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      He smelled it first at the mailbox—a slight whiff, an almost subliminal knowledge.

      He should have expected it, but still, it made him take an involuntary step back. Donovan didn't know if Eleri noticed, or if she had even had her own reaction.

      Without speaking, they’d leaned down carefully, in tandem, pulling open the front flap on the mailbox, as if a snake might strike at them. Except there was nothing unusual inside, just the mail.

      It seemed he was in for something every time he came here.

      That wasn’t true. So many times, he came home and home was just home. But too many times, a dirty surprise had been waiting. He hated this. Beyond that, Donovan always had a moment where he wondered what Eleri thought of his property. She never reacted in any way that indicated she thought less of it, less of him.

      He didn’t really believe she would think that, but he couldn’t forget she had grown up with money and advantages he’d never even understood. He knew that, no matter how hard he worked or how much he sold out, he would likely never achieve what her family had.

      Donovan had first thought his property was large at several acres. Hers had hundreds, if not thousands. He had been proud of buying his own home, but her family had three properties—at least, that was how many he had visited. Her family homes were immaculate. The only things less than perfect were the antiques. A few had scars, some were faded. And yet, that only made the place more perfect, only further emphasized the money the Eames family held.

      But there was no pity. The expression on her face only conveyed her concern as they stood on the front steps, the mail clutched in his hand, bag slung over his shoulder. Her suitcase, elegant on wheels, had bumped along behind her up the rough front walk.

      “Can you tell?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      That means it's worse than we might think. Whoever was here tried to cover their tracks.

      It wouldn’t be the first time. The fact that they were standing at his front door having this conversation made him think that whoever it was had once again not only known where he lived, but had breached the doorway, walked through all the protective spells Eleri had offered, and then had enough skill to think they might get out undetected. But Eleri was talking again.

      “I’m beginning to think it’s more likely they wanted us to know that they were here.”

      “Did they know that you’d be coming, too?” he asked.

      She tipped her head at that, indicating she hadn’t considered it before. Maybe? Anything was possible. She saw things he didn’t. He smelled things she couldn’t. But whoever had been here, they’d left things she could detect.

      “It smells old,” he said.

      She nodded in agreement.

      “So, they maybe saw the two of us leaving the Ozarks, and simply dashed here ahead?” The two of them had not come right here after leaving. There had been clean up, a proper funeral to hold, paperwork to file. It was, after all, the FBI.

      “Older than a week?” she asked, even as she held one hand up to the front door, placing it flat against the wood.

      At one point, rather than throw the old door out, he had simply fixed it. Newer models couldn’t come close to this solid wood model. So, he’d stripped, sanded, and repainted it. It was easy to remember the spark of a moment when he thought of a deep teal for the paint, or maybe black or red. That had been quickly tossed aside. It didn’t matter what colors he liked. It mattered that no one drove by the house and noticed it. So it was now a mid-tone blue-gray, nondescript—neither attractive enough nor ugly enough to draw attention.

      Taking a deep breath, Eleri shook her head. “It’s been scrubbed.”

      Then she frowned. They still hadn’t opened the door. She huffed, “It’s scrubbed in the way an amateur scrubs a crime scene. Like the blood is still there, but it’s just swirled around with a mix of bleach.”

      Only the two of them would use that analogy to describe something, and yet, here they were, and he understood. But this, he also understood, wasn’t like scrubbing a crime scene. Any average idiot could see blood everywhere, wipe it until it appeared clean to the naked eye. They would miss all the evidence they had left behind for the luminol and the black lights—and any decent crime scene tech with a swab.

      But for someone to know that they had left the scene spattered with evidence that only people with certain skills could detect dramatically narrowed who it might be. Someone would have to know they left that evidence simply by walking into someone’s house. That took someone with a special kind of knowledge. And he hated that he smelled his brother in the trace.

      Wondering what awful surprise might be waiting on the other side of the door, he said, “If they’re still here, they’re too well masked for me to smell them.”

      Eleri nodded. “I don’t feel anyone here now.”

      They turned to each other, eyes searching, asking if they were really about to do this. Then, in unison, they offered each other a nod.

      With one hand still clutching the mail—as if that were in any way important—his other hand reached out. Donovan turned the knob.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It followed them into the house. Eleri was sure that, if she could have seen Donovan’s nose, it would be twitching. If he could smell half of what she sensed, he would sneeze or cough any moment now.

      But this—it was just obvious. Maybe it hadn’t been scrubbed. Maybe the evidence was just . . . old.

      Swirls and lines crossed her vision. They drew her gaze starting at the back door and tracking through the house. Frowning, she shook her head, looking at one that seemed to go up and over the end of the arm of the couch and down the other side before heading into the second bedroom that she was pretty sure Donovan used as an office. But that wasn’t the only one.

      In front of her, Donovan growled softly. "Bodhi again."

