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        Chapter 1

        “What do you think?” I asked,
            as I fumbled for the light switch. An incandescent bulb flickered on, and then continued
            flickering. I frowned at it, but the late-afternoon sunlight streaming through the grimy
            picture window prevented the gloom from devouring the room.

        Rianna peered through the open doorway but
            made no effort to enter. Her hand fell to idly scratch behind the ear of the barghest
            who acted as her ever-present shadow. “What am I supposed to be looking
            at?”

        “The official office for Tongues for
            the Dead,” I said, waving a hand as if presenting the room.

        Rianna had first suggested we open a PI firm
            that solved cases by questioning the dead when we were still in academy, but by the time
            I’d finished college, she’d vanished. Three months ago I’d found and
            liberated her from a power-hungry fae who’d made her a captive changeling of
            Faerie, and in the wake of recent chaos, we were both healing, adapting, and rebuilding.
            Which, in my opinion, made now the perfect time to give the dreams of two idealistic
            schoolgirls a second chance.

        Rianna obviously didn’t agree.

        “Alex, I think you might need to give
            your eyes a little more time to recover.”

        “This place isn’t that
            bad,” I said, glancing around the room I envisioned would be a reception lobby—you
            know, if the firm ever became profitable enough to hire a receptionist. My gaze skidded
            over walls covered in graffitied runes and minor, mostly dispersed, spells before moving
            on to take in the balding carpet and the piles of beer cans and cigarettes tossed
            haphazardly around the otherwise empty room. “It just needs a little
            TLC.”

        Rianna cocked an eyebrow, and the barghest,
            Desmond, who was in his customary shape of an oversized black dog with red-ringed
            pupils, huffed, making his jowls billow.

        “Okay, so it needs a lot of
            work, but the rent is affordable”—barely, and only because my landlord waived the
            rent on my loft as payment for the last big case I’d worked—“and it’s
            in the Magic Quarter. A definite perk as we offer magical solutions in our
            investigations.”

        “Alex, this is a seedy back alley on
            the very edge of the Magic Quarter. We’re about as far as we can be from the heart
            of the Quarter. No upscale restaurants. No spell boutiques. Not even the kitschy stores
            hawking overpriced, underpowered charms to norms are out this far.” She glanced
            over her shoulder at the only other door in the admittedly less than ideal alley and
            lowered her voice. “And I’m pretty sure that unmarked shop is dealing black
            magic.”

        “Gray actually,” I said and her
            eyes widened. “Hey, it’s not like I went shopping. I just sensed a couple of
            mild compulsion spells and a lot of weak love charms when I passed by the shop. I think
            it’s run by a matchmaker.”

        “And you were planning to call the
            OMIH when, exactly?”

        The Organization for Magically Inclined
            Humans was originally formed as an advocate group for witches during the turmoil
            following the Magical Awakening. A good seventy years later they were still considered
            the public face of the witch population, but now their mission statement focused on
            education and promoting the safe and ethical use of magic. That, of course, meant they
            policed their own.

        “Keep your voice down,” I
            hissed. I had no desire to irritate a neighbor willing to spin gray
            spells—which were a short step from the really dark, soul damaging stuff. “I
            contacted the OMIH already. They’re supposed to send an inspector out this week,
            and once they confirm my report, they’ll alert the Magical Crimes Investigation
            Bureau.” Which sounded like a lot of tedious bureaucratic red tape. But despite
            the fact I was an OMIH certified sensitive, citizens couldn’t contact the MCIB
            directly, so we’d have to wait. The unmarked door on the other side of the alley
            opened, and I ducked back into the office we were actually supposed to be discussing.
            “Once we fix this place up, it could be nice. It has the lobby area, a bathroom,
            and two offices. Exactly what we need,” I said, as if we’d never veered off
            the subject.

        Rianna frowned and curled her fingers in
            Desmond’s fur. “You can see again, so you don’t need me to substitute
            anymore, and we both know there isn’t enough business to justify the overhead of
            an office. Especially when you were doing fine running things through phone and
            e-mail.”

        Well, not always fine. At times I’d
            barely scraped by, which only highlighted her point. But I had other reasons I wanted to
            open an office.

        When I first emancipated Rianna, she’d
            been reluctant to spend time in the mortal realm. But when I’d lost my sight
            several weeks ago after a showdown with a witch who thought the world would be better if
            all the planes of existence touched—yeah, no, bad idea—Rianna had stepped up and covered
            my cases. At first she’d left Faerie for only a couple of hours on the days
            rituals were scheduled. But recently she’d been spending almost all day, every day
            in Nekros, and while her visits hadn’t completely erased the wraithlike appearance
            she’d had as Coleman’s soul-chained captive, she now had color in her cheeks
            and the bruiselike circles no longer ringed her eyes. The mortal realm agreed with her.
            I didn’t want her to disappear into Faerie again.

        Besides, my ability to raise the dead was
            wyrd magic, and if I didn’t use it, it used me. Over the last few weeks I’d
            had to perform a couple of off-the-books rituals, holding the shades
            just long enough to relieve the magical pressure on my shields. But even those limited
            rituals had come at a higher cost than before. If I returned to raising shades several
            times a week I’d be permanently blind before I hit thirty. Tongues for the Dead
            needed a new business model.

        “I was actually thinking about
            expanding the firm’s services. Take on some cases with billable hours not
            restricted to rituals and talking to shades. Cases that utilize
            more … traditional forms of investigation.”

        “Traditional investigation?” She
            cocked her head to the side. “Like what? Surveillance? Tailing spouses suspected
            of cheating? Maybe a stakeout?” I didn’t miss the sarcasm in her tone.
            Rianna and I were all but night blind, to say nothing of my degrading vision. Then there
            was the fact that as a changeling, Rianna couldn’t be in the mortal realm during
            sunset or sunrise without deadly consequences.

        “More like locating missing persons or
            artifacts, tracing the origins of spells or charms. Hell, we could even do background
            checks if someone would pay us. Between you graduating at the top of your class in
            spellcasting and me being one of the top five sensitives in the city, we have skills to
            offer besides grave magic.” I didn’t mention that she’d had a couple
            hundred extra years’ practice while in Faerie or that I had the whole planeweaving
            thing going on. Neither facts were something either of us wanted on a résumé. I turned
            back to the room, which she still hadn’t entered, and waved a hand to encompass
            the space. “Ignore the mess and imagine what this place could look like. For
            instance, take that picture window. Once it’s cleaned up, we can have ‘Alex
            Craft and Rianna McBride: Tongues for the Dead Investigations’ stenciled on
            it.”

        Rianna glanced at the window, which was
            coated in a decade’s worth of dust, but the faintest hint of a smile appeared at
            the edge of her mouth. “You’d put my name on it too?”

        “How could I not? You were the one who
            looked up from a mystery novel during your final year at academy and suggested the
            name.”

        The smile grew a little brighter.
            “I’d forgotten about that. It was so long ago.” She finally stepped
            inside, Desmond at her heels. “Show me around?”

        That task didn’t take long. The doors
            to the two offices were on opposite sides of the room, and neither office was large—or
            in better shape than the front room—but each had enough space for a desk, some filing
            cabinets, and a couple of chairs, which would be enough for meeting with clients. There
            was also a small closet and a bathroom against the very far wall, but neither of us was
            brave enough to see what condition it might be in, at least, not yet.

