Only my doctor was immune;
            we didn’t know why. And my family. I didn’t need to magic them. They already loved me.
         

         
         The elevator stopped. The doors swung open and Runa lunged to hug her brother. Her arms closed around him, breaking Ragnar’s
            hold on me.
         

         
         Ragnar screamed as if cut. It was a raw, animal sound. His sister let go, stunned, and he dived at me and clamped my hand
            in his.
         

         
         A man shouldered his way through the crowd, carrying a small medical case.

         
         “Ragnar,” I called.

         
         He gazed at me with adoration in his eyes. I knew it was temporary, but even so, it made me cringe.

         
         “That gentleman is going to give you a shot. I’m scared of shots. Are you?”

         
         “No.” He shook his head. “No, I’m brave.”

         
         “Will you show me how to be brave, Ragnar?”

         
         He held his arm out, his gaze fixed on me. Runa hugged him. I watched the needle go in. “You’ll feel a little sleepy in a
            minute. It’s okay to fall asleep.”
         

         
         “Don’t leave!”

         
         “I won’t leave,” I promised. “I’ll stay here and hold your hand.”

         
         Ragnar’s hold on my hand slipped. He sighed happily, closed his eyes, and sagged in his sister’s arms.

         
         I turned to Augustine. “I need you to transport him back to the warehouse.”

         
         “He needs to be under observation,” Augustine said.

         
         “No, he needs to be back at the warehouse, so I can purge my magic from him. If he wakes up and I’m not there, he may escape
            and try to find me. And this time, people will die.”
         

         
         Augustine turned to Runa. “It’s your call.”

         
         I met her gaze. “You know me. You’ve seen what I can do. Please trust me on this.”

         
         “Let’s go,” she said.

         
          

         The trip home was taking considerably longer than the trip to get to the hospital. The chauffeur seemed in no hurry, and the
            Bentley all but crawled up the dark street. Runa’s rented Nissan Rogue had no trouble keeping up. She had insisted on following
            us with Ragnar in her car.
         

         
         I sat in the backseat next to Augustine. The adrenaline had worn off, leaving behind a soft fatigue. If I hadn’t been in the
            vehicle of a dangerous Prime, I would have closed my eyes and gone to sleep.
         

         
         “Well done,” Augustine said.

         
         I didn’t need his approval. “Nevada’s debt to you is paid in full. We’re even.”

         
         “Agreed. Although technically it was a favor to House Etterson.”

         
         “Your dealings with House Etterson are between you and Runa. I’m surprised you cared enough to get involved tonight.”

         
         “I know what it’s like to be responsible for a younger brother.”

         
         Oh. Humanity from Augustine. Unexpected.

         
         Augustine tilted his head. “House Etterson may prove a valuable ally for you, if they survive. They now owe you a favor they
            can’t refuse. You need allies, Catalina. The reprieve granted to your House is about to expire. People will be coming for
            you and yours. You’re powerful but inexperienced, and because of your sealed records, you are an unknown. Unfortunately, being
            an unknown isn’t enough of a deterrent.”
         

         
         “What are the terms?” I asked.

         
         Augustine raised his eyebrows.

         
         I counted off on my fingers. “You separated me from my family. You’re aware that my older sister and my brother-in-law are
            out of the country and are unable to advise me at the moment. It’s the middle of the night and I’m tired from expending magic.
            You’ve complimented me, you’ve mentioned the danger facing my House, and we are driving at barely fifty miles per hour. You
            have an offer for me. Let’s hear it.”
         

         
         Augustine cleared his throat. “Good. Skipping extended explanations and hand-holding makes things easier.”

         
         I waited.

         
         “I offer a strategic alliance between House Montgomery and House Baylor. Occasionally, cases which are uniquely suited to
            the talents of your family cross my desk. I’d like you to handle them. In return, I offer generous financial compensation,
            access to MII’s resources within the scope of those particular investigations, and the benefits of an association with my
            House.”
         

         
         He was offering protection and guaranteed income. More, he offered contacts and data. MII maintained an extensive network
            of informants and observers. Very little took place in Houston without Augustine knowing about it. He hoarded sensitive information,
            holding on to it until someone paid or threatened him. Access to that database was truly priceless.
         

         
         Augustine was also a master at determining precisely what people needed most. It didn’t take a genius to recognize that our
            most urgent need was security.
         

         
         I had to make a decision.

         
         “House Baylor is flattered by your generosity. However, at this time, we must regretfully decline.”

         
         Augustine chewed on it for half a minute.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “You have made a similar offer to Nevada three times. I’m aware that she declined, and I share her reasons for it.”

         
         “Indulge me,” Augustine said.

         
         “Very well. The real value of this partnership for us wouldn’t be in money.” Although we could certainly use it. “It would
            be in the connections and the elevated profile that comes from working with Prime clientele. A way for us to enter Prime society
            and forge relationships and alliances that would anchor our House.”
         

         
         And of course, the database and access to MII surveillance agents, who were legendary. We both understood that, so there was
            no need to mention it.
         

