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      The old firehouse was a mess, with bulging garbage bags lying heaped up beside stacks of white sheetrock. A do­zen paint buckets and stout wooden beams waited to be measured and cut down into new wall studs. My favorite stud, though, was busily tearing out the old drywall. Max had ripped his shirt on an exposed nail and now worked stripped to the waist. The crumbling wall left chalky streaks across his sweaty skin.

      Not quite as sexy as grease smudges, I decided, but damned close.

      “Too bad this place doesn’t still have the fireman’s pole,” I said. “I could put it to good use.”

      Max lifted a sledgehammer and smiled at me. Even his dimples had somehow managed to get dusty from the work of renovating the outdated fire station.

      “I could install one, if you really want,” he offered.

      Max Ferguson was my best friend in the world and if I said yes, he absolutely would put in a pole for me. For a moment, I seriously contemplated what dancing on one might do for his new garage’s business. Once it opened… which was going to take a while if Max insisted on doing it all himself.

      “You know, I could have given you money to hire a building crew, too,” I said. “This place has been out of commission since the invention of the telephone. It’s going to take forever to get fixed up.”

      Max hefted the sledgehammer and went to work smashing out the remains of the wall. He spoke between blows.

      “No way,” Max said. “I’m not… even comfortable… borrowing the startup money… from you. I can do this… myself.”

      “You’re stubborn.”

      Max laughed. “You’re one to talk, Lil.”

      “So did that waitress ever call you? Courtney?”

      If she were sitting where I was now, watching shirtless Max at work, she definitely would have.

      “Uh, yeah,” said Max. He bashed out another chunk of wall.

      “Did you guys go out?”

      “Once,” Max grunted. He stopped to lean on the sledgehammer.

      “Just once?” I asked, frowning. “But I gave her your phone num­ber weeks ago.”

      “I uh… can’t really date much right now,” said Max. He wiped his arms across his sweaty face, leaving more pale streaks of dust along his skin. “I’ve been pretty busy here most days. And I can’t ex­actly afford dinners out until I get the garage finished and attract some customers. I have to get this place open before my bank ac­count runs completely dry.”

      “I could–” I started.

      “Not a chance, Lil.”

      Max picked up the hammer again and returned to work. If the handle on that thing were shorter, Max would have been a perfect Thor. He was certainly built like the hot blond god of thunder.

      When Max finished renovating the old firehouse, it was going to make a great mechanic’s shop. The garage was sized for fire engines and more than large enough to house several cars. There was room for a pair of tool benches and a lift for jacking up the vehicles Max would be working on.

      Upstairs, there were even a couple of bunkrooms and a bathroom for the firefighters who had worked overnight back when the building served its original purpose. Each was meant for a dozen people, but Max was busily knocking the walls out between the rooms. When he was done, he would have a nicely-sized apartment and a short commute downstairs to the garage. It was going to be a pretty sweet setup.

      What could Max do if I told him not to pay me back for buying the firehouse? Spank me? I wasn’t sure, but the least I could do was help out. Max was already obligingly shirtless… All I had to do was get his pants off, power up a little and then those old walls would be toast.

      But then my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. Shitty timing, phone. Max saw me pull it out and set down his sledgehammer. I waved in silent thanks as I checked the number on the screen. It was Stefano Rossi. Frowning, I put the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Stefano,” I said.

      “Can you speak safely?” the other hunter asked me without pre­amble.

      I glanced at Max and pressed a finger to my lips. He nodded.

      “Yeah,” I told Stefano. “Sure. What’s up? You never call me.”

      “A new bounty’s been posted by the College. My spell card caught it ten minutes ago. The target’s name is Richard Sung.”

      My frown deepened. To say that the wizards who hire me are secretive would be a hell of an understatement. There’s exactly one building on their big estate that I’m allowed to enter and I don’t even get free run of that. There are a handful of College sorcerers who work as bounty hunters, like Stefano. They’re not only just as secretive as the rest of the wizards, but competitive, too.

      “And why are you telling me about this?” I asked.

      “I’m up in Quebec,” said Stefano. “I can’t get back to the city just now.”

      “Are you on vacation or something?”

      “No, I’m tracking a werewolf. The one that infected Dominic, we think.”

      That made sense. Quebec was a long way off, but hunting down and capturing werewolves was practically a religion for Stefano. After what one of them did to his mother – and what that forced him to do to her – Stefano was entitled to chase down any demon-wolf he wanted.

      “When you find that furry bastard, punch him in the nuts for me,” I said. “And then again for Dominic.”

      “I doubt that opportunity will arise. But if it does… sure.”

      I laughed. “Alright. But why tip me off about this Sung guy?”

      Stefano was silent for a moment. I heard wind whistling over the phone and the creaking of trees.

      “Richard Sung killed two College magi,” Stefano said at last. “One of them was a… friend. Bianca Taren.”

      I knew that tone of voice all too well.

      “By friend, you mean lover, don’t you?” I asked.

      There was another pause and then Stefano sighed. “A friend. With benefits. We studied summoning theory under Vincent Myr­don when we were younger and… spent a lot of time together. But Bianca wasn’t really interested in anything serious. She just wanted to have a good time.”

      “Sounds like I would have liked her,” I said. “But I don’t recognize the name.”

      “Bianca and Orson Clark weren’t hunters. They were College magi.”

      Other than beating the rest of the bounty hunters to the punch and collecting my gold from Dorian, I didn’t have much excuse to get to know the rest of the wizards of the College. Most of them quietly studied and worked their magic well outside the sphere of human awareness.

      “Lilith, I want Richard Sung dealt with promptly and properly,” Stefano said. “Can you do it?”

      I was strangely flattered by his request. Stefano had called me to avenge the death of his friend and catch her killer. Not one of the other mages. Me.

      “Sure. I’ll take care of it,” I told him. “But you can save me a trip out to the College if you tell me what they know.”

      “Orson was killed two days ago, and then Bianca was shot late last night.”

      “Shot? Like… with a gun?” I asked.