      She knew. He couldn’t see her shaking her head behind him. She wasn’t disagreeing, but there were more. “Donovan, it's as if they all reconvened here.”

      He turned, his eyes dark with a feral gleam, the pupils shot wide as his superior vision checked the room. Still, he wouldn’t see what she saw, and this required no spell work. It had not been scrubbed.

      “I see Bodhi and four other traces that I recognize.”

      He didn’t have to, but he asked anyway, “Dauphines?”

      She nodded. “All four of them.” She had just said that, but she knew he was clarifying the improbability of it.

      “Hell,” he said. “If we had known they were here, we could have just bombed my house.”

      Eleri wasn’t sure that was the answer, but yes, they could have. Who knew if they would have survived it, or how? His house wouldn’t have, though.

      She didn’t add “Bodhi.” He could smell the traces of his own younger brother.

      He looked at her for a moment more, then turned and ducked into the bedroom. She wasn’t sure what he would find, but she wasn’t surprised as she followed. Though she was somewhat invading his personal space, he hadn’t told her to stop. She felt, as he did, that knowing what the others had done was maybe more important than any level of privacy they might pretend to still have.

      Between the two of them, they had existed in each other’s pockets for so long, there wasn’t much left anyway. It was impressive, she thought, for two people thrown together by an agency that simply decided these two would make good partners. She hated that Westerfield had been right, and she thought back to the long days that she had spent doubting that choice.

      Glancing quickly around the room, she checked for damage done to her partner’s home. His was a precious haven that he sequestered himself in. Locking the doors against all but only the very few friends he kept.

      The invasion was a deep cut.

      Each drawer was left slightly open—a quarter of an inch here, half an inch there. The covers on the bed were somewhat made, but Eleri had a feeling that wasn’t Donovan’s doing. She knew well enough that he would either leave the bed completely unmade or have it done up with an almost military precision. This half-assed look was an insult, meant to let them both know that someone else had touched everything.

      She turned a slow full circle, taking in all of the data. Again, they had all come in here. Her stomach rolled. Even this was not left untouched. She could see where they had gone, what they had moved. Again, the tracers followed around the room, up and over the bed. At one point, one even popped up on top of the dresser, as though someone had climbed up there and walked across. If they had, they had put the few items there back into place; she found nothing astray.

      The unwelcome visitors weren’t here now, at least she knew that much.

      Turning, she headed back into the hall, before realizing—even though this was Donovan, even though they were close—she should ask. I should have said something before I came in here. "Is it okay if I go into the office?"

      He didn’t even look back. He was peering down into the dresser drawers one at a time. Waving one hand absently behind him, he told her to do it before adding the words, “Go wherever you want.”

      She hit the office next, then the lone bathroom in the hallway. The small house was old, neat, and very well kept. Donovan hadn’t upgraded many things, but he had certainly replaced what needed it, added fresh coats of paint, and more. She wondered briefly if those had made his nose twitch. She was fairly certain that he had chosen the dull gray of the front door and the shutters. Taking the shutters down would have drawn attention, so he’d left them. But if there had been any pop of color on the little house previously, he was slowly removing it, letting the place be so nondescript that anyone driving by wouldn’t even notice it.

      But that didn’t seem to matter. The house might not grab anyone’s attention driving by, but Bodhi and the Dauphine sisters knew where it was. They had all been through. Even the bathroom had tracers. She could see where they reached down and moved the bathmat. They’d grabbed the toothpaste and moved it an inch to the right. She could almost hear Lafae’s adolescent giggles.

      Though everything looked fine to an untrained eye, Donovan would know. But why had each of them come into every room?

      Moving to the entryway, she put her back to the door and looked around again. Eleri could see the tracers as they went from the living area into the kitchen. The few pieces of art on the walls had been touched. The drawers opened.

      Following a line, she frowned as she pulled open a drawer and saw that the spoons and forks had been traded in place. So again, anyone who didn’t know where they were supposed to be wouldn’t have any idea. But he would know. She did.

      Someone could get to him. To everything. That was the point.

      Then she understood. They weren’t looking for anything, not that Eleri could tell. The Dauphine sisters were long gone. Bodhi had been here, too, but as Donovan could smell it, she could see it. The tracers were fading but the problem wasn't.

      “Donovan!” she called down the hall. “Grab what you need. We have to get out of here. Fast.”
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      Three days later, Eleri had her hand to her forehead. The tension headache was only getting worse. Medication wasn't going to help.

      They had traveled, first hopping on a plane to Belle Point Farms in Virginia. Her parents had rarely visited since Emmaline died, but Eleri enjoyed staying. She’d seen the tracers there, too. Donovan had smelled the intruders’ scent.

