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        For Mary—teacher, mentor, advocate, friend, witchy woman, breast cancer survivor and one tough broad. We miss you.
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      The events in this story are concurrent with those in Bewitched, Blooded and Bewildered (Bad Witch Book 3).

      This story originally appeared in the Windy City RWA anthology A Wicked Appetite.
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      “We’ve got to stop meeting like this, Doc.”

      “I’d much rather take you out for dinner and dancing, Miss Duquesne,” Brian said. “Sadly, duty calls.”

      “What kind of dancing?” A blush heated my face as I studied him. His reply was a sly smile, and I shivered as I was flooded with scandalous thoughts.

      Dr. Brian Dannaher and I had been crossing paths on a regular basis since I transferred to Chicago during the summer. As a guardian I’m charged with enforcing magical law and order, and as a chronicler Brian’s job is to investigate what happened and record it for posterity. Brian was also a Cook County medical examiner. Smart move—Brian could head off non-magical law enforcement from delving too deep into investigating murders with magician ties.

      At this point I saw Brian more often than I did my brother and sister-in-law—and I was living with them. I had to stop flirting with Brian, but Lord and Lady, the man pushed all my buttons. Brian possessed a clever wit and a charming Irish brogue, and he was just so pretty. Pretty is my catnip, but no matter how much mischief glinted in his eyes when he smiled at me, Brian was still a vampire. A sort of lesser-evil vampire, but good guardians did not date vampires of any variety. Period.

      I politely cleared my throat. “Speaking of duty, who called you? I was asked to do a home check. No word about bodies being dropped.”

      My tip about this location had come from the friend of a friend of a member of the local shapeshifter council—or so the text claimed. It wasn’t what I’d call a reliable source, but with so many shapeshifters falling prey to hunters I couldn’t afford to ignore it. We were still guessing at the total number of shapeshifters who were missing or dead, because shifters are a guarded bunch, and any information could be vital to our investigation. The situation had to be dire for them to contact us at all—when a guardian shows up at a shapeshifter’s door, it’s not because I’m looking to borrow a cup of sugar. I’ve probably been sent there to put it down like a rabid dog.

      Brian raised his phone. “Anonymous text. It piqued my curiosity.”

      “Let me see.” I swung off of my Harley and reached for his phone, but he drew it away and tilted the screen so I couldn’t see his unlock code. Smart. Paranoia may be another word for longevity, but so is vampire. Gullible people don’t live forever.

      “Here.” Brian turned the phone toward me, and I peered at the text and frowned.

      “Different number, but it’s near the same message. Who contacts a guardian and a vampire for help?”

      “Chronicler,” he corrected gently. I winced—there are two types of vampires, chroniclers and master necromancers, and both of them consider vampire to be an offensive descriptor. Not sure why that is, but I blame Bram Stoker. Dracula’s continued popularity hadn’t done the undead community any favors.

      “Sorry, sugar,” I drawled. “Too much time spent with my sister-in-law. Cat’s not fond of blood drinkers right now, of any variety.”

      “I understand, and since you called me sugar in your lovely accent I’m obliged to forgive you.” Brian favored me with a polite bow, and I blushed again. People had been enamored of my accent since I left New Orleans for other assignments—it was great for scoring free drinks. All I had to do was bat my lashes and offer a sultry laissez les bon temps rouler and bam! All the booze a girl can drink—and as a guardian, I’m blessed with an epic alcohol tolerance. I can drink entire motorcycle clubs under the table.

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      “At any rate, I assume I was contacted for my forensic skills, with or without a body to examine.” He nudged the tool box resting on the curb beside him, and I nodded.

      “No vehicle tonight?” When I’d pulled up Brian had been standing alone in front of the house.

      “No, I walked,” he said, and I shuddered. Vamp—er, chroniclers and master necromancers often took shortcuts through the shadow realm to get from place to place in a hurry. It was a great way to instantly avoid traffic jams, but an equally great way to get jumped for trespassing by a band of angry shadow demons and pummeled into a bloody pulp.

      “Well, let’s investigate,” I said.

      In theory, crime scene investigation fell under a guardian’s purview—as long as a magician was involved in the crime—but investigation wasn’t my area of expertise. My specialty was apprehension. Magician councils called me when they wanted me to locate a guilty party, beat him down and haul his ass in for judgment.