      “Yes. Both of them. At close range with some kind of revolver, the College thinks, since there were no bullets or casings. But they can’t be sure, since ejected shells can be removed and the slugs were dug out of the walls. No fingerprints, either.”

      “Then how does the College know it was this Sung guy?”

      “Both Bianca and Orson were in their sanctums when they were killed. Sung may have been careful to cover his tracks from conventional investigation methods, but his identity was captured on the scry network.”

      “He found their sanctums?” I asked. “And got in?”

      “Yes.”

      That didn’t make much sense. A wizard’s sanctum was one of those things that they were damned secretive about. How the hell did Sung find them?

      “Wow. This guy must be scary powerful,” I said. “What are we talking about here? A vampire? Some kind of fairy? Some of them can sniff out magic, I think.”

      “No. Richard Sung is a junior advertising executive. He’s been working at a local agency for the last three years.”

      I stared at my phone. “Wait, Richard Sung is… human? Just a normal human man?”

      “Yes, as far as we know. The College already checked on Sung’s home and he’s not there. So they contacted his employer. They say that Sung is out on bereavement.”

      “There’s some irony,” I grumbled. “Anything else?”

      “You will need to move quickly,” said Stefano. “You don’t know how to use the scry network, but the rest of the College does.”

      I nodded, though only Max could see it. “I don’t have much time before one of the other hunters closes in on Sung.”

      “I’m more worried that Richard Sung isn’t done,” Stefano said.

      That idea hadn’t occurred to me, but now my blood ran cold. “You mean he’s going to kill more wizards.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, yes.”

      “I’m on it, Stefano,” I said. “I’ll get this guy. And quickly.”

      “Thank you, Lilith.”

      Stefano hung up and I pocketed my cell phone. Max pulled open a nearby ice chest and fished out a pair of water bottles. He tossed one to me and then pressed the other to his sweat-drenched forehead for a moment before twisting the cap off.

      “Is everything okay?” Max asked.

      “Stefano tipped me off on a new bounty. A man named Richard Sung killed a couple of College wizards in their sanctums,” I an­swered. “Somehow.”

      “Sanctum?”

      “It’s a sort of secret magical laboratory where wizards do their spells and keep all their weird shit. Everyone at the College has a sanctum, though no one’s ever let me visit theirs.”

      Max nodded. “If two people have been murdered, why aren’t the police handling it?”

      “The College is probably covering it all up for right now,” I said, then took a long drink of water. “Even if Richard Sung is human, the people he shot were wizards. Their sanctums aren’t exactly the kinds of places the College want the police poking around.”

      “That makes sense,” Max agreed. “But how could a normal hu­man kill two wizards? I know they’re not like you, but Stefano can take care of himself. Can’t they throw lightning bolts and stuff?”

      “Yeah, they can. But for one, Stefano is a bounty hunter. He’s got a lot more physical and combat training than your average wizard. They do more heavy reading than heavy lifting. I doubt most mages even know how to throw a punch.”

      Max looked a little disappointed.

      “But… but magic?” he protested.

      “Sure, wizards can summon storms and create earthquakes. Or roast you with a fireball if they don’t mind melting the sidewalk. But their magic isn’t easy and it isn’t fast. The divination ritual we used to track down Dominic took Stefano hours to cast. And the spell that cured Dominic of the werewolf curse? Three moons. They finished it last week.”

      “Moons?” Max asked.

      “Yeah. As in three PMS cycles. That’s how wizards measure out time.” I handed the rest of my water to Max, who had finished his. “And that’s assuming they get it all right. One extra pinch of sulfur or two wolfsbane leaves instead of three and it all fizzles or blows up in your face.”

      Max downed the rest of my water in a couple thirsty gulps.

      “So even with all their magic, wizards are basically just normal people,” he panted.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sneak up behind them, put a bullet into their head, and they die just like anyone else.”

      “And so do you, Lil.” Max reached out and touched my shoulder. “Without sex, you’re as human as those wizards. Be careful on this, okay?”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Max,” I told him with a grin. “I get more action than a rabbit on Tinder.”

      He laughed. “Wow, Lil.”

      I ran a finger over the hard, sweat-slicked ripples of his abs. “You just keep being all shirtless and sweaty. I’m sure it won’t be long before we’re fucking away that pesky human vulnerability of mine.”

      Max smiled and tossed the second empty water bottle back into his cooler. He picked up his sledgehammer once again and retur­ned to work knocking out the south wall.

      Stefano was right. I didn’t have a lot of time to spare. I needed to get to Richard Sung before the other bounty hunters, and more im­portantly, before he could kill another wizard. How had he man­aged that at all? An ordinary human had no protections against magic.

      My new target wasn’t at home, though. Stefano told me that al­ready. Was Richard Sung on the run for the murder of two wizards? But he had left notice with his employer, even if it was a lie. Why? Were the deaths of Bianca Taren and Orson Clark premeditated? And what if they were just the beginning of something bigger?

      I had a name and something that even the great western society of wizards and all-round weird magic people didn’t: an intimate knowledge of the internet. If the scry network wouldn’t find Ric­hard Sung for me, maybe social media could.

      So I dug my phone back out of my pocket to do some research… with frequent breaks to watch Max work.
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      I took a taxi down to Southport. It wasn’t a part of town where I wanted to leave my Alfa Romeo unattended and the i10 was still in shreds, courtesy of Dominic and his werewolf curse. Vincent Myrdon had removed the curse, but there was not­hing he could do to magic my favorite car back into one piece. Well, not that Vincent mentioned to me, at least.

      But I didn’t need any favors from the head of the College. I could wait for Max to work his own brand of magic on the i10. I guess I could have bought a new one, but damn it, I liked that car. And after all the time and effort Max had poured into it over the years, I didn’t want to just throw it away.

      I paid the cab driver from my cell phone, left a sizable tip – what’s the point of being rich if you can’t tip well? – and climbed out of the car.