      They’d quickly left, heading next to Eleri’s apartment outside of DC. It had been there, too. Next, they’d realized the need to ditch the plane—and the records of their travels—for a rental car. They’d even traded the first one out for a second, which they rented under an assumed ID. They’d dropped the first car at one location and caught a ride to another rental center, so that there wasn’t a check-in and check-out in the same city with the same company.

      They were now driving a blue sedan, one that Eleri knew had particularly bad safety ratings. Anyone who knew anything about her knew she would never drive it. So they picked that one. They stayed in hotels and even motels that they didn’t recognize the names of, places where they couldn't be expected to go. They ate nothing familiar. Because Bell Point Farms had been covered in tracers. Bodhi Heath, the four Dauphine sisters—Darcelle, Alesse, Gisele, and Lafae—and two more tracers she could see now, though she couldn’t identify them, they seemed to stay consistent. The group was traveling as a group.

      But in their last stop at her other family home, FoxHaven, the residue had seemed fresher.

      "First, they went to your place," Eleri said. "I think I haven't found anywhere with older information than that."

      Donovan nodded in agreement.

      "Then they hit Bell Point Farm second and here third."

      He nodded again. Even though the two of them had followed along directly, they could tell by the depth of smell that Donovan could detect, the visual tracers Eleri could see, and even the extra spells she had cast to double-check, how old each of the pieces was. It had taken a few days, but they’d tracked the little group as Eleri wondered if it was important that there were seven of them.

      Now, she stood in front of Patton Hall, her fingers at her temples, attempting to push the headache away. Her phone dinged with yet another text she knew had to be from Avery. He’d dumped her—hard and fast—when she’d tried to be honest and told him what she could do. She’d even showed him some spells. He’d freaked out. That had been too long ago for him to come back now.

      Honestly, he probably just wanted her to help find his bitch witch of a sister, and Eleri wasn’t having it. Ignoring it, she turned to Donovan and told him, “You know she’s going to ask if we’re staying for dinner."

      Her partner only shrugged in response. He’d had dinner with the Eames’ before. Aside from the underlying formality and the sometimes foreign-to-him foods, he didn’t really seem to care. Then again, it wasn't his family. There weren’t comments about his past or his choices. They might make brittle remarks about the two agents being in the FBI but no one had ever expected Donovan to go to college, let alone medical school. So it all rolled off of him, and the chef would definitely make his steak very, very rare if he asked nicely.

      Donovan would gladly eat a free meal most anywhere. He didn’t get the rude, undercutting comments about having a daughter who had become a federal agent instead of getting married and gracing them with the grandbabies they should have been due long before now.

      Wildly, Eleri understood that even becoming a lawyer could have been just fine. But no, Eleri had done no such thing. She knew her parents would never consider their own roles in the event that changed her direction. That stopped her from wanting to go to the Olympics as an Equestrian. Eleri had learned the hard way that it was just the luck of the draw that she was standing here today and Emmaline was long since buried.

      The three remaining Eames family members had reacted very differently to the disappearance of the youngest. Eleri, at twelve, had vowed it would never happen to another family again. She’d not been able to keep that innocent promise, but she’d done a lot of good in the world, at least. Her heart cracked again for the people she couldn’t save, and all she could think was that at least Christina and Will had volunteered.

      Others hadn’t. Others had died harsh, torturous deaths, and there was no way she could stop them all. But her mother didn’t understand any of that. She was still mad Eleri hadn’t attended cotillion.

      So now, as they pulled up under the portico, her mother came down the broad steps, dressed impeccably, despite the fact that she apparently expected no visitors today.

      Typical Nathalie, Eleri thought. She hugged her mother briefly, a move without the kind of familial warmth it should have held. Then she stepped back as her mother held out her hand for a weak handshake that Donovan didn’t quite grasp the subtleties of. Good for him, Eleri thought.

      "You're staying for dinner, and I can have your rooms made up." It wasn’t a question.

      "Dinner, yes. Rooms, no," Eleri replied, having learned long ago that there was no way to play her mother’s games and win. The answer was only to stamp her foot like a petulant child and remain as stubborn.

      Her mother looked her up and down, assessing whether or not she might be able to change Eleri's mind. She wouldn’t. They couldn’t stay here. She and Donovan had already had the conversation about nuking his house while everyone was in it.

      They could do the same here. If the others showed up. It hadn’t taken the two of them long to figure out there might be a goal of checking all the houses the agents might be at. Bait them into one place along with other important figures and take them all out at once. Two could play at that game.

      Eleri counted saving graces to that idea occurring here. First, she didn’t think her mother and father were on the list of someones to be taken out. They were shockingly naive to the world their daughters had seen. Second, Patton Hall was concerningly large. Set on acreage in Kentucky, with its outbuildings of barns, stables, and housing for the help, along with its own multiple wings and gardens. It would be much harder to completely nuke the place, but Eleri didn’t put anything past the Dauphine sisters.

      In fact, as she followed her mother down the hallway, she wasn’t surprised to see the tracers inside yet another of her homes.