        “It’s going to take a lot of
            work,” she said as she surveyed the lobby.

        “Then you’re in?”

        “Of course I am.” The words were
            flat, void of any excitement.

        I turned and studied her face. It was blank,
            unexpressive, and totally not the response I anticipated. “This isn’t that
            faerie master crap again, is it?”

        Sadly, it was a legitimate question. When
            I’d destroyed her former master, Faerie had passed all of his holdings on to me.
            That included an enormous castle straight out of a fairy tale and his prize changeling,
            Rianna. I had no interest in owning my childhood friend, but she was a changeling, bound
            to Faerie and its magic. If I renounced her, some other fae could take her. So I
            accepted the claim, and as far as Faerie was concerned, she was my property, obliged to
            my will.

        But I considered it political bullshit, and
            she knew it.

        “Rianna, you’re free to do
            whatever you want, including telling me you’ve outgrown your interest in being a
            private investigator.”

        “Al, don’t think that.
            It’s nothing like that.” She wove her fingers into Desmond’s fur
            again, and he leaned against her leg, offering his support.
            “It’s … I …” She shook her head. “Sometimes I
            forget that only a few years passed for you while I spent hundreds under Coleman’s
            control. The freedom to want things for myself, to reach for my own dreams—​it’s something I nearly forgot. Having options is a little
            overwhelming.” She looked around the room, her gaze slow and assessing. A smile
            crept across her face as she peeked into one of the offices again. Then she turned
            toward me. “Yes, I want this. I want to be Rianna McBride, PI for Tongues for the
            Dead. Let’s do it, boss.”

        “Partner,” I corrected.

        “Partner.” The word was a
            whisper, but her smile spread, making her green eyes sparkle.

        “It’s official, then.” I
            glanced around the room, imagining what it could be. It was going to take a lot of
            work.

        “I guess we should start with
            paint,” Rianna said, following my gaze. “And something for the
            carpet?”

        “Some essential furniture too,”
            I said, digging through my purse. “But first …” I pulled out a thin
            rectangular box. I’d wrapped it in newspaper—wrapping paper was expensive and this
            counted as recycling, right? Rianna gave me a quizzical look as I handed it to her.

        “I didn’t get you
            anything,” she said, staring at the box in its makeshift wrapping.

        “Don’t be silly, just open
            it.”

        She bit her lip, as if unsure. Then a grin
            cut across her face and she lifted the box to her ear and gave it a good shake.

        “Hey, it could be breakable,” I
            said, and her grin grew.

        “Nah, you’d have stopped me
            earlier.” She tore into the packaging. Her perplexed look didn’t change when
            she pulled out a small metal container engraved with her initials, but when she flipped
            it open, she gave out a squeal of a laugh. “Business cards,” she said,
            pulling out the thin stack of cards. “And that’s the logo I tried—and
            failed—to draw. You nailed it. When did you have this done?”

        I shrugged, but I was grinning too. “I
            created the template years ago. But after you disappeared I didn’t feel right
            using it. These I had printed yesterday. I’m just glad you said yes.”

        She closed the lid and clutched the gift as
            if it were much more valuable than a cheap case and a handful of business cards. Then
            she bounced on the balls of her feet before scampering over to hug me.
            But she didn’t thank me. I don’t know if that was for my sake, as I hated
            feeling the imbalance of debt, or simply because she’d lived among the fae so
            long. Either way, the hug expressed her gratitude more than sufficiently.

        “So, furniture,” I said as we
            headed back outside into the bright afternoon sun. “Unfortunately our budget is
            thrift, but maybe we’ll luck out.”

        I locked our new office and we headed up the
            alley with Desmond following in our wake, or maybe he was taking rear guard—it was
            always hard to tell what the barghest was thinking. Rianna had parked my car around the
            corner since, legally, I couldn’t drive. It was well documented that grave magic
            damaged the witch’s eyesight, so we were required to take a vision test once a
            year.

        Yeah, guess when mine had come due?
            My—suspended—driver’s license currently listed me as blind. If I could avoid any
            serious damage to my eyes, I hoped I could retake the test and pass next week.

        We were just passing the matchmaker’s
            door, the gray magic inside pricking at my senses, when Annabella Lwin began singing the
            chorus of “I Want Candy” in my purse. My phone. I dug it out but
            didn’t bother glancing at the display. When I’d replaced my phone yet
            again—the latest cellular casualty had been lost in Faerie—Holly, my housemate and good
            friend, had set her own ring tone.

        “Hey, Hol.”

        She didn’t bother with a greeting.
            “I want chocolate so bad, I may kill the next person I see with a Snickers
            bar.”

        “I sure hope you didn’t just say
            that in the middle of the courthouse.” After all, Holly was an assistant district
            attorney, and I was guessing that threatening to kill people over vending machine fare
            wouldn’t go over well.

        “I just left,” she said, and a
            car horn blared through the phone.

        “So is this where I’m supposed
            to be the sympathetic friend to your chocolate plight or where I offer to meet you for
            lunch?”

        “Both? My last case for the day is over,
            so aside from a mountain of research, I’m free for the afternoon,” she said,
            and her horn sounded again. “God, what I wouldn’t do for just one piece of
            rich, dark chocolate.”

        I winced on behalf of the cars around her. I
            doubted they were driving any worse than most Nekros citizens or deserved the long
            blasts of her horn. Tilting the phone away from my mouth, I glanced at Rianna.

        “You up for a change of plans?
            We’ll furniture shop later. Let’s go celebrate the new business over lunch
            and drinks.”

        Rianna stopped, forcing me to turn on my
            heels and double back. “Where were you thinking?” she asked.

        “The Eternal Bloom—before Holly
            commits vehicular homicide.”

        “I heard that,” Holly’s
            voice snapped in my ear.

        Rianna frowned. “Doesn’t sound
            like much of a celebration if you can’t drink.”

        It was true, but there wasn’t anywhere
            we could go that all of us could lift a glass together. As a changeling, Rianna was
            addicted to faerie food; anything else she tried to eat turned to ash on her tongue.
            Holly wasn’t a changeling, not currently at least, but a month ago she’d
            been exposed to faerie food, and one bite was enough to addict a mortal. Not that she
            didn’t miss mortal food—hence her chocolate-withdrawal inspired rage. I
            sympathized. Which was why, despite the fact I’d recently learned I had more fae
            blood than not and was apparently going through some sort of fae-mien metamorphosis, I
            was avoiding faerie food. If I turned out to be too mortal to resist it, I was sure I
            couldn’t live without coffee and Faerie didn’t serve it. My abstention meant
            that going to Nekros’s local fae bar, the Eternal Bloom, excluded me from the
            meal. Unfortunately, since Holly was neither fae nor changeling, she couldn’t get
            into the VIP area, so she needed an escort and today was my day.

        “We’re not far from the
            Bloom,” I said, swiveling the phone back in front of my mouth. “You want to
            meet in about twenty—”

        A booming crash and the sound of shattering
            glass exploded from somewhere around the corner. The blare of first one and then the
            honks of several car alarms sounded.

        “Shit!”