      At the sidewalk, I studied the photograph on my phone screen one last time: Tony Davidson. According to his profile and a bunch of tagged pictures, Tony was a good friend of Richard Sung’s. And ac­cording to Tony’s digital check-ins, he spent his Thursday lunch hour at The Poling Place. Not voting, though if ballots had neon outlines of naked women all over them, voter turnout might go way up.

      Tony either really needed to check his privacy settings or else he never planned on getting married.

      The strip club was a big, blocky gray concrete building com­pletely devoid of windows. If it weren’t for all the neon, I might even have called it plain. The Poling Place’s parking lot was about half full with the lunchtime crowd and a blackboard in the shape of a woman’s silhouette advertised The best breasts and thighs in South­port.

      Ha ha.

      But the barbecue sauce and grilled chicken actually didn’t smell half bad. Maybe I’d start coming here for lunch.

      I paid my cover charge to a stern middle-aged woman and went inside. After a few blinks, my eyes adjusted to the dimness and I looked around. The Poling Place used to be a warehouse, back in the days when Southport was an actual thriving port. But now that airplanes had taken a serious bite out of the ocean shipping business, the warehouse was just located too far away from the waterfront to be worth using for its original purpose.

      It made a pretty good strip club, though. The main room was large enough for three full stages – though at lunchtime, only the center one was occupied – with plenty of tables in between. Mirrors lining the rear wall made the place seem even bigger and doubled the slowly swelling crowd.

      The club’s distant ceiling was hung with strings of lights. Each tiny bulb was dim, but hundreds of them filled the club with diffuse illumination and created the illusion of a star-studded sky overhead. Not a very convincing illusion, but I had to give The Poling Place points for the attempt. I appreciate any strip club that tries to look like something other than a scuzzy back alley.

      The club was full of throbbing music and throbbing cock. A few women, too, even if you didn’t include the dancers. Lunch here was sounding better and better, but not today. I was on the clock and that clock was counting down.

      I did my best to ignore the show on the main stage – which wasn’t easy. The girl dancing around one shiny brass pole up there had skin oiled and burnished until it looked like she was sculpted from bronze. Her tits were luscious and her nipples pierced with je­weled barbells that glittered like far more enticing stars than the lights overhead. The dancer winked at me. I felt the hot golden needle of her lust and answered with a sharp little stab of my own.

      It was only with a monumental effort of will that I tore my eyes off the stripper. My hesitation had given the patrons time enough to start noticing me, so I hurried on. I didn’t want them staring at me. Not yet, at least.

      I checked and mentally mapped out the doors in case I had to make a hasty exit. I noted the location of the VIP lounge and then headed for the restroom. For this intelligence-gathering mission, I had worn a little black dress, the kind that clings like a second skin and you can ball up into a purse if you have to. Which, when I reac­hed the bathroom and slipped into a stall, was exactly what I did.

      The ceiling in the bathroom was low and not the warehouse original, so I stood on the toilet and got up on my toes to push aside one of the black-painted acoustic tiles, revealing empty space be­yond. I tucked my purse into the ceiling and then replaced the tile.

      When I emerged from the stall, I was wearing the highest heels I owned, a tiny red satin g-string and shiny matching bra. I posed in front of the mirror, brandishing my breasts like weapons. Perfect. Minus a coating of glitter, I looked just like the other dancers. Satisfied, I strutted out of the restroom to prowl the floor like the mas­terful sex beast that I am.

      Luckily, The Poling Place was large enough that I could avoid the other performers, as well as the staff. Lust warmed me like sunlight on my skin, but there was a lot of competition working the growing lunch crowd that helped me keep a relatively low profile. Still, I had an impressive wad of bills folded into my bra by the time Tony arrived.

      Tony Davidson was a big guy, with broad shoulders under his t-shirt. I knew from digging around some old posts online that Tony had met Richard Sung on the college soccer team and the two had remained friends afterward. Tony had the slightly soft-focus muscles of an athlete who hadn’t been on the field since graduation, but not yet lost all of that hard-won definition.

      Tony headed for a seat a few tables back from the main stage. I tucked my earnings into the corner of an empty stage – I didn’t need the money weighing me down and some stripper was going to get a nice surprise later – and made a beeline for Tony to make sure I got to him first.

      I reached his table just seconds after Tony had sat down and dropped into his lap. He blinked in surprise, but swiftly hooked an arm around my waist.

      “Hi. I’m Violet,” I introduced myself. “I’m new.”

      “Hello there, Violet,” Tony said with a huge smile.

      “I’m doing half-price lap dances in the VIP lounge. You know, for practice. Interested?”

      “Oh yeah,” he agreed quickly. “That sounds great.”

      So far, so good. I took Tony’s hand and led him across the club, then through the door labeled in purple neon. The lounge was a much smaller room, lined with booths even more dimly lit than the main floor. It was still early and the room was empty, but as I propelled Tony into one of the little padded booths, I pulled the curtain closed behind me.

      Tony seated himself with the comfort of long familiarity and patted his lap, smiling. I stood with my feet planted on either side of his and my ass pointed right at his face. I bounced it in front of Tony, then inched the soft cheeks down his chest. Finally, I was sitting in Tony’s lap and ground my satin-covered pussy against his cock. He was already rock-hard.

      “You said you’re new?” Tony asked.

      I glanced back over my shoulder and nodded. “My first day. There was supposed to be some training and stuff, but I got here late. So I guess they’ll do it tomorrow.”

      “Well, you’re doing great.”

      Tony put his hands on my hips and guided my body as I rubbed against him. Touching a stripper without her express invitation is a definite no-no, but I let him take advantage of me. I intended to do the same, after all.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I turned toward Tony, this time brandishing my breasts for his ravenous attention. His breath quickened as I unfastened my bra and dropped it to the floor.

      “Wow,” said Tony.

      When I leaned in to bounce my tits in his face, Tony stuck out his tongue and snuck a lick at one nipple. He really shouldn’t have done that, either, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel good. I smiled and trailed my breasts down Tony’s chest.

      “So where’s your friend?” I asked.