      "Mom," she asked, "who was here last week?"

      "No one," her mother replied, waving one hand to dismiss the whole conversation. If Nathalie didn’t know where it was going, she didn’t participate.

      "Mom, seven people?”

      “No.” She was growing weary of the chat already.

      “Hired help?" Eleri tried again, trying to think how seven people could have gotten in here.

      Her mother waved her hand again, as though allowing people into her house with no supervision was really not an issue. For her mother, it wasn’t. But as Eleri saw the tracers—flitting up and down the hallways, ducking in and out of the doors, touching the paintings on the walls as they went, jumping up and over the antique furniture—she looked to Donovan. From the way his nostrils flared, he was clearly picking up the scent.

      But she could tell by the way it had faded out in some spots that this was the oldest set. Patton Hall was where the seven had come first. Then to Donovan’s. She wondered if that order was important. She tried again with her mother.

      The other locations had all been empty, but not here. Or was she wrong? “Were you traveling last week?”

      "No," her mother replied, as if Eleri were just asking bizarre, random questions. “We were here.”

      Eleri didn’t doubt it. Her mother hadn’t traveled much at all since Emmaline had been taken. What if her youngest came back and she wasn’t here? Though Eleri had brought her sister home to rest—years too late to actually save her—Nathalie’s habits had been set. She was almost always here.

      Eleri held her hands out at her sides, palms forward, asking a question to Donovan. He didn’t answer.

      Staying for dinner was the easiest option. It would give them some time to poke around and learn what they could learn, but she turned again, still following her mother to the back sunroom, watching as her hair swished perfectly in time with the clicking high-heeled gait. Her mother saw nothing here. Knew nothing. Could answer nothing.

      Nathalie Eames was a shitty witch.
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      Donovan sat cross-legged on the bed. The polyester of the comforter rubbed at his ankles where his sweatpants had pulled up. He sat with his hands wrapped around his shins as if holding his legs in place.

      Looking up at Eleri, he only then realized she was sitting in a nearly identical stance on the other bed, staring back at him, her eyes a question. Her pajamas matched, her button-down top had a collar, and the set had jumping cartoon sheep and clouds. She managed to look as if the last couple of days hadn't been vicious. It reminded him of just how very different the worlds they had come from were.

      He had survived dinner per Eleri's instructions, as he always did. The easiest method was watching her, then using the fork, spoon, or knife that she used in the way that she used it to eat whatever food was presented. He had been very pleased about being served fish with the head on it. Were he on his own, he would have devoured the whole thing, bones and all. But not at the long Eames’ dinner table, with the four of them clustered down at one end.

      Eleri's father jauntily told tales of trips he had been on, while Eleri’s mother asked again why she couldn't just fix up rooms. Donovan smiled and answered blandly while he wondered how haunted the old place must be.

      The portraits on the wall alone were enough to be clear Eames family history ran deep. His own family history had cut off abruptly after one generation on his mother’s side, two on his father's. That was only because he had once met his grandparents, and he knew now, as an adult, that they were like him. But nothing else Aidan Heath had ever told him was plausibly correct. In fact, the man might have just taken him to a random elderly couple, had an argument with them, and told his kid that they were his relatives. So Donovan couldn't even be sure of that.

      His mother had disappeared when he was young, and he’d learned his father found her as a young woman on the streets of Kolkata. He’d married her and brought her back to the US. Donovan had no family history other than that. She wasn’t of a caste or history to make anything traceable in the public records. Amisha Banerjee Heath disappeared in the historic record.

      Yet, at Eleri's home, they had portraits of ancestors all down the walls, dating back hundreds of years. Her father’s history went back to the Eames and Hale families of Plymouth and Salem. On her mother's side, Eleri had deep Louisiana roots, entangled through her Grandmère’s family with the Dauphine family and their own particular brand of rough magic.

      But her mother managed to know nothing of the seven who’d roamed her halls quite extensively, leaving evidence behind that both Eleri and Donovan could sense. It was surely a trap of some kind. He just didn’t know what kind or why.

      So they’d made themselves scarce after the meal and post dinner drink. They’d driven the unsafe sedan well into the night and were two states over before they stopped. They’d woken up this morning knowing that something needed to be done.

      Starving, and needing breakfast, he still waited. Donovan knew this decision was more important than food. Not much was, so he knew Eleri understood. So now, as he grabbed his ankles and looked at his partner, he said clearly, "I don't think you're going to like it."

      "I don't think I'm going to like anything, so you might as well say it."

      "I want to go to India."

      She didn’t jerk or twitch. She hardly even blinked. She merely asked, "Why?"

      Not as if he needed to justify his reaction, but as if out of curiosity, as if his justifications might be different from her own.

      "My mother disappeared with Bodhi. Supposedly, he knows more family background than I have." He wondered if he could get his younger brother to talk, to hand over the pieces he was missing.