         
         I kept going. “I want to underscore that I fully understand the value of your offer. However, currently there is a massive
            power imbalance between House Montgomery and House Baylor. I have seen how MII operates. If we agree to your proposal, you’ll
            expect us to abide by your contract, which may require us to compromise our ethics. We’re a family business. All we have is
            our name and our reputation. We follow only three rules. First, once bought, we stay loyal to the client. Second, we try not
            to do anything illegal. And third, at the end of the day we have to be able to look our reflection in the eye. Those are the
            principles my father laid out for us, they are the rules my older sister followed, and I will follow them as well. If we form
            an alliance with House Montgomery, we’ll enter as equals, not as vassals or subcontractors, and we will adhere to our own
            norms of behavior.”
         

         
         The silence stretched out between us.

         
         Augustine opened his mouth. “We’re not equals.”

         
         “Exactly. House Montgomery is a behemoth and we’re small and new. As you have said, we may or may not survive. But we must
            stand on our own. We worked very hard to move out of House Rogan’s shadow and I won’t trade that independence for an easy
            paycheck.”
         

         
         Augustine’s face was impassive. “Thank you for your honesty.”

         
         “There may be a time I’ll come to ask for your help,” I told him. “If I do that, I’ll be sure to bring information of equal
            or greater value.”
         

         
         The Bentley turned onto our street.

         
         “Then I’ll leave you with this piece of advice,” Augustine said. “It’s free. Do not become involved in the Etterson case.
            I know exactly what you’re up against, and the price I quoted her was a gift. Sometimes when you search the night, you’ll
            find monsters in the dark. You’re not ready.”
         

         
         “I’ll keep it in mind,” I told him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I had texted Mom while en route, and the family met us at the door. Bern took Ragnar from Augustine and carried him into my
            office; Grandma Frida wrapped a blanket around Runa, Arabella thrust a cup of hot cocoa into her hands, Leon told her she
            was safe now, and Mom thanked Augustine and shut the door in his face.
         

         
         Then everybody left, abandoning us in my office. Runa blinked at me from the client chair, her hands wrapped around the mug
            of hot chocolate, looking a little shell-shocked.
         

         
         I walked over to where Ragnar lay on the floor, to the left of my desk. Someone had already moved the rug, exposing the arcane
            circle underneath, and Bern had placed the boy inside it. Drawn in chalk by hand, arcane circles served various purposes.
            Some refined the mage’s power, some amplified or channeled it. This one drained excess magic. I had drawn it for just such
            an emergency and redrew it every week, for practice. From above, it resembled a complex double ring, encircled by glyphs.
            Straight lines of various lengths pierced the rings, radiating out like the sun’s corona.
         

         
         I took a piece of chalk from the shelf and drew two lines connecting the second circle under my chair to the one with Ragnar
            in it. I sat in the chair and sank a burst of magic into the smaller ring under my feet. The chalk lines flashed with silver
            and faded to a weak white glow as the circle began to sap my magic from Ragnar. Eventually I would get tired and have to quit,
            but I had a lot of power and I was willing to bet Ragnar would be purged first.
         

         
         “He’ll be fine,” I told Runa. “There is no way to keep his magic from being drained as well, so he might be groggy, powerless,
            and kind of flat emotionally for the next few days.”
         

         
         “That might be for the best,” she said.

         
         I felt pressure to say something, but my brain refused to come up with anything appropriate. Asking her if she was okay was
            pointless. Her mother and sister had just died. In her place I would be catatonic.
         

         
         Runa looked away from me to the corner of my desk. Her eyes widened. I glanced to the right to see what she was looking at.

         
         A framed picture of Alessandro Sagredo sat on my desk. The frame itself was square, but the photograph cutout was shaped like
            a heart, its edge studded with rhinestones seated in the small pools of the glue from the hot glue gun. The left half of the
            frame was a hideous Pepto-Bismol pink; the other was covered in pink glitter. Massive plastic jewels decorated both. The image
            of Alessandro was black and white, and on it in pink glittery marker someone had written, “My smoochie poo.”
         

         
         I would recognize that cursive anywhere. My twenty-eight-year-old sister took the time out of her busy schedule of wrenching
            the truth from terrorists and murderers and preparing for an extended trip overseas to make this monstrosity, and then conspired
            with my other sister to troll me with it.
         

         
         Why, Nevada? Why . . .

         
         He was tall and broad-shouldered. He stood with an easy, natural grace. I used to stalk his Instagram and I knew every line
            of his face, but he hadn’t posted for a while and usually his pics were posed. Alessandro against a Maserati. Alessandro on
            a yacht. Alessandro riding an elegant Andalusian horse like he was born in the saddle. Alessandro the Prime. Count Sagredo.
            The heir to one of the oldest noble families in Italy. Wealthy, powerful, handsome, once a teen heartthrob with millions of
            followers on Herald and Instagram and now a man who weaponized his influence and beauty. He could make the photograph communicate
            whatever he wanted.
         

         
         But this, with the sun in his eyes and wind messing with his brown hair, this was real. And his smile was magic. I looked
            at it and was eighteen again, standing across from him in a trial room, waiting to match my magic against his and prove that
            I was a Prime. He had spoken to me, impossibly handsome, with amber eyes and that slightly lopsided grin, and I couldn’t even
            make noises come out of my mouth.
         

         
         I thought I was over this.

         
         “Boyfriend?” Runa asked.

         
         “No.” And that didn’t hurt at all.