      Richard Sung had been tagged in a few pictures at The Poling Place with Tony, though my murderer didn’t frequent the club as devoutly as his friend. And the last of those pictures had been some time ago.

      Tony’s brow furrowed. “Huh?”

      “Don’t you usually come here with your friend?” I asked.

      “I thought you were new.”

      Oh, right. Fuck.

      I hadn’t actually expected Tony to be able to think that much with all his blood down in his cock. Damn it. I rubbed my bare breasts over the impressive tent in his pants to buy myself a few sec­onds to think.

      “Well, some of the other girls were telling me about their fav­orites,” I said.

      I rose to settle into Tony’s lap and picked up his hands from the edge of his seat, pressing them to my chest. He didn’t question me, just started squeezing my breasts with a contented groan.

      “You guys usually come in together, right?” I asked. “I thought maybe I could make a deal with both of you. Like two for one or something.”

      “Rick’s not coming,” Tony told my chest.

      Rick, huh? It was nice to know the name Richard Sung actually used, but it didn’t get me any closer to finding him. I swiveled my hips in slow, sensual circles over Tony’s lap. With a little moan, I reached between my legs and stroked the hard length of his cock.

      “Why isn’t Rick coming out today?” I asked. “The girls liked him almost as much as they like you.”

      “The girls like me?” Tony’s eyes finally rose to meet mine. They were wide and I felt a little sorry for the guy.

      “Every dancer has their favorite,” I said. “And I was going to try you both out.”

      I continued petting Tony’s dick with one hand and found his zipper with the other. Slowly, I pulled it down.

      “Uh, you’re not supposed to do that,” Tony finally told me in a choked voice. Not that he stopped me or even paused in playing with my breasts.

      “Well,” I said in a throaty purr. “If I’m nice to you, then maybe you can be nice to me.”

      I reached into Tony’s straining jeans and then his boxers until I felt the blazing hardness of his cock against my fingertips. He held his breath as I pulled it free. Tony’s dick was thick and heavy in my hand. I gave him a bright grin.

      “Wow,” I said. It never hurts to flatter a guy.

      Tony returned my smile a little more falteringly. He stifled a loud gasp as I rocked my hips back and forth over him, brushing the satin of my g-string against the head of his cock.

      “So when is Rick coming back?” I asked.

      Tony unclenched his jaw with a visible effort. Answering my strange questions had scored him a lap dance with benefits and he wasn’t about to stop now.

      “Not sure. I haven’t seen Rick in like six months,” Tony grunted.

      That matched up with what I had seen on their respective social media profiles. I looked through lowered lashes at Tony. Good boy. Warm wetness made my tiny red panties cling to me, so I reached down and pulled them to one side.

      “That’s a long time,” I said.

      Long came out in a moan as I sank down onto Tony’s cock. His eyes flew so wide that I could see white all around the irises. Tony was used to watching women, not feeling them, and his neglected dick throbbed. I whipped my coppery hair back and twisted my hips in slow circles again, moving him inside me.

      “Is Rick okay?” I asked.

      “Uh… oh, god,” Tony groaned. He clutched at my tits almost desperately, like he was trying to hold on to something he thought might fade away. “Rick… his brother vanished about a year ago.”

      Interesting. I rose to the tip of Tony’s cock and reached down to give his slick shaft a light squeeze with one hand. I put my fingers to Tony’s lips and let him lick the taste of my pussy from them.

      “What happened with Rick’s brother?” I asked as Tony sucked at my fingertip like a man dying of thirst.

      “No one knows,” he gasped between licks. “The police stopped looking for Ben six months ago.”

      When Tony had sucked up every trace of wetness from my fingers, he pinched my nipples in each hand and watched, mesmerized by my breasts bouncing before him. He didn’t even need an­other question to keep him talking now.

      “Rick and Ben were really close. Oh, fuck… That feels so good… Rick won’t get rid of his brother’s stuff or sell his house. I mean, it’s on the market and everything – his family insisted – but he turns down every single offer.”

      An empty house and a new name: Ben Sung, the missing bro­ther. This job was getting stranger by the minute. I was glad Stefano had called me.

      Tony slid his hands down from my chest to cup my ass and bounced me on his cock. I rewarded him with a few genuine moans and bit his earlobe gently.

      “Poor Rick,” I whispered into Tony’s ear.

      “I think he’s actually living in Ben’s house. Oh, fuck yes… It’s kind of creepy, but Rick said he needed to do it.”

      “You’re a good friend,” I said. I squeezed Tony’s dick inside me, making us both moan. “And a good fuck.”

      Tony was writhing under me. He gave a rough grunt that might have been a warning – Tony had been helpful, so I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt – but I didn’t need it. I know my way around a cock and can feel when a guy is about to blow. So I slipped myself off Tony with a wet sound and pumped him swiftly with one hand.

      “Oh, shit…!” he panted.

      Tony’s dick spurted pale, sticky ropes that splashed against my belly. I stroked him through his orgasm until my stomach was painted in white and cum began to pool in my navel.

      “Wow,” Tony said in a breathless voice. “Holy shit. So… what do I owe you?”

      I asked him what was fair and we agreed on a hundred dollars. Tony zipped up his pants, paid me with a twenty-dollar tip and wandered off with an absolutely shit-eating grin on his face. Well, we had both gotten what we wanted.

      When Tony was gone, I threw his money onto the small VIP lounge stage for one of the other dancers to collect – I was sure they needed the cash more than I did – and looked down at the creamy mess oozing slowly down my belly. It had clearly been a while for Tony and the load he left on me was pretty massive. I trailed my finger through his sticky cum and licked it off as I sorted out my new information, searching for the important bits.

      Rick’s brother, Benjamin Sung, had gone missing a year ago. A few months after that, Rick began acting strange, withdrawing from his friends and moving alone into his brother’s house. And then, just two days ago, Rick… started shooting wizards in their sanc­tums?

      Why? And how? I wasn’t sure, but I had the sneaking suspicion that Ben’s disappearance had something to do with it.