        “What the hell was that?” Holly
            asked, her voice pitched high. “Alex, is everyone okay?”

        “I don’t know. It sounded like a
            car crash.” I broke into a run, Rianna at my side. Desmond raced ahead of us, a
            black blur as he bounded around the corner and out of the alley.

        “Are you okay? Anyone hurt?”
            Holly asked again.

        “We’re fine. Hang on a
            second,” I said, and then under my breath muttered, “That better not have
            been someone hitting my car.” It was new, and from the sound of the impact,
            something had taken major damage.

        As it turned out, major damage was
            an understatement. I breached the mouth of the alley and ground to a halt, my mouth
            falling slack at the scene in front of me.

        “Holly, I think we’re going to
            be late,” I said into the phone, but if she replied before I ended the call, I
            didn’t hear.

        A crowd was gathering in the street, people
            pouring out of shops and cars screeching to a halt as the drivers stared with pale,
            shocked faces. The impact we’d heard had been a car—not mine—a little red sedan
            parallel parked a few spaces behind mine. Glass littered the street and sidewalk around
            it from where it had exploded as the roof caved. But it wasn’t another vehicle
            that had hit the car.

        It was a body.

    
        Chapter 2

        I worked around the dead on a regular
            basis. It was one of those unavoidable consequences of being a grave witch. But I
            usually entered the picture after the deceased had been dead for a while—preferably
            after they’d been buried. I was squeamish around blood, and there was a lot of it
            leaking from the mangled form that had smashed into the car’s ruined roof.

        “Should we call the police?”
            Rianna asked, moving so close her shoulders brushed mine.

        I glanced at the phone in my hand. I’d
            forgotten I was holding it. Then I shook my head. There had to be a half dozen people
            already on the phone. The cops didn’t need yet another nine-one-one call clogging
            their switchboard.

        “Is anyone a doctor or a
            healer?” one of the bystanders yelled, running toward the body.

        “I’m a nurse,” a man said,
            separating himself from the crowd, just as a woman stepped forward with “I know a
            little healing magic.”

        I shook my head. “It’s too
            late.”

        I didn’t think I’d said it
            aloud, but several gawkers turned to glare at me, and an elderly woman who vibrated with
            the spells she carried sniffed and said, “Well, we have to try. That
            building’s only five stories. He might still be alive.”

        Rianna and I exchanged a glance, but neither of
            us bothered to explain that we knew, definitively, that the man was dead. As grave
            witches we had an affinity for the dead. I could feel the grave essence lifting from the
            body, its chilling touch brushing my shields.

        Besides, the man’s ghost was standing
            beside the car, staring at the broken shell he’d once inhabited. From the confused
            look on his face, he hadn’t grasped the situation yet. Which wasn’t that
            surprising, dying had to take a major adjustment. Of course, this guy looked like a
            jumper, so he shouldn’t have been that shocked.

        What was more surprising, at least to me,
            was that a jumper would fight hard enough against moving on to become a ghost. Souls
            didn’t just pop out of bodies—a collector had to pull them free. The average
            mortal couldn’t bargain for his life, but if souls struggled enough, sometimes
            soul collectors released them, and they became ghosts. But why would someone so
                desperate to die fight the collector?

        Not that this was the first ghost of a
            suicide I’d seen. I wasn’t sure why the collectors allowed some stubborn
            souls to stay and continue as ghosts in the purgatory of the land of the dead, but while
            ghosts were anomalies, there were enough that I doubted it was an accident they were
            left behind. I was familiar with the devastated landscape of the land of the dead, and I
            didn’t think such an existence was much of a win—neither did most of the
            ghosts.

        But speaking of
                collectors … We’d heard the impact so I must have just missed
            seeing the collector and soul struggle. It was possible the collector was still here. I
            crossed my fingers as I scanned the gathering crowd, hoping to spot a familiar face.

        I wasn’t disappointed.

        Death, my oldest and closest friend, my
            confidant, and a man who, at one point, had said he loved me, stood on the far side of
            the street. While the people around him were a blur in my bad eyesight, it was my psyche
            that let me perceive him, and I had no trouble seeing that those hooded, hazel eyes were
            fixed on me, his dark hair hanging forward toward his chin. The sight
            of him drew a smile from me that spread across my face despite the terrible scene behind
            me. It had been nearly a month since I’d seen him, and I missed his company so
            much it hurt.

        Then I noticed he wasn’t alone. My
            smile faltered. Another collector, whom I’d dubbed the gray man due to his
            predilection for gray clothing, right down to a dried gray rose on his lapel, stood at
            Death’s side.

        Damn. If the gray man spotted me,
            I’d have no chance to speak to Death. It wasn’t that the gray man disliked
            me in particular. He simply didn’t approve of mortals consorting with soul
            collectors.

        I wove my way through the crowd of people as
            they pushed forward to gain a closer look at the grisly disaster. I sidestepped and
            dodged, all the time letting my eyes drink in Death’s familiar features, the way
            his black T-shirt showed off the contour of a muscular chest, the faded jeans he wore.
            He was certainly no skeleton with dark robes and a scythe as popular media still, even
            seventy years after the Magical Awakening, liked to portray soul collectors. Of course,
            there weren’t that many of us who could see collectors, and to my knowledge, I was
            the only living person—outside of Faerie at least—who could touch them.

        Not that I’d get that chance today.
            The gray man spotted me as I strained against the flow of the crowd. He tapped
            Death’s arm with the silver skull atop his cane.

        While my magic let me look across planes of
            existence and see the collectors, it didn’t give me super hearing. But I
            recognized a heated exchange when I saw one. The gray man jabbed his cane in my
            direction. Crap.

        I gave up on being polite and pushed my way
            through the crowd. I’m five ten barefoot, and with my boots I easily hit six feet.
            But while my height let me see over peoples’ heads, it wasn’t like I had
            much bulk to put behind it. As I’d recently learned, I was built like my Sleagh
            Maith relations—tall but skinny. Some called it lithe. I called it curveless. Either
            way, it certainly wasn’t helping me clear a path.

        I’d made it halfway across the street
            and nearly out of the crowd when Death looked at me again. He pressed
            two fingers to his lips, his gaze burning into me, making my skin flush as I recalled
            the press of those lips on mine. Then both collectors vanished.

        Son of a—I stopped the thought
            before I finished it. A month ago, a changeling grave witch and a rogue soul collector
            created a massacre in an attempt to be together. So many lives were lost, all in a
            twisted vision of love. In the aftermath, the gray man had warned me that the
            relationship blooming between Death and me could never happen. Since then, I’d had
            no direct contact with Death.

        None. Zip. Zilch.

        Occasionally, I’d catch sight of him
            from a distance. Once or twice he’d even waved. But he always vanished before I
            reached him.

        I was sick of it.

        The worst part of the whole mess? I’d
            lost my closest friend. Death had been my one constant since I was five years old. At
            times, my only friend. But now he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—speak to me.

        It sucked. Majorly.

        Of course, that pretty much summed up the
            state of what passed as my love life. Falin Andrews, the other man, or really, fae, I
            was occasionally involved with also wasn’t speaking to me. Not because he
            didn’t want to, but because he couldn’t disobey the compulsion of his
            queen’s command.