         
         Whenever I looked at Alessandro, in pictures or in person, he made me think of duels and courting, of a time when men carried
            swords and women concealed daggers. There was a dangerous edge to him, hidden deep in his eyes, and it drew me to him like
            a magnet. But that Alessandro was a fantasy, born from reading too many books set in medieval Italy with all its wars, glamour,
            art, and poison. He was a fantasy the way imagining being a secret princess was a fantasy. I knew it wasn’t real, but it was
            so seductive, I couldn’t let it go.
         

         
         The real Alessandro didn’t carry a sword. He was an Antistasi Prime. His magic nullified other mental magic. The Keeper of
            Records had chosen him to test my power during the trials. To be recognized as a Prime, I had to make Alessandro step over
            the line drawn on the floor. He took the full brunt of my power and resisted it for several minutes, but in the end I won.
         

         
         With that type of talent, there were only two paths open to Alessandro: military service or private protection. He chose neither.
            Instead, he did what many young Primes with too much money and freedom chose to do. He indulged. He sailed yachts, raced fast
            cars, and dated stunning women.
         

         
         He and I were worlds apart. He would never be what I imagined him to be and it was probably for the best.

         
         I slapped the frame facedown on the desk. The back of the frame was covered in pink hearts and small pictures of Alessandro
            printed from his Instagram.
         

         
         If the world had any compassion in it at all, I would teleport a thousand miles away.

         
         Runa squinted at the back of the frame. “Is that Alessandro Sagredo?”

         
         I picked up the frame to throw it in the trash, changed my mind halfway there, and dropped it into the desk’s top drawer instead.
            Putting him in the garbage was beyond me. “My sisters have a weird sense of humor.”
         

         
         “Sisters do that,” she said, her voice dull.

         
         And hers was dead. “I’m so, so sorry.”

         
         She looked at me with haunted eyes. “Thank you. You’re the only person who’s been nice to me since this happened.”

         
         Who wouldn’t be nice to her? She just lost most of her family. “What do you mean?”

         
         “I was at UCLA. I’m working on my master’s, molecular toxicology.”

         
         Her tone was flat, her expression detached. She had to be barely keeping it together. I’d been there before, in a place where
            you’re so freaked out that you hold yourself supertight, because any splash of emotion could break the dam and you would fall
            to pieces.
         

         
         “On Monday I got a call from the Houston PD. They said, ‘The residence in Piney Point Village burned down and we believe your
            mother and sister died in the fire.’ Just like that. I understood that sentence, but also kind of didn’t. I knew what the
            words meant, I just couldn’t put them together to make sense. I must’ve stood there with the phone in my hand for ten minutes,
            just trying to process, you know?”
         

         
         I didn’t, but I could imagine it in vivid detail.

         
         Runa sighed. “I took the first flight.”

         
         It was Wednesday now. She’d been in town for two days.

         
         “I came back to a burned-out husk of a house and two dead bodies. Ragnar was on a school trip to Colorado at an astronomy
            camp. No cell reception. I had to call the local police station and get them to notify him. That first day, after I viewed
            the bodies, I just didn’t know what to do with myself. I mean, what do you do when your mom and sister are lying on a table
            so burned, the ME has to use dental records to identify them?”
         

         
         That was odd. Why dental records? Everything Primes did was dictated by the need to strengthen and preserve their magic. Parenthood
            was no exception. The Houses based marriages on calculated DNA matches most likely to result in powerful offspring. Because
            of this, every magically significant bloodline registered with a genetic database. It would take at most twenty-four hours
            to compare DNA from the bodies to their genetic profiles, and unlike dental records, DNA match was error-proof.
         

         
         Runa looked into her cup. “I didn’t want to be by myself, so I called Michelle. We’ve been friends since middle school. She
            wouldn’t take my call. Then I called Felicity, my other friend. She picked up, made all the right noises, and then when I
            asked her if I could stay with her for one night, she told me she would call me back in five minutes.”
         

         
         Runa looked at me. Her eyes looked dead. My heart cracked. When I met her three years ago, Runa was larger than life. She
            made jokes, she ate poisoned fondant, she flirted with Rogan’s security detail. She was strong and confident and alive. This
            Runa wasn’t even a shadow of herself. She was a ghost.
         

         
         “Felicity never called back?” I guessed.

         
         “No. I’ve known these people for years. They were my squad. We’ve lost touch since we all went to college, but we got together
            on holidays. We follow each other’s accounts on Herald. These were my friends, Catalina.” A little life came back into her
            gaze. “I expected them to have my back.”
         

         
         That didn’t surprise me. Houses entered alliances based on family ties and mutual benefit. Runa wanted to hire Augustine,
            which meant she suspected that her family was murdered. If she was right, both she and Ragnar could be targeted. Runa was
            alone and inexperienced, which made her vulnerable. Sheltering her, aiding her, or associating with her brought no advantages.
            It only put you in danger.
         

         
         “I spent the night in a hotel,” she said. “Ragnar flew in the next day. I met him at the airport and his face just fell. He
            must’ve expected me to tell him that it wasn’t true, but it is, and then he shut down. He went limp on me right there, and
            he was too heavy for me to carry. Then airport security called the first responders, and I let them take him to the hospital.
            I didn’t know what else to do. I was late to my appointment with Montgomery, but he agreed to meet me at  Memorial. You know
            the rest. When Montgomery offered to see me at the hospital at one o’clock in the morning, I really thought he would help.
            I should’ve known better.”
         