      I couldn’t investigate any more of my strange new job until I managed to sneak back out of The Poling Place, though. I needed to get away before any of the large bouncers discovered I had been posing as one of their dancers and tossed me out on my ass. Not that I thought they could hurt me, but if someone called the cops, I was going to spend all day ducking the law. I had better things to do than play hide-and-seek with the police. Like catch Rick Sung be­fore he could murder another wizard.

      So I rubbed Tony’s cum along my stomach and bare breasts until they gleamed. It wasn’t going to pass for stripper glitter under any kind of close inspection, but I hoped it would be enough to get me back to the bathroom and into my clothes.
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      When I got home, I took a quick shower. I had gotten out of the strip club without getting caught, but only barely. A girl like me tends to attract attention. If I wanted to return to The Poling Place as a patron, I would have to wait a while.

      I stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself in a towel with­out drying off first. I needed to get back to work, so I dripped my way across the pale bamboo flooring of my condo to the kitchen.

      After the morning at Max’s proto-garage and an afternoon of pumping Tony for information – and a load of spunk – I was more than ready for lunch, so I threw a couple of frozen burritos into the microwave. The smell as they cooked wasn’t nearly as good as anything Max made in his kitchen, but I was hungry enough not to care… much.

      Ignoring my burning fingers, I plopped my boiling burritos onto a plate. I was all juiced up on sex and healing any minor burns faster than they could form. Hurray for magical half-succubus lust-powers.

      I carried my lunch into the living room. Once I wolfed down the first tortilla-wrapped mess of beans and chicken, I settled back on the couch. The leather was warm and pliant in the late afternoon sunlight. I grabbed my laptop off the coffee table and took the se­cond burrito a little slower.

      It didn’t take much poking around Rick’s online profiles to find his brother. Ben Sung’s pages were all inactive, but no one had shut down his accounts yet. When I went back about sixteen months, I found all sorts of information.

      Ben was older than Rick by a couple of years and worked as an an­tiques appraiser. He specialized in typewriters and clocks. Ben had been seeing a woman for a while, the owner of a successful local antique store, but a few weeks after Ben’s disappearance, her relationship status went back to single. Now she was dating one of her employees, according to her profile.

      Yawn. I still wasn’t seeing how any of this connected to the mur­der of two Merlinic wizards.

      I looked into the rest of Rick Sung’s family. The brothers were third-generation Korean immigrants, if I was counting correctly. The Sung family was extensive, if a bit far-flung up and down the west coast. There weren’t many posts about Ben’s disappearance, but that might have been reserved for private letters and I didn’t have access to Rick’s email.

      The most recent picture of the Sung brothers was from March last year – right before Ben went missing. They stood together at the end of one of the Quay wharves, each holding a fishing pole. Ben and Rick were in their twenties, with short, dark hair and deep brown eyes. They each had the same bright, sunny smile.

      Ben and Rick Sung were pretty damned sexy. Too bad one brot­her was missing and the other was wanted for murder.

      Tony said that Rick was staying at Ben’s house. That explained why he hadn’t been at his own home. So all I had to do was find Ben’s house. Before his disappearance, the older Sung brother was smart enough not to list his home address online, so I checked through some of his year-old restaurant reviews. Most of them were up in a ten-block section of Northbay. Okay, I had a neighborhood.

      From there, I hit the real estate websites. Tony also said that the family had put Ben’s house up for sale, but Rick wasn’t accepting any offers, so I narrowed my search to the ones that had been listed for at least four months. Seven results. The listing agent was posted on each one, but not the name of the seller.

      Well, Tony said that Rick wasn’t getting rid of any of his brother’s stuff, so I scrolled through photographs until I found the house that had to be Ben’s. The pictures showed a living room with a glass display case full of antique typewriters and an old-fashioned grandfather clock in the bedroom.

      Bingo.

      I copied the address into my phone and then went to my bed­room, tossing my towel onto the floor to clean up later. From the back of my closet, I pulled out some plain black pants and a mat­ching shirt. Along with a pair of sturdy, well-worn boots, that made up my tactical gear. I don’t like weighing myself down with a lot of unnecessary buckles and belts.

      Seriously, what would I carry in a utility belt anyway? Anal beads and lube?

      And while I look great in leather and vinyl, it tends to squeak when I’m sneaking around. I pocketed a set of handcuffs, but couldn’t think of much else. My little session with Tony had given me not only information, but powered me up with enough lust to tear Rick’s head off if he gave me trouble. If the fucker shot me, I’d just spit his bullet back at him. All I had to do was put Richard Sung in handcuffs and drag him up to the College to face justice.

      Still… I frowned at my reflection in the mirror as I braided my hair back out of my face. After a day of researching him, Rick Sung seemed so normal. Just a normal human going about a normal human life, missing his lost brother like any normal man would.

      I felt like I knew Rick better than the two College wizards he had killed. Except for this. What reason could Rick possibly have to shoot a pair of mages?

      The Merlinic sorcerers aren’t exactly a warm and fuzzy bunch. They can be cold and aloof, when they deign to look up from their books and alchemical potions at all. I don’t know if it’s the years of study or controlling magical forces, but I’ve yet to meet a wizard who would be any fun at a party. Maybe Stefano’s friend, Bianca Taren, but now she was dead and I would never know.

      The College works hard in secret to protect the world from the kind of weird, supernatural shit that most humans don’t even realize exists. I didn’t know how Rick had discovered the wizards, but whatever reason he had for killing them wasn’t enough. The sorcerers were pretty much all that stood between order and supernatural chaos in this part of the world. Rick might not have been a werewolf or vampire, but shooting up wizards sure as hell made him a monster in my book.

      His motive still made absolutely no sense, but I could ask Rick about it once I caught him. All I had to do now was go arrest his ass. I tied off the end of my braid and grabbed my car keys.
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      The sky was turning purple and frosted on the eastern horizon with stars when I parked the Alfa Romeo across the steeply sloped street from Ben’s house. Or was it Rick’s house now, since he was the one living there? Well, before long it would be an empty house, just as soon as I slapped some handcuffs on Rick Sung.