        The really sad part? Even with neither man
            speaking to me, either one could be considered the closest I’d come to a
            relationship in my adult life. I’d always preferred no strings—and certainly no
            emotions—attached partners. Someone to warm my bed when the grave chilled me to the
            bone, but nothing more. This whole relationship thing? Yeah, I wished I could get over
            it already.

        A masculine scream pierced the air behind
            me, dragging me out of my one person pity party—and making me realize I was still
            standing in the center of the street. Good thing the cars were all stopped, the drivers,
            at least those who were even still in their cars, were too busy trying to figure out what had drawn a crowd to do anything sensible like drive.

        Another scream rang out, half panic,
            half … rage? I turned and wove toward where Rianna and Desmond stood among the
            wary onlookers surrounding the car. Moving closer to the scene was even harder than
            trying to get out of the crowd had been. More than once I squeezed between people and
            the heat of the press of bodies sizzled against my skin. I’d never had trouble
            with crowds before, but my breath was suddenly coming too fast, my heart racing. I
                had to get out of the center of this crowd. I used my arms to part people,
            trying to make a clear path. People jerked back at my icy touch, which gave me a little
            more room, but it was still slow going. And the whole time, somewhere up ahead, the man
            yelled, calling for someone to help, for an ambulance, for someone to do something,
                anything.

        I guess the ghost finally realized
                he’s dead. No one reacted to his cries. It had taken him long enough to
            get with the program, but he definitely wasn’t taking the situation well.

        I caught snippets of conversations as I
            struggled through the crowd. Most were making guesses on what happened. Had he jumped?
            Was he pushed? Maybe he’d been leaning against the railing and fallen. I squeezed
            around two gentlemen, just as one asked the other who he thought would have to pay for
            the damage to the car. They were debating if it would be the owner’s insurance or
            the deceased’s estate as I moved too far to hear more.

        Sirens sounded in the distance by the time I
            made it back to Rianna and Desmond. If the ghost noticed the approaching officials, he
            gave no indication. He’d stopped yelling, but he kept trying to grab people in the
            crowd, his face a mask of dismay and terror as his hands slipped through arms and
            shoulders.

        “We should go,” I whispered as
            the first responders arrived. Not that they could get close to the car and the broken
            body on top of it—there were just too many gawkers. Us included.

        The crowd thinned as people retreated to
            move their cars, or perhaps they’d simply seen enough and were
            ready to move on and go about their days. Which was what I planned to do as well, right
            up until Rianna pointed out that the spot she’d parallel parked my car was
            blocked, at least until some of the other cars moved.

        Great.

        As the crowd thinned, the ghost made his way
            toward where we stood. He grabbed for people as they passed, his hands passing unnoticed
            through them. “Please,” he said, his voice broken. “Please, I have a
            wife. She’s pregnant. She needs me.”

        I took a step back as he neared. If he tried
            to touch me, his hands wouldn’t just pass through me.

        Rianna gave me a quizzical look.
            “Al?”

        I mouthed the word “ghost”
            because I didn’t want him to know I could see or hear him.

        Rianna’s lips formed an
            “O.” Then her green eyes blazed like candles had been lit behind her irises
            as she opened her shields and tapped into her grave magic.

        “Hey, remember that you’re our
            driver,” I whispered when the glow of her eyes brightened, her psyche further
            straddling the chasm between the living and the dead so she could hear the ghost.

        “It will be fine.” But she
            shivered. At least she wasn’t far enough across that the never-ending wind in the
            land of the dead whirled around her.

        The police arrived at the same time as an
            ambulance—which wouldn’t be necessary. And still the ghost tried to get someone,
            anyone’s attention. My personal policy was not to get involved with ghosts. After
            all, most souls stubborn or desperate enough to fight off a collector either had
            unfinished business they wanted to drag me into, or they were so nasty in life, they
            feared what might happen to them in the afterlife. I was leaning toward the former for
            this guy as most of his pleading had to do with the fact his wife was expecting, soon,
            and he needed to be there.

        “Crap,” I muttered, and Rianna
            turned her glowing gaze at me. I gave her a weak smile. “I still haven’t
            gotten rid of the last ghost I helped.” But I felt for this guy.
            If nothing else, I could try to calm him down and explain to him he was dead, right?

        I didn’t get a chance. One of the
            officers—who looked familiar, but I worked for the police often enough that most of the
            local cops looked familiar—walked over carrying a small notepad.

        “Did anyone see what happened?”
            he asked, glancing around the small cluster of people who remained.

        The woman who’d sniped at me earlier
            was the first to speak. “He jumped. Right off the top of the roof.”

        The ghost whirled around. “What? I
            would never—”

        But the man beside the woman nodded
            vigorously. “I saw him too. I was right over there, coming out of Brew and
            Brews.” He pointed at a sketchy-looking bar specializing in magically laced beer.
            “Looked up, and there he was.” The man finished the last with a hiccup.

        Oh yeah, now that’s a credible
                witness.

        The ghost’s hands clenched. “You
            drunken liar.” He took a swing at the man, which, if the ghost had been corporeal,
            probably would have knocked the drunk on his ass. As it was, his fist passed harmlessly
            through the man’s jaw.

        “And did either of you see anyone else
            on the roof with the man?” the officer asked.

        The woman shook her head, but the drunk
            apparently enjoyed the sound of his own voice because he said, “Oh no. That guy,
            he climbed up on the ledge, took a look around, and then took a perfect swan dive into
            that there car.”

        “I can’t listen to this,”
            the ghost said, and for a moment I thought he might try to slug the drunk again. He
            didn’t. Instead he walked up to the officer and said, “I would never, ever,
            kill myself. I’m about to have a son. A son! Why would I do this, huh?
            Why?”

        By the last “why” he was yelling
            into the officer’s face, who never looked up from jotting notes in his notepad.
            With an exasperated growl, the ghost turned away. Then his gaze landed on two men
            bagging his body and he forgot about the drunk and the cop as he ran down the sidewalk
            yelling.

        “Did anyone else see anything?” The
            officer asked. There weren’t many people left on the sidewalk now, just a cluster
            of maybe twelve, but they all shook their heads. The officer looked at me.

        I hadn’t seen what happened
            but … “I don’t think he jumped.”

        “Alex Craft,” he said. He
            smiled. At a murder scene. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

        How was I supposed to respond to that?
            Thankfully, before I had to come up with something to say, he continued.

        “Okay, Ms. Craft, did you see what
            happened?”

        “Not exactly.”

        The officer’s lips twitched.
            “That was a yes or no question.”

        “I was around the corner, so I only
            heard the impact,” I said and the officer, who had been poised to write down my
            statement, lowered his pen. I hurried on. “But he wouldn’t have killed
            himself. His wife is pregnant. With a son. He was very excited about it.”

        “You knew the jumper?”

        Jumper? Oh, didn’t that sound
            like he’d already made up his mind. Of course, I was one to talk. I’d come
            to the same conclusion before hearing the ghost’s diatribe.

        “Ms. Craft, I asked if you knew the
            man.”

        I winced. “Uh, not exactly.”

        His smile faded. “Either you knew the
            man or you didn’t because if you’d raised a shade and questioned him,
            I’m pretty sure someone here would have mentioned that fact.”