         
         “What did he quote you?” I asked.

         
         “Twenty million. Even if I sold every financial asset the estate has, I couldn’t raise enough money.” Runa shook her head.

         
         Even for MII, that was a high price tag. But then Augustine came and got me to help her. He had a moment of compassion. Unfortunately,
            telling her that wouldn’t make anything better.
         

         
         Runa looked down at her hot chocolate. “Thank you again. I’ll be out of your life as soon as Ragnar wakes up.”

         
         The responsible thing to do, the Head of the House thing to do, would be to send her on her way. This wasn’t our fight and
            there was no profit to be made here. We were an emerging House, and we had neither the financial resources nor the manpower
            of MII. If I helped her, I would be putting all of us in danger.
         

         
         But she was a friend. She’d kept us all from dying at Nevada’s wedding, and when I looked at her, my chest hurt.

         
         “You’re not going anywhere,” I told her. “We have more than enough guest bedrooms and if you don’t want to be alone, you can
            crash on the media room couch. Someone’s always in the media room.”
         

         
         She stared at me.

         
         “It’s a very special couch,” I told her. “Mad Rogan once fell asleep on it. We’re thinking of having it gold-plated and donated
            to a museum . . .”
         

         
         Runa’s composure broke like a glass mask and she cried.

         
         I got up, took away her hot chocolate before she sloshed it all over herself, and hugged her.

         
          

         Morning came far too fast. Normally I got up at 7:00 a.m., but Ragnar didn’t finish draining until a little past 4:00 a.m.,
            and when my alarm blared, I turned it off and slept for another hour. That proved to be a mistake. I had a nightmare and woke
            up scared out of my mind. When I finally made it downstairs, bleary-eyed and carrying my laptop, Mom, Grandma Frida, and Bern
            were already there, finishing their breakfast. Grandma gave me a zombie look from above the rim of her coffee mug. Neither
            one of us did well with little sleep.
         

         
         I landed in my chair. Mom put a cup of tea in front of me and I drank it. It was so hot, it made the roof of my mouth wrinkle,
            but I didn’t care.
         

         
         “Easy there,” Bern said.

         
         “Let me have my drug.” I drank more tea. “Mmm, caffeine. So delicious. Where is everybody?”

         
         “Leon left last night to close the Yarrow case,” Bern said. “Arabella has an appointment with Winter, Ltd.”

         
         “Let me guess, they still haven’t paid us?”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         Occasionally, clients were slow to pay. We reminded them once, then a second time, and then we sent my sister in an Armani
            suit, armed with her laptop. None of us had any idea what she said, but the payment usually arrived within twenty-four hours.
         

         
         My phone chimed. A text message from Nevada. Landed safe. Everything ok?

         
         I texted back. Everything is great. Selfie or it didn’t happen.

         
         “They landed in Barcelona. They’re okay.” I couldn’t keep the relief out of my voice.

         
         Bern raised his tawny eyebrows. “You do realize that you’re more likely to die in a car going to the airport than to get into
            a plane crash?”
         

         
         “Yes, but I can influence the outcome of my car ride. I can drive myself or hire a driver. I can choose the type of car and
            the route. I can’t influence the plane.”
         

         
         When Bern boarded a plane, he relaxed in his seat and looked out the window, because “Woo, technology.” When I got on a plane,
            I calculated my odds.
         

         
         My phone chimed again. My sister stood against a backdrop of green mountains, smiling, her big brown eyes laughing. She was
            beautiful, with a golden tan and blond hair the color of light honey. Next to her Connor Rogan loomed; huge, muscular, dark-haired,
            his blue eyes piercing in contrast to his bronze skin. He was smiling too, a genuine warm smile. Looking at them made me so
            happy. I could almost feel Spain’s sunshine.
         

         
         “About the Ettersons,” Bern said.

         
         I sighed and opened my laptop. Bern had sent me an email titled “Etterson.” I clicked it.

         
         
            House Etterson:

            
               	Sigourney Etterson, Prime Venenata, 50, single;

               
               	Runa Etterson, Prime Venenata, 22, single;

               
               	Halle Etterson, Prime Venenata, 17, single;

               
               	Ragnar Etterson, Prime Venenata, 15, single.

               
               	James Tolbert, Significant, purifier, 52, ex-husband and father of the children; whereabouts unknown.

               
            

         

         As I thought. Both Runa’s mother and her siblings were Primes.

         
         
            No known House alliances. Estimated worth: $8 million.

         

         In the sea of Houston’s elite, the Ettersons were a relatively small fish and they swam by themselves. No strong ties to other
            Houses, no patrons of great influence. It wasn’t unusual. Many smaller Houses preferred to operate independently, unattached
            to a larger family. Powerful Houses had powerful enemies, and when you allied yourself to one, you inherited their friends
            and their rivals.
         

         
         Bern took a slow swallow of his coffee. “Are you sure about this?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He looked at me. “Our grace period runs out tomorrow. I don’t need to remind you of the statistics.”