      It was one of those tall, narrow townhouses that were so pop­ular around the turn of the twentieth century. There was a lot of ornate gingerbread and patterned siding painted in dark green and a gold that had probably shone brilliantly twenty years ago, but which had now darkened to the color of brass. Light glowed through one of the diamond-paneled downstairs windows and I still had enough power to make out the fractured images of Ben’s bookshelves and clocks inside. The source of the light was ob­scured, but came from the direction of the dining room.

      I saw no sign of the other bounty hunters. I inspected the shadowed sidewalks, but didn’t recognize anyone. There were plenty of people hurrying past with coat collars turned up against the early March chill, but none of them had the squat, clunky look of Sabra’s homunculi. No one else had made the connection between Rick Sung and his missing brother. Not yet.

      A dented little blue mini stopped and double-parked in front of the Sung house. The driver jumped out and trotted up the steps, carrying a plastic bag of takeout. I couldn’t read the language of the restaurant name on the bag, but I didn’t have to. Someone had ordered Chi­nese food.

      The delivery driver knocked and the door opened, revealing Rick Sung inside. He was shorter and far more slender than Tony, with tawny skin and lovely oblique eyes. Rick wore a pair of jeans and a college t-shirt that had seen better days.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Rick was still at the house, not out hunting down some other wizard. The mental image of old Dorian Vandi slumped over a desk, eyes blank and blood pooling around him, made my chest clench.

      Rick nodded to the delivery girl and dutifully signed the receipt, then accepted the bag of Chinese food. I was annoyed to find myself smiling. Not much taste for the cuisine of his family homeland, or maybe Rick just didn’t feel like jjambbong tonight. If you expect Korean red noodle soup to be mild, you’re in for one fire-spitting surprise. Bring a carton of milk or three.

      Rick waved to the driver until she descended the steps, climbed back into her beat-up mini and drove away again. I drummed my fingers on the Alfa’s steering wheel. Paying for takeout with a credit card and accepting it in plain sight of the street didn’t seem very wise for a serial murderer. At least, not one smart enough to clean up his crime scenes. Or was Rick that confident no one would catch him?

      This job just kept getting weirder. And I’m an expert on weird.

      Rick went back inside and closed the door behind him. With my sharpened senses, I clearly heard the metallic click of the lock. So I wasn’t getting in that way, not unless I felt like kicking a door down in full view of the evening pedestrian crowd. Pass.

      I gave Rick five minutes to settle down and dig into his dinner, then climbed out of my car and walked down a few doors until I found a skinny alleyway between two more brightly painted gingerbread townhouses. I had to clamber up over some trash cans, but then I was on the narrow path that ran behind the row of tiny back yards. Each one was fenced in and gated, but that was hardly a barrier. It was already full dark in the shadows between the houses and I slipped silently through them.

      Once I was behind the green and gold townhouse, I made sure no one was watching and then vaulted up over the fence. I landed lightly down on the other side. The back gate wasn’t even locked, but fog and rust are the bane of all things metal in this city and I didn’t want to risk any squealing hinges that might alert Rick to my arrival.

      The back yard wasn’t much larger than my kitchen, but then, you don’t ex­actly find a lot of rambling farmsteads inside city limits. The Sung yard was a bit of a mess, not nearly as well-kept as in the months-old photographs posted online. Moss grew up between the pat­terned stones and the only plants were a few stringy weeds. I guessed that Ben hadn’t been much of a gardener and Rick wasn’t spending a whole lot of time outside.

      He had better things to do. Like killing wizards.

      Well, that stopped tonight.

      The back door was locked up and the knob hung with one of those little blue lockboxes that realtors use. I could have snapped it in half with my bare hands to get at the key inside – my powers are awesome – but the realtor might notice later. I wanted Rick Sung’s disappearance to be just as quiet and mysterious as his brother’s.

      The windows at the rear of the house were plain sheets of glass. I guess the pretty stuff was only for street-facing windows. It would have been even easier to break one of them, and probably raised fewer questions later than a crushed lockbox, but would make more noise than I liked.

      Luckily, I didn’t have to resort to smashing glass. The ground floor windows were closed tight, but one on the second story was pushed a few inches open to let in some fresh air.

      I crouched, tensed and then leapt. A two-story straight-jump isn’t easy, even when fully powered, but I managed to hook my fin­gers over the sill. I pulled myself up and shouldered the window open just enough to slither through. I landed with a soft thump inside the house. There were no lights on up here, but I didn’t need them to see. Owls have nothing on my night vision when I’m all sexed up.

      I was in the master bedroom. I recognized the grandfather clock in the corner from the photos. The brass pendulum swung back and forth in leisurely arcs and filled the room with a quiet ticking sound. Rick was still winding his big brother’s clocks, it seemed.

      The bed was made half-heartedly, though, white sheets and blankets tangled up around the pillows. There wasn’t much else in the bedroom except an antique dresser. The drawers were closed, but a plastic laundry basket sat on top, full of clean socks and t-shirts. I doubted that folding clothes was exactly one of Rick’s top priorities right now.

      If I remembered the floor plan from the real estate website cor­rectly, the stairs would take me down into the kitchen. I sniffed the air and smelled cashew chicken. The dining room was on the other side of the kitchen and that was where I would find Rick.

      I crept out of the bedroom and along a dark, narrow hallway to the stairs. Cocking my head, I heard voices from below. Not like Rick was talking to someone, but the flattened tones of something playing through laptop speakers.

      My foot came down on a step and it creaked beneath me, as loud as squealing tires to my supernaturally sharpened hearing. I winced. I’m not really much of a cat burglar. My job usually re­quires a bit more beating the shit out of big-ass monsters and little less sneaking around, but I’ll do what I need to get the job done.

      I eased my weight off the treacherous stair, stepped over it and continued down to the first story. The kitchen was dark, too, and there was a mountain of empty take-out cartons in the trash can. I caught myself smiling again. Rick ate a lot like I did. I wiped the smirk off my face and kept moving.