        Crap. I glanced at Rianna. Her eyes no
            longer glowed, and I had no idea how much of the ghost’s one-sided altercation
            with the eyewitnesses she’d seen. She tilted her head to the side and shrugged,
            which didn’t tell me anything.

        I took a deep breath and let it out again
            before saying, “His soul didn’t transition properly. So—”

        “Our dead guy left a ghost,” the
            officer finished for me. “And the ghost swears he didn’t jump.”

        Okay, I was impressed. Despite the
            OMIH’s attempts to educate the public on different kinds of magic, grave magic was too rare for most people to bother learning the details. Academy
            trained wyrd witches knew the difference between shades and ghosts, but your average
            witchy witch didn’t—even those trained at prestigious spellcasting schools. I gave
            him an appraising look. He was thirty tops and, judging by the fact he wore several
            charms and at least two rings holding raw Aetheric energy, was a witch. If he was wyrd,
            I couldn’t spot any of the telltale signs of an ability burning out one of his
            senses.

        “I’m impressed.” Credit
            where credit’s due, and all that. Him knowing the difference also saved me a lot
            of time trying to explain the difference.

        The smile was back and he gave me a careless
            one shoulder shrug. “I try.”

        Right.

        Someone in the crowd cleared his throat, and
            the officer snapped to attention, his gaze locking on his pad and the last note
            he’d taken.

        “So you talked to his ghost. Did he
            tell you his name?”

        And back to the case. Thank
                goodness. Except as I thought about it, I realized out of all the pleading and
            ranting the ghost did, he never once mentioned his or his widow’s name.

        “I can ask,” I said, turning
            toward where I’d last seen the ghost. He wasn’t there. “Uh, I think he
            followed his body.”

        The officer closed his notepad. “Well,
            then, guess we’ll have to solve this one with good old-fashioned police
            work.” He winked. “We should go out for a drink sometime.”

        “Take him up on the offer,”
            Rianna whispered, nudging me. “He’s a cute one.”

        Was he? I would have called him average, but
            then, both Death and Falin set the bar pretty high when it came to looks. Unfortunately,
            I had a bit of a reputation among the boys in blue—I’d taken more than a few home
            with me after working a case. But I wasn’t interested in Officer … I
            glanced at his nameplate … Larid.

        “I have to pass,” I told him and
            he had the gall to look shocked. Geez, is my rep that bad? I
            hadn’t slept with that many of the cops. Hell, I hadn’t slept with
            anyone in over two months.

        When he turned on his regulation polished
            heels and walked away, Rianna turned to me. “I closed my shields as soon as the
            cops arrived. Did the ghost really deny jumping?”

        “Vehemently.” I recounted the
            ghost’s reactions to the witness statements.

        “Huh,” she said, a slow smile
            spreading across her face. “I have an idea.”

        She jogged after the officer. I caught a
            flash of light reflecting off something she pulled out of her purse, but didn’t
            realize it was the business cardholder I’d just given her until she passed one of
            the cards to him. They spoke for a moment or two more before she headed back to where I
            stood, gaping at her.

        “Did you just ask him out?”
                At a crime scene?

        “Don’t be silly,” she
            said, snapping closed the clasp on her purse. “I simply asked him to pass our card
            on to the widow and let her know that we know her husband’s death wasn’t
            suicide, and that Tongues for the Dead is willing to prove it.”

        I blinked at her. “You
            didn’t.” But I had no doubt that was exactly what she’d done.

        Rianna smiled a smile so mischievous, it
            looked exactly like the ones she used to flash me back in academy. Those typically came
            right before she suggested we test out a school-banned spell, like turning soda into
            whisky. Without her smile slipping an inch she said, “Hey, we’ve expanded
            the business. We need to get the word out, right?”

        “Right?” I said, but even I
            heard the uncertainty in the word. Handing out business cards at crime scenes reeked of
            sleazy, like a talking dead version of ambulance chasing lawyers. But she did have a
            point about needing the business. That didn’t mean I had to agree. At least, not
            until I saw if it worked. “Let’s get out of here. If we don’t make it
            to the Bloom soon, Holly will probably eat the doorman.”

        “Caleb’s going to kill me,”
            I said as Holly pulled her car to a stop in front of the house we shared.

        Since Rianna had parked my car in an
            overnight garage near the Eternal Bloom, there should have been more than enough room
            for Holly to pull into the driveway, but tonight the drive was full. Three sleek black
            vehicles surrounded the car that belonged to Caleb, our third housemate and
            landlord.

        I’d seen those cars before. They
            belonged to the Fae Investigation Bureau. Which meant the house was being raided.

        Again.

        “We could keep driving,” Holly
            suggested, letting the car idle instead of putting it in park.

        A tempting idea. Except if Caleb found out
            he’d be livid. Actually make that more livid than he likely already was. Besides,
            if the FIB were here … Falin probably is too.

        I shook my head and pushed open my door
            before Holly had time to cut the ignition. Climbing out of the car was a relief, the
            balmy September air soothing my exposed skin, which tingled from the amount of metal in
            the vehicle. It wasn’t a fae friendly car.

        I started toward the side of the house,
            where a staircase led to a private entrance to my one room loft above the garage.
            I’d made it only halfway across the lawn when the front door opened.

        “Alex,” Caleb yelled, his voice
            echoing off the houses on the quiet suburban street.

        I cringed but turned dutifully toward my
            friend and landlord. “Another raid?”

        He marched down the front steps, thrusting a
            tri-folded bundle of pages at me. His normally tanned-looking skin had a slightly green
            tinge to it, his glamour slipping under his anger. “They’re looking for the
            Sword of Frozen Silence this time. That artifact has been missing for half a
            millennia.” He took a deep breath. “This is harassment.”

        I plucked the search warrant from his fist and
            passed it to Holly—she was the lawyer after all. She studied it, scanning the small
            printed text. All I needed to see was the signet stamp. It had been endorsed by the
            Winter Queen herself. Even if the warrant wasn’t legit, there wasn’t a
            higher authority in Nekros’s fae population. And the fae policed themselves.

        “Is she trying to irritate us into
            submission?”

        “Not us. You.” Caleb’s
            eyes bled to black as he glanced over his shoulder at his defiled sanctuary of a house.
            “What did you turn down this time?”

        “A feast held in my honor.” I
            studied the scuff on the toe of my boot. “It would have been tonight. Caleb,
            I’m—”

        His head snapped around, his sharp look
            stopping me from apologizing—we both knew better. That didn’t make me feel any
            less guilty.

        “You need to pick a court or declare
            yourself independent, or this is never going to stop,” he said, and I looked away.
            “There is a revelry on the equinox. Go to it. See Faerie at the height of its
            magic. Choose and make this stop.”

        It wasn’t that easy and we both knew
            it. If I picked any court other than Winter, I’d have to leave Nekros as this was
            currently the Winter Queen’s territory. If I declared myself independent, there
            was nothing to prevent her from continuing to harass me. Still, he was right about one
            thing, I couldn’t put off choosing forever.

        I was saved from the overworn argument by
            the front door of the house opening and a man stepping into the doorway. The near dusk
            hid his features from my bad eyes, but the light from the house poured out from behind
            him, outlining a very familiar sleek but muscular body that his tailored suit accented
            perfectly and making his loose blond hair glimmer. My heart stalled, my breath
            catching.