         
         He didn’t. I could rattle the numbers off the top of my head. Ever since the invention of the Osiris serum over a century
            ago, magic and power became synonymous and intrinsically linked. Arcane talent was hereditary; those who had it bred to keep
            it, and bloodlines and families became the new power units of society. When a family produced two Primes in three generations,
            it could petition for and be formally recognized as a House; an honor that came with life-changing benefits and drawbacks.
         

         
         On average, seventeen new Houses emerged every year nationwide. Of those, a quarter survived the first eighteen months after
            their grace period was over, and only a third of the survivors made it to the five-year mark as an independent entity. As
            soon as they were fair game, their competitors killed them off or the more powerful families dismantled them, scavenging their
            Primes for their own uses. Some voluntarily entered alliances, like the one Augustine had offered me, and became vassals,
            eventually absorbed by their patron House or killed, used as the first line of defense in House warfare. A grand total of
            1.42 families lived through the melee.
         

         
         The next year would be crucial. Our first case with me as the Head of the House would be equally important.

         
         This morning, sometime between turning off the alarm and jerking awake, I had dreamed that Arabella burned to death. In my
            nightmare, I was holding her charred corpse to me, looking at her picture on my cell phone, and crying. I woke up with my
            face wet. For Runa, it wasn’t a nightmare, it was reality.
         

         
         “Venenatas are combat mages. Runa Etterson would make a formidable ally,” I said. “I’ve looked at our schedule, and if Leon
            closes the Yarrow case today, we’re wide open.”
         

         
         We were wide open because for the first time in the last three years we had decided to lighten our load for the holidays.
            We had mostly succeeded, except for the Yarrow fraud and the Chen case. The Chen case was a nightmare. Someone had stolen
            a van with three prize-winning boxer dogs in it on Christmas Eve. The van was found abandoned the next day, all three dogs
            missing, and the breeder was beside himself. Cornelius, an animal mage and our only nonfamily investigator, had taken that
            one, and we hadn’t seen him or Matilda, his daughter, since the day after Christmas. He’d emailed me yesterday to inform me
            he was still alive and working.
         

         
         Bern smiled. “That’s a solid argument, and if I wasn’t your cousin, I would totally believe it. You’re making an emotional
            decision. You would help her if her magic consisted of conjuring up cute garden gnomes.”
         

         
         “Bernard,” my mom said in her Mom voice.

         
         “I want to help her as much as anyone,” Bern said, “but my job in this family of Care Bears is to provide logical analysis,
            so humor me.”
         

         
         “I understand your point. It’s valid.” I sipped my tea to buy time. Bern could be swayed, but you had to present your arguments
            in a methodical fashion. “You’re right; the grace period is almost over, and I’m an unknown commodity. It would be different
            if Nevada was the Head of the House.”
         

         
         “If Nevada was here, I would give her the same assessment,” he said.

         
         “Either way, we’ll be watched and our first case with me in charge will be scrutinized. I considered it carefully and I like
            the message this case is sending.”
         

         
         “What message?” Grandma Frida asked. The coffee must have finally kicked in.

         
         “We stand by our friends,” I said. “We aren’t a House who abandons allies out of convenience. If you earn our trust, we’ll
            honor it.”
         

         
         Bern nodded. “Very well. As long as we’re all clear on what we’re walking into. Two Prime Venenatas may have been burned to
            death in their home, on their own turf. We all know what that means.”
         

         
         “What does it mean?” Runa asked from the doorway. She wore a big T-shirt and a pair of leggings. Her hair was a mess, dark
            circles clutched at her eyes, but some of the stiffness in her posture had eased off.
         

         
         “House warfare,” Mom said.

         
         House warfare had its own rules. When people who could incinerate entire city blocks and throw buses around fought to the
            death, the government turned a blind eye, as long as all reasonable precautions against civilian casualties had been made.
            You went to the courthouse, filed some paperwork, and walked out with carte blanche to murder your enemies as you saw fit.
            If your House was in a feud and people with guns and magic were storming your home, 911 wouldn’t take your call. If you were
            running down the street with a pack of summoned monsters on your heels, the cops wouldn’t stop to help you. That was one of
            the many costs of being a Prime. You weren’t above the law, but, in many cases, you existed outside of it.
         

         
         “We don’t know for sure that it’s House warfare,” I said. “Let’s get all the facts and then make a decision.”

         
         “I don’t want to put anyone in danger,” Runa said.

         
         “Danger is our middle name,” Grandma Frida said.

         
         Mom stopped what she was doing and looked at Grandma Frida.

         
         “What?” Grandma Frida shrugged. “It’s been too quiet around here. I’m ready for some action.”

         
         “The last time you got some action, you drove Romeo through a storm mage’s compound, while Nevada rode shotgun and fired a
            grenade launcher at the giant animated constructs chasing you,” Mom said. “Your tank had to be rebuilt from the tracks up,
            and you had four broken ribs and a gash on your head that needed thirty stitches.”
         

         
         “Don’t you worry about me getting action, Penelope.” Grandma Frida grabbed a handful of her white curls and pulled them back,
            exposing the edge of a scar. “It adds character.” She paused. “And an air of mystery. A woman can always use more mystery.”
         

         
         “God help me,” Mom said.

         
         “Thank you for inviting me into your home,” Runa said. “But this is my problem. I don’t want any of you getting hurt because
            of us.”
         

         
         Mom pointed at the chair next to Bern and said, “Sit.”