      The townhouse was older than the concept of open floor plan and a free-swinging door separated the kitchen from the dining room. Yellow light glowed in a line along the bottom. I crouched be­side the door and cracked it gently open.

      Rick sat at the dining room table with his back turned to me. He ate his dinner right from the carton with a pair of chopsticks while he watched some mid-list crime drama play on his laptop. Was my murderer taking hipster irony to a whole new level?

      I slid through the door and stepped right down on another creaky floorboard. Rick looked up from his dinner.

      “Ben?” he asked.

      My stealthy entrance was blown, but I was close enough now that it no longer mattered. By the time Rick was turning in his chair toward me, I had already grabbed him by the front of his t-shirt and slammed him down onto the dining room table. His laptop jumped and tumbled to the floor. The machine squawked once and then went silent. Rick stared up at me with wide eyes.

      “Holy shit! Who are you?” he gasped. “What the hell are you doing in here?”

      I leaned into Rick as he squirmed pointlessly beneath me. He wasn’t going anywhere. The table groaned beneath our combined weight.

      “I’m more interested in why you’re killing College wizards,” I said, then frowned down at Rick. “Wait, why did you think I was your brother? He’s been missing for a year.”

      Rick shook his head.

      “Ben’s not missing,” he said. “My brother… he’s dead.”

      My frown deepened. Oh, okay. Thanks. That made things way less confusing.

      “Then how the fuck did you think I was him?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “Because Ben is a ghost.”
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      “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” I said. “Believe me, Rick – I know a lot about the shit that goes bump in the night.”

      “Like you?” Rick protested. “Let go of me!”

      I didn’t release him, but I did heave my prisoner to his feet and propelled him into the nearby living room. I held Rick by the arm and gave him a quick pat-down. Nice ass, but no gun. I could survive a few bullets, but they hurt and the charge I get off sex is finite, like a battery. Every time I call on it, there’s less for later.

      “Sit,” I instructed as I gave Rick a firm push down onto the couch. “This whole job has gotten way too weird. You’re going to explain exactly what the hell is going on here.”

      I seated myself at the other end of the couch. Even if Rick tried to make a run for the door, I was going to be on him in no time flat.

      “Um, who the hell are you?” Rick rubbed his arm where I had grabbed him. He winced. “I’d love to know how much time you spend at the gym, but right now, I’m more curious what you’re even doing here.”

      “You’re the one who killed two wizards. So you’re going to be answering questions first.”

      Rick’s eyes flew wide and he held up his hands. “Wait, what? No! I didn’t–”

      “Look, I hunt monsters for a living,” I interrupted. “So I know my supernatural shit. I’ve dealt with vampires, werewolves, fairies and elemental spirits. Just to name a few. But there are no ghosts. When humans die, their souls move on. Heaven, hell, whatever. But they can’t stick around in this world.”

      Now Rick leaned forward, some of his suspicion fading away as he shook his head. “I swear it’s true. Ben died, but he came back.”

      What the fuck was going on? I rubbed the bridge of my nose. Rick seemed honestly shocked when I mentioned the murders, and just as earnest about the ghost stuff. Was he crazy? At this point, anything seemed possible.

      I dropped my hand once more to regard Rick. He didn’t seem crazy. A little agitated, but I suppose that I couldn’t blame him for that. I did kind of jump out and tackle the guy in the middle of dinner. To tell the truth, I’d have been a hell of a lot more pissed about it than Rick was. And he appeared to believe that I was a monster hunter, which certainly suggested that he had some sort of brush with the supernatural.

      I sat back against the arm of the couch. As long as I had Rick here with me, he wasn’t shooting anyone. I could afford some time for answers.

      “Alright, Rick,” I said. “You’ve got my attention. Talk.”

      Rick hesitated, though. “You said that you’re some kind of hunter. Are you going to hurt Ben?”

      “Honestly, I have no fucking clue,” I admitted. “Right now, I just want some answers. Today’s been one of the weirdest days in my life. Believe me when I tell you that’s saying something.”

      “I… I’ll tell you what I can,” Rick said falteringly. “I don’t seem to have much choice. But there’s a lot of it that I don’t understand yet. You would have to ask Ben about the details.”

      “And how might I do that?” I asked.

      “He’s coming back here tonight. I was waiting for him when you… sort of attacked me.”

      “Why is Ben coming here?”

      “To possess me,” said Rick.

      Presuming that Richard Sung wasn’t completely nuts, I needed more information. Was big dead brother Ben the one somehow hunting down and killing wizards?

      “Okay,” I said. “Start at the beginning.”

      Rick lowered his head, thinking. Dark hair fell over his eyes – it looked like he hadn’t gotten it cut in a while. It was pretty sexy and I berated myself for smiling at Rick again. I managed to school my expression before he looked back up at me.

      “What’s your name?” Rick asked. “I feel weird talking about this when I don’t even know that much about you.”

      “I’m Lily.”

      Now it was Rick’s turn to give me a smile. It was even cuter in person than in the pictures. Damn it.

      “Okay. Thanks, Lily.” Rick put his hands on his knees and took a deep breath. “Well, you seem to know about some of it. A year ago, Ben just… vanished. I was supposed to meet him for lunch, but he didn’t show. I called, but never got an answer. I reported the whole thing to the cops, of course. They poked around a few times, but never found anything they considered interesting. Everyone just figured that Ben left.”

      “But that’s not what you thought,” I said.

      “It didn’t make any sense. Ben was fine. Why would he leave without telling anyone?” Rick asked. He gestured toward the front door. “He gave me a key a few years back, so I came by to… I don’t know. Take care of the place? Or maybe I wanted to find something the police had overlooked.”

      “And did you?”

      “Maybe,” said Rick. “There was this strange smell in the air, like incense. That was a year ago, though, so I don’t remember much except that it was sort of weird and metallic. Ben always hated in­cense. It makes… made him sneeze, so I thought that was strange.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Anything else?”