        Falin.

        As if trying to make up for that lost beat,
            my pulse sped up, my heart fluttering in an attempt to escape my chest. I took a step
            forward, toward the house, before catching myself—and Caleb’s dark glare.

        “I can’t stay here and watch them
            tear apart my house, again.” Caleb’s teeth were green now too, his fae-mien
            almost completely revealed. He glanced at his car. His blocked car.

        “I’ll give you a ride,”
            Holly said, holding up her keys.

        Caleb had as much trouble with Holly’s
            car as I did, more if he couldn’t get his glamour back up to protect him from the
            iron and steel, so it said a lot when he nodded and marched toward her vehicle.

        “You coming?” Holly asked.

        I glanced from Caleb to the figure in the
            doorway. “I, uh … I should probably walk PC.”

        “Yeah, you’re thinking about
            your dog right now,” Holly said, shaking her head. “I don’t know if
            this is tragically romantic or just pathetic, but it’s your heartbreak.”

        She was right. I knew she was, but I
            couldn’t help walking toward that open doorway. I’m not sure my legs would
            have listened had I tried to stop them from climbing the steps.

        Falin didn’t move, not even a muscle
            twitch, as I approached. I wanted to see him smile. Hell, after the kiss he’d said
            good-bye with a month ago, a kiss so full of promise, of need, I wanted those lips to do
            a lot more than just smile. Not like that could happen. His face was hard, impassive.
            But his eyes betrayed him. Ice blue, but oh so warm as they swept over me.

        “Hi.” My voice was breathless
            and not from the three squat steps I’d climbed to reach the door.

        “Ms. Craft. I trust you saw the
            warrant.” The words were crisp, professional, and cold enough to make me flinch.
            Only the lingering warmth in his eyes gave me hope.

        “I saw enough to know it’s
            bullshit.” I leaned back against the doorjamb crossing my arms over my chest.
            “She’s not going to stop until I accept one of her invitations, is
            she?”

        He looked away. Neither of us had to clarify
            who “she” was. Falin was the Winter Queen’s bloody hands, her
            assassin, her knight, and was completely bound to her will. Her current
            compulsion prevented him from having any contact with me outside of a professional
            capacity. Even our discussions were limited to FIB business. But then she sent him here,
            to my home, on these damn raids. Why? To remind me that if I wanted Falin I had to come
            to her first, had to join her court? Or was she simply torturing both of us, making him
            the instrument of her harassment because she was a possessive bitch and he
                belonged to her, not me?

        I didn’t know, but I should have gone
            with Caleb and Holly. Seeing him, being so near, but with the queen’s icy barrier
            between us, hurt. My staying had been cruel to both of us. I pushed away from the
            doorjamb and started into the living room and the inner stair that led to my apartment,
            but paused as I took in the havoc the FIB agents had rendered on Caleb’s normally
            orderly house. They weren’t breaking anything, just ransacking the place so it
            looked like a mini whirlwind had hit the room.

        Damn, no wonder Caleb had been so pissed.
            The previous raids hadn’t been this bad.

        “Alex.”

        I stopped at Falin’s voice. It was
            still distant, but not quite as cold as it had been a moment before. I turned, hoping
            when I made the full one eighty I’d find his chilliness would have as well.

        No such luck. His expression was just as
            hard as when I’d turned away.

        “If you have a case you think involves
            fae, or have any trouble that might call for FIB involvement …” He pressed a
            card into my palm, his gloved fingers tracing the back of my hand as he drew back
            again.

        My stomach did an inappropriately excited
            somersault for such a small gesture. I swallowed, but the wall was still there between
            us, as if the movement hadn’t been intentional. But it was. He
            couldn’t break his queen’s commands, but he’d bend them as far as
            they’d go. And man, was I ever tempted to go find a case involving fae. Except
            that would mean looking for trouble, and enough found me without me actively seeking
            it.

        Someone farther inside the house called
            Falin’s name as I glanced at the card he’d given me. It was his business
            card, but he’d scrawled his cell number on the back.

        “Actually,” I said, slowly.
            “I am having fae troubles. I’m being harassed. Think the FIB could put a
            stop to that?”

        For a moment, his hard facade broke, a small
            lopsided grin breaking through as he shook his head not in a “no” but in sad
            amusement. The change lasted only a moment. By the time I blinked, his expression was
            set and cold once more. That invisible distance was even worse for the contrast to the
            small slivers of emotion that escaped.

        I hated this.

        I hated that Falin could be so close and yet
            so far away. I hated that Death disappeared whenever I saw him.

        I was so through with emotions. If only I
            could find an OFF switch.

        An agent called for Falin again and he
            closed his eyes, squeezing the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “I
            have to go. Don’t interfere with the raid, Ms. Craft.”

        “Wasn’t planning on it,” I
            said, heading for my apartment and the Chinese crested awaiting a walk and food. I might
            know the raid was bullshit, but I also knew better than to interfere. If you crossed the
            FIB, not only did you not pass go or collect two hundred dollars; you also didn’t
            go to jail. You went straight to Faerie.

    
        Chapter 3

        It took us the better part of a week to get
            the new Tongues for the Dead offices something akin to presentable and ready to open,
            but it took me only three days to discover the major flaw in having an office: someone
            had to be present during posted business hours. Since Rianna was at a gravesite, right
            now that someone was me.

        Not that any clients had visited the office
            yet. At least, not any new clients. A woman who’d contacted me before we opened
            had, under protest, stopped by to sign paperwork and drop off a retainer fee, grumbling
            about the drive the entire time she was here. The office? Yeah, not so much a success
            thus far.

        I sighed and tapped the touch pad on my
            laptop to wake the screen.

        “You look bored.”

        I jolted at the unexpected voice and my
            thrift-store chair screeched in protest as my heart jumped to my throat. Not that I
            didn’t recognize the voice, or the approaching shimmery form dressed in baggy
            jeans, loose T-shirt, and open flannel shirt so threadbare it would have been nearly
            transparent even if it hadn’t been worn by a ghost.

        “Hey, a little jumpy there,
            Alex?” Roy, my self-appointed ghostly sidekick asked, shoving his hands in his
            pockets. Then he squinted, staring a little too hard. “Your magic
            is overflowing again, isn’t it?”

        I gave an inward cringe. It had been almost
            a week since I raised a shade, and my magic was battering my mental shields in an
            attempt to escape. “That obvious?”

        Roy shrugged. “You’re sort
            of … flickering.”

        That wasn’t good. Roy, being a ghost,
            existed in the land of the dead, which was separated from the reality and the living by
            a chasm. All grave witches could bridge that chasm—that was how we raised shades—but as
            a planeweaver, part of my psyche always touched the land of the dead. Despite
            that, Roy had once told me that I was usually as shadowy and uninteresting looking as
            any of the living, at least, until I actively drew in grave essence. Then I apparently
            lit up like a roman candle. If I was flickering, my power was clearly slipping.

        I should have taken the ritual in the
            cemetery today—I’d just wanted to give my eyes as much time as possible to
            recover.

        “So whatcha working on? Do we have a
            case yet?” Roy asked, leaning forward to stare at my screen. He made a face.
            “Apparently not.”