      Eleri was nodding along as if he made perfect sense. Her reaction would let him know how much he had tried to build a logical argument from some core emotional need, or if he was just off his rocker. "I think there's a Miranda stronghold there."

      She nodded again. "I've noticed a number of Indian players in their upper ranks. It would make sense if they’re recruiting from there." She leaned over then, but was only reaching for the small laminate bedside table and grabbing her phone. "Look what came in last night."

      She held the phone up, knowing his eyes could easily read the text across the distance.

      He felt his eyebrows go up. "That was unexpected."

      "Exactly.” But she didn’t elaborate further.

      He added, "I'm going in part because I want to find my family roots."

      "You've talked about it before." There was no judgment in her tone. Maybe he was making sense.

      "If nothing else, I want to see where my mother came from."

      "Do you think she has the history in her family?"

      He shrugged, fully understanding what she meant: if there were others like him on her side of the family, too. Or if maybe it all came from his father. He didn’t know.

      "I know there's history of it in India, and for me to have it, it could have passed down both sides of the family.” He’d grown convinced that the unique traits, the traits of the people on the farm where they’d just left, existed as both dominant and recessive genetic types. He’d seen too many family trees, and understood genetics well enough, that one explanation didn’t cover all the cases. Some people got it from one side of the family only, passed through a dominant gene, but in others, it may have laid dormant for several generations before—boom!—a child like him would pop up.

      In many cases, no one knew what to do with them.

      Eleri nodded along. “The legends told of such things. There was talk of more Miranda parchments in areas around Kolkata, Delhi.” She was going along with him though she had to understand that—at its heart—it was an excuse, not a reason.

      "It's personal," he said, knowing he needed to put that out there. "You don't have to come with me."

      "I know I don't," she said. "But you came with me when it was about my family. If nothing else, it’s my turn. I owe you this."

      He shook his head, and he meant it. "You owe me nothing." The number of times she had saved him were uncountable, though he knew he had saved her, too. There was no ledger between them. Not now.

      She held up a finger. "One—I think you'll do better with someone with you, someone with different kinds of skills." She shrugged at him as if that were enough reason to travel across continents into the heart of something neither of them fully understood. Then she held up a second. “I think if you find there what you think you might find, you'll do better to have some backup."

      She held up a third finger. "Christina didn’t finish her travels in India. Somebody should. Maybe it's us."

      Holding up a fourth finger, Eleri pointed at her phone. "This also aims us in the same direction."

      He understood she meant the texts she’d just showed him from Stacey. The missing girl had taken another extraordinary child with her. It sounded like they were already in India. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Tapping her phone again, Eleri held up a screen full of texts she had not answered. She turned back to him, all five fingers splayed wide, giving him yet another reason she should go with him. "Avery has been texting me. It would be a good excuse not to text back if I'm out of the country."

      Her phone buzzed again and another text popped up on the screen. Donovan laughed and ignored it, because she did.

      The trip could cost them a reprimand. Or maybe even their jobs. There was every possibility that if it went horribly, it could cost their lives. But she was willing to go along.

      "I guess if it gets too hairy, we'll call in backup," she said as if that was all that was needed.

      He guessed it was decided then. They both understood who and what those backups might be. With that conversation behind them, Eleri rolled off the bed, rummaged through her suitcase and headed into the bathroom. They needed to get out of here, he knew. Staying in one place too long seemed like trouble right now.

      They still had no comprehension of why the Dauphine sisters were hunting them. Were they taunting them? Or baiting them? Or both? Searching for something the two of them hadn’t figured out yet?

      But he and Eleri worked in tandem in a way that already made him feel better about the whole thing. Which was good, because his general feeling about the trip was that he wouldn't find anything good.
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      Eleri woke up long before the plane touched down. The turbulence hadn’t been bad, but it was more than she could sleep through. Then, the bumps and screeches from the landing gear was grating.

      Still, she’d flown enough in her life that she knew it wasn’t worth getting worried over. It was just that she wasn’t getting any rest, and the insane number of time zones they had passed through wasn’t helping. But, as far as she was concerned, any plane that landed without bruising her was a success. She'd had worse.

      Next to her, Donovan still slept. His head rested in the tiny cradle of the formed seat, his chair was reclined as far as it would go, and he remained dead to the world. She envied him.

      The flight had been long, and Eleri stretched, trying not to wake him yet. She regretted not springing for a better class of seat, but the point was to lay low. The fact that she had sat too long with her knee in one place was merely the price she paid for her anonymity. At least, she hoped they’d achieved anonymity.

      At the airport before they left, she scanned the people at the gate, the flight attendants checking them in. Then, upon walking onto the plane, she’d examined everything else she could. Scanning all of the faces as she passed, Eleri searched for clues. Auras, faint smokes, even necklaces or jewelry that screamed of a spell. She looked for any face that didn’t move correctly—a real-life version of the way people were taught to detect artificial intelligence fakes.