      Rick nodded and began to stand, but then froze and looked at me with frightened eyes.

      “Can I get up and turn on the light in here without you trying to snap me in half again?” he asked.

      “Just don’t try to get away,” I said. “However fast you can run, trust that I can run faster.”

      “Um, okay.”

      Rick stood and went to flip the light switch. A pair of lamps flic­kered on and filled the living room with a pleasant amber glow. Incandescent bulbs, I noted absently. Ben really had a thing for the old-fashioned shit, didn’t he?

      Rick sat again and pointed to the center of the living room floor. Something black was ground between several of the floorboards. There were other darkened spots, too, arranged in a ring in the middle of the floor… Like someone had drawn a charcoal circle there and then tried to clean it up. But the black dust had gathered in the slight gaps between the creaky old wood boards. The last time I saw a charcoal circle on the floor was in Dominic’s apartment, when Stefano used his magic to teleport the raging werewolf away.

      What was Ben involved in? Was he a sorcerer? If Rick Sung’s brother were a Merlinic wizard, surely Stefano would have men­tioned it.

      Rick was studying my face. “All of this means something to you, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Keep going.”

      “Um, okay. I just sort of… stayed here. Stalling, I guess, and waiting for Ben to come home. It takes seven years to declare some­one dead, but I… After six months, the police weren’t looking any­more and my parents started talking about a funeral…”

      Rick’s voice cracked and he trailed off, wiping his eyes. He didn’t seem to notice that he was doing it. I guessed Rick was pretty used to crying over Ben. He truly did love his brother.

      I was really beginning to hate the idea of dragging Rick Sung to the College for judgment. But I don’t leave jobs half done. If you doubt it, ask a nix named Adähr. Someone had to face justice for the deaths of Orson Clark and Bianca Taren.

      Rick drew a shuddering breath and continued. “One night, maybe a week after New Year, the whole house went cold. I re­member getting up and checking the thermostat. The heat was on, but I just couldn’t stop shivering. I wondered if I was in some kind of shock… I hadn’t been eating or sleeping very well for a while.”

      “Yeah, I saw your temple of takeout.”

      Rick flushed a little. “Sorry about that. Sort of. I mean, you’re the one who was sneaking around.”

      “You should see my fridge. What happened after it got cold?”

      “Then I heard Ben’s voice,” Rick said. “At first, I was sure I was having a total nervous breakdown, but Ben was… here. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him here with me and I started to calm down.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That someone had murdered him and he needed my help to fix it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. The kind of help that involved a gun and two dead wizards?

      “And what did he want you to do?” I asked Rick in a flat voice.

      “Ben said that he had to possess my body. He didn’t seem very happy about it, but I told him that I was all his. Whatever he needed. After that, things get kind of… fuzzy. When I woke up, it was morning. I wondered if it had all been a dream or something, but I was sitting at the table and my laptop was open.”

      “What was on the screen?” I asked. If Ben had been looking up information or buying guns, I wanted to know.

      Rick scratched his head as he tried to remember. “Um, some website about demons, I think.”

      Demons. Things weren’t looking good for Ben Sung. It wouldn’t have surprised me if this “murder” was a College hunter taking Ben Sung down for infernalism.

      Except… I didn’t remember any bounties like that being posted in the last year. If the College had caught someone summoning demons, I would know. Infernalism is pretty much the worst crime under College rules and bounties for demon-summoners are some of the most lucrative awarded.

      “How did your brother die?” I asked. “What happened?”

      Rick shook his head again. “That’s one of the things I don’t know. Ben won’t tell me. He says that he wants to keep me out of it so I don’t get hurt.”

      “Typical big brother,” I said.

      Not that I knew from personal experience. I was a child of the foster system – Max was the closest thing I had to a brother. Which, given the naked shenanigans we got up to, wasn’t very close at all.

      “How long has all this been going on, Rick?” I asked.

      “Um, about two months. I don’t know what Ben’s working on, exactly. Mostly, it seems to be research. Sometimes about people, sometimes more mythological stuff. I’ve offered to help during the days, but Ben won’t tell me what he’s up to.”

      “Have you ever woken up somewhere strange?” I asked. “Like a basement or… a tower?”

      My question sounded a little lame, but I had no idea what Orson or Bianca’s sanctums were like. I’d never been in one. For all I knew, Stefano’s dead lady friend had practiced her magic in a bowling alley. Rick seemed to find my question strange, too, be­cause his eyebrows rose.

      “Uh, no,” he said. “Sometimes I wake up in different clothes, but that’s it. If he goes anywhere, Ben always brings me… my body… back here.”

      Rick hadn’t mentioned a gun yet, but Ben might have hidden it. Were the new clothes to conceal bloodstains?

      “Look, I don’t know what any of this is about,” Rick said. He sounded young, earnest and frightened. “But if my brother needs my body to finish his earthly business, then I want to help him.”

      “That’s creepy,” I told him. “But sweet. Why didn’t you call the police about any of this?”

      Rick gave an unhappy little laugh. “And tell them what, exactly? That my brother’s ghost said he was murdered? The cops would have thought I was crazy. And I could hardly blame them. For a while, I was pretty sure I was crazy, too.”

      I wasn’t entirely convinced of Rick’s sanity, either. There weren’t supposed to be ghosts. His story answered some of my questions, but not nearly enough of them. Tony said that the two Sung bro­thers were close. Had Ben’s disappearance or death caused some kind of psychotic break? And even if everything Rick said was true, it still had an unsettling flavor of the demonic.

      “What time is Ben coming to possess you?” I asked.

      “Usually about nine o’clock.”

      I checked one of the rhythmically ticking clocks hanging along the wall. That was about twenty minutes away.

      “Alright,” I said. “I need to get Ben’s half of the story.”

      Rick eyed me up and down, nervous again. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

      “I’m not even sure how I would hurt a ghost. But I need to know what he’s been up to.”

      Rick didn’t look terribly reassured, but he nodded.

      “Can I finish my dinner?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      Rick stood and I watched closely as he retrieved
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