         
         Runa sat. The combination of mom and sergeant always worked.

         
         “You’ve helped our family,” Mom said. “Now you’re in danger and you’re responsible for your brother, who also might be a target.
            His safety should be your first priority. We’re offering you a protected base and assistance. We may not have the resources
            and the manpower of larger firms, but we close our cases. You are the Head of your House now, Runa. Do what’s right for your
            House.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Runa said.

         
         I turned to Runa. “Do you have a dollar?”

         
         She gave me an odd look and dug through her pockets. “I have a five.”

         
         “If you give me that five-dollar bill, I’ll consider us officially hired. Your choice.” I held my hand out.

         
         “I don’t expect you to work for free . . .”

         
         “Have no fear, we’ll bill you for all of the expenses that will come up. If you still feel that you need to adequately compensate
            us, we can trade you for poison-detecting services.”
         

         
         Runa took a deep breath and put the money in my hand. “House Etterson is honored to accept help from House Baylor.”

         
         “Good.” Mom put a plate of pancakes and sausage in front of her.

         
         “Tell us about the fire,” I said.

         
          

         “It’s bullshit,” Runa said.

         
         “Eat your pancakes,” Mom said.

         
         Runa dug into a pancake with her fork. “The house was four thousand square feet, two stories, and every bedroom had an exit.
            Mom’s bedroom was on the first floor, Halle’s bedroom on the second, and it opened to the backyard balcony. When she was little,
            she used to jump off that balcony into our pool. Drove Mom out of her mind. The house had six smoke detectors and a high-tech alarm
            that should have sensed the rising temperature and alerted the fire department.”
         

         
         “Did the alarm go off?” Bern asked.

         
         Anger sparked in her eyes. “I don’t know. It should have though. Somehow, despite the alarm, and the smoke detectors, and
            the easy access to outside, my mother and my seventeen-year-old sister ended up dying together in the study at three in the
            morning. My mother could kill an intruder from thirty feet away. Halle could probably do the same, although she mostly specialized
            in purging toxins. None of this makes any sense. Especially the part where everyone I talked to insists on referring to this
            as ‘a tragic accident’ as if they’re all reading from the same script.”
         

         
         She was right. Nothing about this story made any sense so far.

         
         I opened a new case file on my laptop and hit record. “January 5th, Runa Etterson interview. I’m going to ask you some unpleasant questions. The more honest you are, the better we can help
            you.”
         

         
         Runa’s expression hardened. “Let’s do it.”

         
         “Your House includes your mother, your sister, your brother, and you, correct?”

         
         “Only me and my brother now.”

         
         “What about your father?”

         
         Runa gave a jerky, one-shoulder shrug. “When I was ten, my ‘dad’ gave up all pretense of being a father and a husband. He’d
            already had a string of affairs. Everybody knew it. I knew it. I was nine years old and I walked in on him having sex with
            some random woman on our dining table. For my birthday, he cleaned out our accounts and disappeared. My mother had to start
            from scratch. Nobody knows where he is, and nobody wants to know. He can die for all I care.”
         

         
         “So, you don’t think there’s any way he could be involved?”

         
         Runa shook her head. “No.”

         
         “Does he have any financial claim on the estate? Life insurance, ownership of the house?”

         
         “No. Mom removed him from everything after he left. He never paid child support and he stole from my mother. There is a police
            report and a paper trail, so if he showed up, he would be arrested.”
         

         
         I would have Bern check on it, but we probably could scratch James Tolbert off the suspect list.

         
         “Are you aware of any feuds or problems with other Houses?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did your mother ever tell you that she had a problem with anyone?”

         
         Runa shook her head. “If she’d thought we were in danger, she would’ve warned me.”

         
         “Was she seeing anyone? Did she have a significant other or others?”

         
         “No. Her last relationship ended about a year ago and it was amicable. She wasn’t seeing anyone, because when we talked last
            week, she mentioned Halle pushing her to join a dating network on Herald. She said she wasn’t interested in another relationship.
            Men were a sore point with Mom. I don’t think she ever really trusted anyone after Dad.”
         

         
         “What about Halle? Any recent problems, drugs, obsessive boyfriend or girlfriend, hanging out with the wrong crowd?”

         
         Runa sighed. “Catalina, she was seventeen. Her life was school, volleyball, and college prep. No drugs, no weird boyfriends.
            She tried shrooms one time and hid in my room because she was scared the couch would eat her. She was a sheltered kid.”
         

         
         “Are you now the Head of the House?” I asked.

         
         Runa nodded. Her voice was bitter. “Yes, I’m the Head of all of me and Ragnar.” She held her arms out to her side. “The House
            of two.”
         

         
         “Have members of any of the other Houses contacted you to make any claims or to ask you to make any financial decisions?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did your mother owe anybody money? Was the House having financial problems?”

         
         Runa tapped her phone and showed it to me. A bank interface listing four accounts totaling $3.6 million.