      But she'd seen nothing concerning, and Donovan had smelled nothing other than the standard, sometimes unwashed, bodies of the other airplane goers.

      Though they'd both fallen asleep on the long flight, she hadn’t stayed that way. She’d read a book, played several games on her phone, and tried to sleep again. She had managed another short nap, but she was already awake and up as the others around her slowly came to life.

      The crew had not yet put the lights on. Landing in the middle of the night wasn’t her first choice, but none of this was. The only thing she had chosen was helping her partner.

      Leaning over, she pushed slightly at his shoulder, knowing that it took more than a casual tap, more than a whispered phrase, to rouse him. “Donovan, wake up. We’ve landed.”

      His eyes blinked once, twice, and then he was fully awake. How he did that, she didn’t know. But he pulled his seat forward, popped the tray up, and in moments, was more prepared to debark than ninety-nine percent of the other passengers. She was going to have to ask him to get her luggage out of the overhead bin. They hadn’t checked anything—traveling light across continents was not her usual style. But it was necessary now.

      The quick exit had kept them hopefully undetectable. She thought of Christina, doing this by herself. But that was the way the other agent had wanted it.

      Soon enough Eleri was upright and her luggage was in hand. Even so it was a good half an hour before they were walking through the airport.

      Luckily, announcements were made in several languages, more than one of which she couldn’t identify. She’d done a search during the flight and found that the local language was Bengali.

      Beside her, Donovan walked along, eyes up, all senses alert. She wanted to ask him what he smelled or saw, what he noticed that she didn’t. But she couldn’t. They weren’t entirely confident they hadn’t been followed. Or worse yet: predicted. It had happened before where they’d arrived only to find something untoward, unwelcome, having anticipated their moves and waiting for them. She put nothing past their enemies.

      "Where to first?" he asked as they exited the sliding doors into the hot night air.

      Pulling her suitcase along behind her, Eleri thought through the options. They’d traveled so light that they would need clothing. But not after eleven at night. Though she’d picked up a few things along the way, much of it wasn’t what she would need here. Her suitcase was partly packed for an endeavor at the farm, partly packed for going to Patton Hall. Only very little of it was for this.

      “Hotel?” she suggested.

      "What hotel?" he asked back.

      Looking at the line of yellow cabs waiting under the fluorescent lights, she thought that might be their best bet. The airport was very modernized and sleek, but once she could see beyond it—past the glass and steel, farther than the buses with their sliding doors and more—there was not much that felt new.

      “I say we get a cab and ask them.” It was the best way to be unpredictable: let someone else do the choosing.

      In moments, Donovan was putting their things into the trunk of a bright yellow, old-style sedan.

      “English?” she asked the driver, praying he said yes because she did not speak Bengali. Or Erdu. Or even any form of Chinese. She was fairly certain Donovan didn’t either. If his mother had taught him her native tongue when he was a young child, and if he still remembered it, he’d not said anything to her.

      “Yes,” the cab driver smiled and nodded, looking at her from where he remained behind the wheel.

      “What hotel do you recommend?” she asked, then immediately added, “Five stars.”

      Donovan raised his eyebrows, as if to ask, Was that necessary?

      She shrugged. “Difficult to trace, right?”

      She would use one of her alternate IDs for check in. They might not be here on an official FBI mission, but she still held much of the paperwork—three passports in her bags under three different names, seven IDs, nationalizing her to three different countries. With facial recognition scanners, disguises weren’t likely to help. They were relying on the documents and her spells to get them and their weapons through unnoticed. She hoped it would be enough to keep their trail clear.

      The inside of the cab was comfortable, even if the traffic was not. Though Eleri might have closed her eyes, she couldn’t look away. The driver darted down narrow streets with no lane designations. He wove in and out between bikes, people, and other cars—sometimes parked and sometimes not. She trusted that he knew what he was doing. She wasn’t seeing accidents, and the cab had looked to be in good shape when he was waiting at the airport. Statistically, they should be okay.

      Next to her, Donovan watched all of it in awe. It struck her that, while this might be a homecoming for him, it wasn’t the same as it had been for her. When she went back to New Orleans, it wasn’t new. The Remi family history was there and she knew it. Her Grandmère lived there and Eleri and Emmaline had visited and stayed as children. This was Donovan’s first chance to see where his family had come from, so she didn’t comment or interfere.

      But she had to tap him on the shoulder when the cab driver stopped. He pulled up next to a sleek, modern building, welcoming them with a brand name she didn’t recognize. Hopefully, if they didn’t recognize it, no one would think to look for them there.

      It wasn’t a full five-star resort, but it was more than nice enough for her to get a good night’s sleep. Paying the cab driver in cash that she’d paid a pretty penny to convert at the airport before they left the States, she hoped she counted it out correctly. He thanked her for her tip, and she could only hope her quick research had given her the correct customs. She did not want to make the mistake of being memorable.