      “After you, Miss Duquesne.” Brian picked up his gear and offered me his arm. Charmed, I looped my arm through his and we walked up to the house together. Being near Brian reminded me of being head over heels for a high school crush—I hadn’t suffered from this sort of awkward longing in years, and while my reaction was intriguing it was not work appropriate.

      The address we’d been summoned to was on the South side of Chicago, part of a strip of abandoned houses and empty, overgrown lots. At some point in the past this area bustled with industry, but now it was a wasteland of vacant factories, bankrupt businesses and houses in foreclosure. Bad for the local economy, but great for magical beings who wanted to live off the grid, like shapeshifters.

      “Looks like no one’s home,” Brian said as we ascended the concrete stairs.

      Thunder rumbled to the west—too ominous for my taste. October in Chicago was nothing like the expectations of October that I’d held after living in Denver and New Orleans. The last two days had been absolutely sweltering, but now the temperature had dropped so far that the meteorologists were warning that tonight’s rain might turn to snow by morning. The Midwest needed to get its climate shit together.

      “No protective wards,” I said. I couldn’t picture anyone putting in the time or energy to magically protect the dilapidated structure. One of the wrought iron railings was missing and the other looked certain to betray anyone who grabbed it to steady themselves. The front windows were cracked, and faded avocado green paint peeled from the wooden siding. “This place should be condemned.”

      “It might be,” Brian said. “There was some discussion of developing this area into technology research parks.”

      I pulled the screen door open and it came off its hinges. “Good luck with that.” I set it aside and opened the front door that creaked on rusted hinges. “I officially don’t like this. This is one hundred percent how a horror movie opens.”

      “Yes, but the monster is on your side in this one.”

      “You’re not a monster.” I stepped inside and the floor groaned beneath my boots. “Or this could be the opening of a house flipping show.”

      “Flipping haunted houses?” Brian shut the door behind us, and I frowned at the dry rasp of the wood frame rubbing against it. “Sounds like one of those streaming series.”

      I tried to picture Brian binge watching a reality show, and I shook my head. “Figured you for the indie movie type, Doc. Something artsy with subtitles.”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Brian said.

      “Dr. Dannaher, are you asking me out?” Faint light filtered through the windows—it never really gets dark in Chicago, and it’s useful but a bit disconcerting. I didn’t need much light to see by—guardians can practically see in the dark, and I bet chroniclers could.

      “Of course. Hope springs eternal, Miss Duquesne.”

      I smiled, but then I held up a hand for Brian to wait. Faded magic tickled my senses like a cool breeze on a warm night, and I examined the room to determine its source. A brown shag carpet covered what had once been a living and dining room, judging by the moth-eaten armchair near the window and the trio of folding chairs gathered around a hanging light fixture. The carpet squished beneath my boots, and I sniffed the air—I didn’t smell blood, but the tang of bleach stung my nose.

      “I think we missed the party,” I said. The hunters had already hit this house and cleaned up afterward. We were too late.

      “If I may?”

      I nodded and moved to the center of the living room. An arched entrance connected the dining room to the kitchen, and I peered into the shadows.

      Brian set his kit down, and glass clinked as he rummaged through the contents. He withdrew a bottle filled with glittering cornflower-blue powder and systematically sprinkled it over the carpet. A hazy white glow appeared, and puddled in a large blob.

      “That’s a lot of blood,” he said.

      I nodded. “Poor bastard. Probably heard someone at the door. I don’t suppose that spell can identify what kind of being bled out here?”

      “Not with this powder, but that would be a useful addition to the spell. I’ll speak with its creator. I have a potion that can determine what type of creature it was, if there’s enough uncontaminated blood left to test.”

      “How many alchemists do you have on your payroll?” I asked.

      “Too many. They’re bloody expensive to employ.” Brian sighed, returned the powder to the toolbox and withdrew a testing kit that looked more like science than magic.

      “Right. Wait here.” I drew one of my short swords and headed for the kitchen. Every guardian is gifted with an enchanted weapon of their choice—bladed weapons for the most part, though my brother, Lex, has a spear. Lex always has to be special.

      The kitchen was in a similar state of neglect. The only appliance left was an ancient stove that had probably been too heavy to move. Muddy footprints tracked multiple paths across the cracked linoleum floor, and I kneeled to examine them. Recent—the mud had dried, but the dirt was still fresh. These had been left a day ago, maybe two. Most of the prints had been made by heavy
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