        I blushed and closed the laptop, hiding the
            two windows I’d had open. One of which was the Dead Club Forums, which was the
            unofficial digital gathering place for the small population of the world’s grave
            witches. The other window was the reason for my embarrassment. It held a game
            that’s sole premise involved slingshotting birds at strangely colored pigs. I
            wasn’t sure how the creators had done it, but I’d swear they worked a spell
            into the code. That was the only way to explain why the game was so unnaturally
            addictive.

        “What do you need, Roy?” The
            question came out snippier than I meant—the pressure of holding my shields was wearing
            on my nerves—and the ghost jerked back. He took a step to the side and hunched his
            shoulders, all but broadcasting his hurt feelings.

        Well, crap. I squeezed my eyes shut
            and buried my face in my hands. I really had to loose my magic soon. If
            I didn’t use it, my shields would crumple with my will. Considering those shields
            were the only things keeping the different planes of reality from trying to converge
            through me, I needed to make sure I—and not my magic—was in control when I lowered
            them.

        I was too fae to apologize, so instead I
            said, “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

        “I know.” But his tone carried a
            sulking note.

        I dropped my hands from my face and glanced
            back at him. As soon as my eyes fell on the ghost, the barrage of magic attacking my
            shields found a crack. I mentally grabbed at the slipping power, trying to draw it
            back.

        Too late.

        That part of me with an affinity for the
            dead, that power that let me reach across the chasm, spiraled out of me. What it wanted
            was grave essence, which every corpse contained, but the office was warded, and no grave
            essence could make it through. So it reached for the next best thing—a ghost.

        Roy straightened with a jolt as my power hit
            him, his eyes flying wide. Then color bled into his clothes and hair as my magic pulled
            him closer to the land of the living.

        I clamped down on the power, tightening my
            shields. I imagined the living vines that kept the dead out—and my magic in—slithering
            closed. A cold sweat dripped down my neck, but I stopped hemorrhaging magic.

        Roy gasped—typically an unnecessary action
            for a ghost—and then doubled forward. “Geez, Alex, warn me next time,” he
            said between ragged breaths. “I mean, you know I’m more than willing to let
            you siphon however much power into me that you want, but what the hell was
            that?”

        “An accident.” I frowned at him.
            With my shields this locked down, I should have been as disconnected from the other
            planes as possible. Instead my peripheral was filled with the chaotic mix of several
            planes. And Roy, well, I wasn’t sure if enough power had spilled out of me to make
            him manifest in reality, but his color was wrong, and in more than him
            being too vivid for a ghost. Or maybe it wasn’t his color. Maybe it was the way my
            psyche perceived him. Something was definitely off. “Are you okay?”

        “Yeah, just …” He
            straightened and rolled his shoulders. “It’s never hurt before.”

        He winced, and my frown deepened. Ghosts are
            dead. As such, they can’t be killed. They can fade out of existence, but they
            can’t die, and before this moment, I’d have sworn nothing could hurt Roy. Or
            at least, nothing had before, even when I’d siphoned enough power into him that he
            fully manifested in reality.

        Roy looked around the room as if seeing it
            for the first time, and maybe he was. The land of the dead overlaid the living world
            perfectly, except that everything on the other side of the chasm was ruined and decayed.
            The farther from the chasm the ghost went, the worse the destruction. Even with my
            planeweaving and grave magic, I’d seen only the first couple of layers, but Roy
            had told me that in the heart of it there was nothing but dust and wasteland. Depending
            on how far into reality my magic had pulled Roy, he might be seeing the room almost as
            intact as it truly existed.

        “So am I here?” he asked,
            curiosity peeking through the wince claiming his features.

        “Not sure. Why don’t you try
            walking through that wall.” Now I was the one with labored breathing. I
            couldn’t keep my shields locked this tight much longer.

        The ghost frowned at me. “You know I
            can’t walk through walls. Not unless they aren’t there in my
            plane.”

        “I know.” Pain built behind my
            eyes, between my ears, and clawed down my spine. “Roy, I have to loosen my
            shields. If you don’t want a repeat performance from a minute ago, you might want
            to get out of here.”

        His gaze moved toward the door, but he
            shoved his hands in his pockets and didn’t move. “I’m ready this
            time.”

        I almost made him leave anyway. After all,
            he’d been a factor in the magic overwhelming me. But if a ghost in the room set me
            off, how the hell was I going to step foot beyond the wards? As soon as the first
            tendril of grave essence reached for me, my magic would pummel through
            my shields. My grave magic preferred humans, but if I lost control, it would settle for
            any mammal or avian corpse in the vicinity. Wouldn’t that be something to loose in
            the Quarter? It would definitely get Tongues for the Dead noticed, but not in a good
            way. I shouldn’t have waited so long between rituals. Case or no case, as soon as
            Rianna returned, I needed to head to the nearest cemetery.

        But first I had to see if my magic would
            flare out of control again if I let my shields return to a maintainable level.

        “Okay, fair warning,” I told
            Roy. Then I loosened my mental hold, letting the vines in my mind relax—not open, they
            still maintained a solid wall, but no longer in a vice-like knot. The pain in my head
            lessened as I stopped working so hard, and I waited for the assault from my own
            magic.

        It didn’t come. The magic didn’t
            even rise to test the weakened shields. I blinked in surprise. I could still feel it
            inside me, like I was a cup filled to the brim and close to boiling over, but for now
            the magic wasn’t overflowing. I let out a sigh, relaxing back into my chair.

        “So it’s done?” Roy asked,
            his expression torn between disappointment and relief. At my nod, his shoulders rolled
            forward a bit and he said, “Oh, okay.”

        He looked around my sparsely decorated
            office and then reached for one of the only things on my desk besides my laptop—a framed
            photo of my dog. I leapt from my chair and grabbed it before he could.

        “Hands off,” I warned.

        “Ah, come on, Alex, I just want to see
            what that little jolt did,” he said, shoving his thick-rimmed glasses farther up
            his nose.

        The first time I’d pumped magic into
            Roy, he’d gone from an average haunt not able to interact with reality at all, to
            a passable poltergeist capable of moving small objects when he concentrated. I’d
            siphoned power into him a few times since then, but it had always been small, controlled
            amounts. Even with that, he was getting better at picking up, and
            sometimes throwing, real objects—and I had the broken dishes to prove it. Of course, if
            he was fully manifested currently, he’d be able to interact with anything he
            wanted until the energy dissipated.

        “Go play with that chair,” I
            said, nodding at one of the two client chairs at the other side of my desk—not that any
            clients had actually sat in them yet.

        Roy glanced at the chairs and his shoulders
            sank as if he were deflating into himself. “You know, I’ve been
            thinking …” he said.

        Uh-oh. Did I even want to know?

        Not that I had a choice. After shuffling his
            feet for a moment, Roy looked up, but his gaze was somewhere over my shoulder as he
            spoke. “I was … Well, since I’m here all the time
            anyway … I just thought …” He trailed off again and I was beginning
            to think he’d never get around to whatever he wanted to say when his gaze snapped
            to meet mine, he straightened, and said, “I think I should have my own
            office.”

        “You’re a ghost.”

        “Yeah, but you’re not using the
            room next door.”