      Donovan followed her, his bag slung over his shoulder once again. This time, hers was rolling along behind him on the smooth marble floor. She headed straight up to the desk and booked them into a suite with two rooms for two nights, though she wasn’t sure they would stay that long. She paid carefully, making sure the name on the card matched the name on the ID she flashed.

      No flags seemed to have been raised. The staff didn’t examine her documents or call management. No eyebrows were raised. Just the clicking of the keyboard and touching of the screen to get them situated. Luckily, it didn’t seem strange for them not to have a reservation. Maybe it was the off season.

      Thankfully, no taps came from her partner, signaling someone she should look at. No one’s face shifted subtly behind the mask of a glamour. So she thanked the desk staff and said they could handle their own luggage.

      In the elevator, Donovan asked, “Should we have let them deliver our bags up to us?”

      Shaking her head, she watched the numbers climb over the doors. “Rich people are eccentric a lot of the time. Paranoid even. Carrying our own bags—especially when we don’t have much—won’t set any flags.”

      Then the doors were opening. In the room, she barely bothered to open her suitcase—just enough to get out the necessities. She was brushing her teeth when Donovan knocked on the door.

      “What are the plans for tomorrow?” he asked.

      Spitting out her toothpaste she grinned. “We play tourist.” She paused, then added, “And we see if anyone is following us.”
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      Donovan woke before the sun was up, and though the air conditioner worked furiously in the nice suite of rooms, it wasn't as quiet as he expected.

      The sun hadn’t yet peaked past the edges of the blackout curtains Eleri had pulled last night, and he knew that she wasn’t yet awake. He could hear her breathing softly in the other room. Then again, he’d slept on the plane, and he suspected she hadn’t—not more than a few hours total, maybe.

      Opening the curtains, he looked over the landscaping. It was made to look as much like familiar hotels around the world as it could be, but beyond the fences and manicured grass he saw down streets with small shops pushed shoulder to shoulder. Water glistened in the moonlight, small boats, many with what looked like solar panels, rocked at the edges.

      It felt odd to be here, taking in the view from his perch in a sanitized hotel. He wondered if he should wait for Eleri, but his curiosity got the better of him. They had burner phones, and he texted hers.

      —heading out for coffee.

      He thought he’d seen some coffee shops, and though he didn’t recognize the names, he’d seen the same sign twice. It was likely a chain. That didn’t mean it was good, but it meant he would go.

      The text he’d sent would pop up with no name attached. Later, if anything did come down, or the phones were found or checked or cloned, it was best if they had established casual communication. And it served the purpose of letting her know he’d left of his own will. It was nothing more nefarious than chain-store coffee.

      He grabbed his wallet and some of the cash Eleri had left on the table the night before. He hadn’t thought that far ahead, but every transaction without a digital footprint only helped them.

      As the front doors of the hotel slid open for him, the air from the street pushed back. It weighted the dark, heavy feeling as the sun came up. This was definitely a wealthier area of town. The high-end hotel meant that no one staying here wanted to walk onto the street and see the children begging for coins. He had spotted them last night as the cabbie bolted in and out of traffic leaving the airport. Though he wasn’t one for sentimentality, his heart had stuttered at the sheer number of them.

      Now, he walked the block undisturbed, surprised at the number of people that were out as the sun peeked over the buildings. His nose flared, alert for anything, but mostly he scented familiar and unfamiliar foods. The city was layered with diesel and dirty water somewhere just beyond what he could see or hear.

      In the coffee shop, he wondered if coffee itself was different here. Still, he wasn’t willing to risk the bitterness—the smell it made was a lie he didn’t fall for. He ordered Chai, hoping it was the plainest order he could place, and asked for a splash of whole milk. He grabbed something caramel and frothy for Eleri, grateful for the young woman at the counter who spoke English.

      Taking both cups with an American “thank you,” he headed back out onto the street. Only as he stepped foot into the growing human traffic did he realize his mistake. His hands were not free. A handicap he would have considered in any other situation. He needed to shake his awe of finally being in his mother’s homeland: his wonder was unsafe.

      A young woman bumped into him. Though she clearly apologized, it was in a language he didn’t know. She tried to hand him a flyer for something he couldn’t identify, but he didn’t have any way to take one. She didn’t smell of wolf.

      None of them did. But, in their faces, he saw a trace of his own. Perhaps his nose was not his mother’s nose, but simply a Kolkata one. Dark eyes like his own looked back at him from the vast majority of people he passed.

      His father, a white American male, had supplied enough genetics to cut into Donovan’s looks, so his black hair, dark eyes, and darker skin didn’t look entirely foreign in the States. But here, he felt an odd sense of kinship with the people who looked like the other half of him.