         
         I met her gaze. “This is the part where I’m ethically bound to inform you that you have other options. We’re a small firm.
            We don’t usually do murder investigations. The police and the Texas DPS both have more experience and greater resources. If
            you want a private option, there is MII. Do you understand that you have other choices available to you?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Are you entering the contract with Baylor Investigative Agency of your own free will?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “To find your mother’s and sister’s killers, I’ll have to tear your life apart. You may learn things about your family that
            you won’t like. If you are hiding secrets and they have bearing on this case, they will come to light. If at any point during
            the investigation, I find out that you have deceived or misled me, I’ll immediately terminate our contract. You have my promise
            that when I deliver results to you, I’ll have proof. However, I don’t guarantee results. I swear that I’ll do everything in
            my power and within the law to solve this case, but not all murders are solved. Do you understand?”
         

         
         Runa didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

         
         I shut off the recording. “I have a small pile of paperwork for you. Once you’re done with it, we’ll start.”

         
         “Where do we start?”
         

         
         “At the medical examiner’s office. You said that the ME used dental records to identify your mother and sister.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “You are a House, which means your DNA profile is in some genetic database somewhere. Which genetic firm are you using?”

         
         Runa frowned. “I don’t know. Mom handled all of that.”

         
         I pulled up the Scroll website. Scroll was the largest DNA database in the US and the one we also used. I logged into our
            account, typed “House Etterson” into the search window, and the website spat the result at me.
         

         
         “You are registered with Scroll. They will have all four of you in their database. We’re going to give them a call and have
            a representative meet us at the morgue. They should be able to confirm the identity of the bodies within twenty-four hours.”
         

         
         Runa stared at me. “Why?”

         
         I had to be really careful not to get her hopes up. “Because DNA identification is foolproof and dental records are not. Genetic
            testing is the established way to identify dead Primes. If it wasn’t done, I want to know why, and I want it done properly.
            That’s where we’re going to start.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The Harris County Institute of Forensic Sciences occupied a nine-story building on Old Spanish Trail. Its blocky lines, rectangular
            windows, and orange brick practically screamed government agency.
         

         
         I maneuvered our Honda Element into the parking lot. It used to be our surveillance vehicle, because it blended with traffic,
            but last year Grandma Frida decided to rebuild it from wheels up. Now the Element sported a new engine, bulletproof windows,
            B5 armor, and run-flat tires among other fun modifications, which struck a perfect balance between protecting us and letting
            us get away fast. Unfortunately, even Grandma Frida had her limits, and steering was a bit sluggish. I aimed for a parking
            spot in the middle row.
         

         
         “So, what’s with you and Alessandro Sagredo?” Runa asked.

         
         The steering was sluggish, but the brakes worked perfectly. I jerked forward, and my seat belt slammed me back.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “Aha.” Runa pulled on her own seat belt. “That’s why we screeched to a stop halfway into the parking space?”

         
         “My foot slipped.” I gently eased forward and brought the Element to a smooth stop.

         
         “So you’re just going to go with ‘nothing’?” Runa asked.

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “Your sister said you met during your trials.”

         
         Sistercide was not a word, but it would be after today. Well, technically, sororicide was a word, but most people wouldn’t recognize it. When did Runa even have a chance to talk to Arabella?
         

         
         “Yes,” I said.

         
         “Yes what? Is there a story behind that?”

         
         No. He didn’t follow me on Instagram, and he didn’t take my breath away during the trials. And he definitely didn’t show up
            under my window trying to convince me to go for a drive.
         

         
         “We met during the trials, and my sisters haven’t stopped teasing me about it for the last three years. There is absolutely
            nothing between me and Alessandro Sagredo.”
         

         
         Strictly speaking, there were 5,561 miles between our warehouse and the Sagredo estate near Venice, Italy. A commercial flight
            with one connection could get me to Venice in thirteen hours. I could be under Alessandro’s window tomorrow, asking him if
            he would like to go for a drive.
         

         
         “You zoned out there for a second,” Runa observed. “Are you imagining there being nothing between you and Alessandro?”

         
         She was trying to distract herself from the horror of never seeing her mother and sister again, but I had to put a stop to
            it, or I would never get out of the car.
         

         
         I used my logical, reasonable voice. “Runa, do you see Alessandro in this car? No. He isn’t in this parking lot or in that
            building either, so he’s a non-issue. Let’s go.”
         

         
         We started across the parking lot. Cold wind buffeted us.

         
         Runa hugged her arms to herself. She wore a light windbreaker over a green sweater dress. “I should get a coat like yours.
            Is that Burberry?”
         

         
         “Yes. I got it on sale last year at half off.”

         
         “Lucky.”

         
         I was wearing a beige mid-length trench coat over a grey sweater and blue jeans tucked into soft boots. The coat had a double-breasted
            front closure with a row of black buttons on each side. I had left it open. It flattered my figure and looked stylish and
            expensive enough to belong to a Prime, but most importantly, it hid my knife resting in a special sheath sewn into the lining
            on the left side.
         

         
         There were only a handful of ways to conceal a blade long enough to be effective in a fight. You could wear it on your thigh
            under a loose skirt, which would have you pawing at your skirt to draw it and was impractical in cold weather. You could wear
            it in a shoulder sheath, but if you took the outer garment off, it was no longer concealed. Hiding it in the coat lining was
            the best option. Even if I took the coat off out of politeness or necessity, I could carry it so I could draw in an instant.
            It was highly unlikely that the Forensic Institute would require me to check my coat.
         