        “Roy, that’s a broom
            closet.”

        The ghost frowned at me, but he didn’t
            back down. “You don’t have a broom.”

        True. But we’d eventually
            have to get a vacuum cleaner as the office was carpeted. I almost said as much, but Roy
            was still standing up straight, watching my expression, and I knew that he must have
            been building up to asking me about an office for days.

        “Why would you want an office that
            exists in the living world? I mean really, what’s the point?”

        “Because it would be mine,” he
            said, his gaze going distant for a moment. Then his eyes snapped to me again and he
            clearly didn’t like what he saw in my expression. “Oh come on, Alex.
            It’s not like I haven’t been helpful before. Remember when I helped you
            sneak into the State House? Or when I trailed those Spells for the Rest of Us guys? I
            can help on your cases. I just want my own office.”

        The last was more whine than statement, and his
            bottom lip protruded slightly as he shoved his balled fists into his pockets. Geez, I
            hated when he pouted.

        “Okay, fine. The broom closet is all
            yours,” I said, and Roy immediately perked up, a smile breaking across his face.
            “But you’ll have to share it with a vacuum when we finally get one. And you
            have to get along with Rianna.”

        That smile darkened and fell as quickly as
            it had appeared. I couldn’t exactly fault the response, after all, Rianna
                had played a major role in his death. Not an easy thing to forgive and
            forget, even if she had been under someone else’s control at the time.

        “Just stay out of each other’s
            way,” I said as the ghost slouched into a sulk. Avoiding each other
            shouldn’t be hard, she couldn’t see him unless she tapped the grave, so as
            long as he ignored her, everything should be fine. A small smile crept along the edge of
            Roy’s mouth and I added, “And no hurling objects at her.”

        The smile slipped and he gave me a
                “Who me?” look, which I didn’t buy in the least.

        “If I hear about her getting assaulted
            by office supplies, you lose all rights to the office,” I warned and his shoulders
            curled farther forward as he huffed out a breath.

        “Fine. Can you bring my blocks to my
            office?”

        I nodded. I’d bought him the blocks to
            save what was left of my dishware.

        “And the Scrabble game?”

        Again I nodded.

        “And can I have my name added to the
            door?”

        “Don’t push it.”

        “Ah, but—” Whatever argument he
            might have concocted to try to convince me that putting a dead norm’s name on the
            sign was a brilliant plan stopped abruptly as the chime on the door rang through the
            front room.

        I expected to feel the familiar tingle of
            Rianna’s magic, but I could sense only the smallest bit of magic, and it
            wasn’t familiar.

        I jumped to my feet. A client?
                Finally. I rushed around my desk, but Roy stepped into my
            path, his eyes wide behind his thick-framed glasses.

        “Am I …?” The whispered
            question trailed off as Roy gave an exaggerated wave of his hand and I knew he was
            asking if he would be visible to whomever had entered.

        I honestly had no idea. The ghost looked
            pretty solid to me, but he always did so I wasn’t a great judge. Then there was
            the fact I still had other planes filling my peripheral vision, giving me glimpses of
            the world decayed, of colorful wisps of magic, of the emotional shadow of those
            who’d passed through the room before, and occasionally flashes of planes I
            couldn’t identify. Recently, determining if what I saw was what everyone else in
            the world saw was a lot more complicated than it should have been.

        “Just go with it,” I whispered
            back. “If the client sees you, we’ll deal with it.”

        Then I stepped around him and rushed into
            the lobby to greet what I hoped was our first walk-in client.

    
        Chapter 4

        The woman standing in the center of the
            lobby was a complete stranger, but I immediately guessed who she was. Or, at least, I
            knew who she was related to—the ghost standing behind her was the jumper Rianna and I
            had encountered last week.

        “Welcome to Tongues for the Dead
            Investigations,” I said, stepping forward and extending my hand. “I’m
            Alex Craft.”

        The woman, who looked to be in her late
            forties and very, very pregnant, tore her less than impressed gaze from studying the
            lobby and turned those critical eyes on me. I got the distinct impression she
            disapproved of my appearance even more than that of the ramshackle office. Of course,
            despite her swollen belly, she wore what had to be a tailor-made dress suit, complete
            with pearls and fat-heeled pumps that her water-bloated ankles pudged over. I, on the
            other hand, owned only two pairs of dress slacks and I’d already worn those this
            week. Today I had on a pair of hip-huggers. They were black and I’d paired them
            with a flattering blouse, so I thought I’d pulled off something close to business
            casual.

        My prospective client clearly didn’t
            agree.

        She frowned at me before releasing the death
            grip on her designer purse and reaching out to give my hand a limp
            squeeze. Pain shot through my fingers and up my arm. If I hadn’t spent the last
            two months perfecting not flinching whenever I came into skin contact with someone, I
            would have winced. But I had practiced, and I kept my smile locked tight on my face.
            Still, I was thankful when she dropped my hand, even though she pulled back as if I had
            some disease that might be contagious.

        Several months ago my body temperature had
            dropped significantly, so much so that the touch of someone running your typical 98.6
            was uncomfortably hot against my skin. But I was accustomed to that. The pain from her
            touch had been deeper, sharper. I glanced at her well-manicured hand and noticed a thick
            ring of dull metal.

        Iron.

        So Tongues for the Dead’s first
            walk-in client was firmly anti-fae. Great. And wasn’t that just my luck?
            Of course, judging by her disapproving expression aimed at, well, every-thing,
            she might turn around and waddle right back out of our office. And I wasn’t sure
            I’d be disappointed by her doing just that. Of course, we needed the money if we
            were going to really fix this place up, and I definitely needed to raise a shade.

        “Would you like to have a seat in my
            office?” I asked, taking a step to the side and gesturing toward my open door.

        The woman continued to study me and Roy
            stepped forward, extending his own hand. “I’m Roy Pearson.”

        She didn’t even glance at him, though
            the other ghost looked up, and on seeing Roy, shrank back a step behind his wife.

        Well, that answers that question.
            Whatever I’d done to Roy, I hadn’t forced him to manifest.

        When the woman ignored Roy, he frowned, gave
            me a nod, and then stepped back, his eyes on the other ghost. Neither spoke. They
            watched each other warily, and I realized this was the first time I’d seen two
            ghosts in the same place outside of a cemetery. Ghosts were so rare, I’d never considered that they might avoid each other intentionally or what
            would happen if they crossed paths—judging by the hostile glances between these two,
            nothing good.

        “You’re very cold,” my
            potential client said.

        I’d been so busy watching the
            ghosts’ interactions that I’d missed the fact she’d finished her
            assessment. Her expression wasn’t pleased, but apparently I’d passed, at
            least enough for her to finally deign to speak to me.

        I shrugged off the comment but kept my face
            in what I hoped was a politely professional smile. “Hazard of the job.”

        “Then you’re the grave witch?
            The one who talks to ghosts?”

        My gaze flickered to the shimmering form
            behind her. Oh, I could talk to ghosts. But that wasn’t why people hired me.
            Ghosts were rare anomalies—which wasn’t properly represented at the moment as I
            had two in my office. But as a general rule, ghosts occurred only when something went
            wrong. Grave witches raised shades, which were the collective memories stored in every
            cell of the
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