         
         We entered the lobby. The designers of the institute must have been great fans of modern industry, and monochromatic colors.
            The floor gleamed with white tile, the walls highlighted with pale grey; the ceiling featured stainless-steel beams with long
            fluorescent lights, and the counters practically glowed with pristine white. Even the visitor furniture, upholstered soft
            chairs, were a greyish off-white. The place begged for a plant or a Gustav Klimt print.
         

         
         I walked up to the receptionist behind the counter. I had checked the case status on the institute’s website. The case was
            listed as pending, so I called ahead and warned them that the two of us would be coming.
         

         
         “Catalina Baylor and Runa Etterson,” I told the woman behind the counter. “We’re here about the Etterson case.”

         
         The receptionist, an older Latina woman, gave me an apologetic smile. “I’ve spoken to AME Conway and he says that you can’t
            view the bodies.”
         

         
         “Can’t?” Runa asked. “What do you mean by can’t?”

         
         “They’re not available.”

         
         The air around Runa shimmered with a faint trace of green. Her voice went cold. “Make them available.”

         
         The lobby went completely silent, as the three admins behind the counter held very still.

         
         I had to defuse this standoff before someone panicked and escalated it. Luckily, bureaucracy was made of rules, and rules
            and I were friends.
         

         
         I smiled at the receptionist. “As the next of kin and Head of her House, Prime Etterson has a right to view the remains of
            her family members at will. If you deny her access, I’ll be forced to notify her House counsel and you will have to show cause
            for failing to comply with your own regulations, in court, before a judge. I’ll wait while you check the validity of our claim
            with your in-house attorney.”
         

         
         The receptionist reached for the phone. “One moment please.” She turned away from me and spoke into the phone in an urgent
            whisper.
         

         
         I stepped away and steered Runa toward the window.

         
         Minutes ticked by.

         
         “What is taking so long?” Runa ground out.

         
         “They’ll sort it out.”

         
         The admin hung up. “Our apologies.” She motioned to a young white man with longish, dark hair who had been hovering by the
            copier behind her. “This is Victor.”
         

         
         Victor, who had been trying very hard to be invisible up to this point, performed an award-winning impersonation of a deer
            in headlights.
         

         
         “Victor will take you to the correct autopsy suite.”

         
         “Thank you,” I said. “We’re also expecting a Scroll representative. Please have him join us when he arrives.”

         
         We followed Victor to the elevator. It took us to the third floor, which was just as gleaming as the lobby. We walked through
            a white hallway to a large room, where six autopsy tables waited in a row against the wall. Four stood empty. The other two
            held bodies covered with white fabric.
         

         
         A white man in his late thirties waited by the nearest table with his arms crossed. He wore a pristine white lab coat, which
            gave a glimpse of a striped grey dress shirt and yellow tie. His dark hair was cut so short, it was barely there. You would
            expect him to be clean shaven, but the stubble sheathing his face and neck was about the same length as his hair. It looked
            like he had gotten up a couple of mornings ago, shaved everything from the neck up, and now was letting it grow out. The effect
            was rather unsettling.
         

         
         Victor beat a hasty retreat without saying a word. The man in the lab coat showed no signs of coming forward to greet us,
            so I headed for him. Runa followed. Two security cameras, one on the right wall and the other directly above the door, watched
            our every move.
         

         
         The man lifted his badge, showing it to us. “Silas Conway, MD, assistant medical examiner.”

         
         I waited. Nothing else came out. That was the totality of the introductions. Great start.

         
         “Catalina Baylor and Runa Etterson. Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice, Dr. Conway.”

         
         “What are you doing here?”

         
         “What do you think we’re doing here?” Runa asked.

         
         “Wasting my time.”

         
         He did not just say that. “We’re here to view the bodies.”

         
         Conway fixed me with his stare. “Why?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter why.” Runa took a step toward him. “You have no right to block my access to the remains of my family.”

         
         “I wasn’t blocking your access. I was otherwise occupied. I had to drop everything and come down here to accommodate you.
            The bodies are not in any state to be viewed, and it is the policy of this office to spare the family members the unnecessary
            trauma. I was trying to be considerate, but clearly my efforts and concern were wasted.”
         

         
         Clearly. He was a veritable fountain of consideration and sympathy. He couldn’t even manage a “sorry for your loss.”

         
         This felt wrong. First, I had called ahead, so he knew we would be arriving. Second, he wasn’t just irritated but borderline
            hostile, as if he were trying to antagonize Runa. This was a routine procedure and he was in breach of protocol. What possible
            reason could there be for that hostility? If he acted like this with everybody, let alone Primes, he would be fired. He had
            to know everything he said was being recorded on the security feed.
         

         
         I should’ve come by myself, but I needed Runa to cut through the bureaucracy. Still, Runa was traumatized and fragile, and
            she swung from jokes to anger in half a second. I had to be very careful with her, and now this guy was pushing for a confrontation
            for no apparent reason. Controlling this situation was getting more and more complicated, and using my magic on a city employee
            was a felony. Starting this investigation by breaking the law wasn’t on my agenda.
         

         
         Conway marched over to the two tables and stood between them. “You wanted to view the bodies, here they are.”

         
         He jerked back the two sheets covering the remains.

         
         I had read about burn victims in forensic textbooks. Several years ago, Nevada was forced into tracking down a pyrokinetic
            Prime. None of us could help her, so I
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