      It was Eleri who stood out here. Her reddish curls bounced. The brown of her skin was not darker than his but an entirely different shade—a gift from her Grandmère and the Remi family line.

      When he made it back to the room, he found her up and dressed. Her curls were pulled into a pompom of a ponytail, likely a nod to the heat of the outside. He came from South Carolina. He was used to high temperatures and humidity, but this? It felt different. It didn’t cling the way a South Carolina summer did.

      She held her hand out and took the caramel-whatever-it-was he had ordered for her. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So far, so good.” She took a sip, cautious against the heat of it, and he wondered if a steaming drink maybe wasn’t the best way to start their day.

      “It’s early,” she said, “but we’re both up. Time to play tourist.”

      He tapped his coffee cup to hers in a small salute. None of this was the goal of the trip, but the whole trip would be pointless if they were being followed and didn’t know.

      “Did you message Westerfield yet?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Maybe we should do that before we head out.”

      She pulled yet another burner phone out of her bag. “Here goes nothing.” She showed him the message before she sent it. It was succinct, merely letting their boss know that they were on a different continent, that they would not be reachable, and if anything should come up, they would let him know.

      “Not the best way to request time off,” Donovan said.

      “True, but if we find a parchment, we’ll be golden.”

      “How many are even left?” he asked.

      He watched as she closed her eyes and wondered if she was remembering Will and Christina’s final moments. She seemed to pull up a picture where she could count the missing pieces. “At least seven.”

      With the message sent and the burner phone tucked back into a suitcase where they wouldn’t have to deal with a reply until they chose to, they headed down the elevator and out into the street.

      This time, they headed the other direction, aiming at the street shops and vendors. They ducked inside, hoping to add to their supplies: water and maybe bags to carry their findings in. Things that wouldn’t get them noticed or remembered. Eleri spent cash again, purchasing both of them cheap clothing.

      “I think we have ‘tourist’ stamped across our foreheads if we wear these,” he said.

      “That’s the point,” she reminded him as they headed back to the hotel.

      Once they were changed, he was grateful. She’d had the decency not to push him into any of the brightly colored shirts. As he put the new shirt on, he realized his own clothing wasn’t built for this heat and he quickly changed into pants they’d grabbed for him, too.

      Eleri turned up in the main room fully dressed again. This time in a very pale pink, flowy top. She held her hands up. “It’s lightweight, I’ll give it that.”

      This time, when they left, they headed for St. Paul’s Cathedral. It wasn’t possible to do a more touristy thing in Kolkata than that. The hotel was close to the cathedral, likely by design.

      Soon, they passed beyond the borders of the sanitized neighborhood. Vendors appeared on each street corner, sometimes more than one. They pushed cold water, cheap scarves, and tour services. Some simply held a hand out.

      “You can’t,” Eleri chided him softly when one of the children called out to him. “They will all crowd around, wanting whatever you gave the first child.”

      He shook his head, wondering why that would matter.

      “You’ll draw a crowd.”

      Ah. Yes. He needed his A game. But it was difficult to ignore the small girl, dark hair stringy, eyes wide and glossy as she followed them a few more steps before looking for another target.

      The few times his mother had spoken of her own childhood, he hadn’t been old enough to figure out much of anything. However, as an adult, when he put the pieces together, he had to assume that she had once been one of these kids. It was likely what made her easy pickings for a tourist like Aidan Heath. He wondered if his father had ever loved Amisha at all, or if the relationship had been abusive from the start. Donovan pushed the thought aside for another day.

      They passed the fancy gates and archways signaling the park spaces and historical buildings. The day became more crowded, the bodies on the street pressing closer and closer. Though it all rushed at him at once—the sights and sounds, the smells, even vague memories of things his mother had told him as a child—he was enjoying it.

      Something settled into him, just being here. He was walking the streets his mother had once walked. Next to him, Eleri played the interested tourist perfectly, and he wondered what she saw, what kind of spellwork might float between the people of a country like this, a city like this. If she saw anything, she must have dismissed it as unimportant.

      They made it to the front of the cathedral before it hit him.

      Trying not to let it show, he reached for Eleri’s hand. Finding her wrist, Donovan casually wrapped his hand around her small arm. He turned to look down at her, keeping his expression bland, but found she was already looking up at him, almost too casually nodding.

      She’d sensed it, too.
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      “Wait.” Eleri pulled back, looking at her partner, a frown on her face.

      She knew she shouldn't be so open that things were wrong. So, she faked looking in her bag as if she had lost something and pulled Donovan slightly to the side, out of the moving flow of tourists who were visiting the cathedral that morning. When they had stepped beyond the foot traffic, she continued to rummage through her bag looking down into it.

      She murmured quietly, knowing that she could speak too low for even her own ears to hear it, but Donovan would. “What did you smell? Or see?”

      “Wolves. Lots of them.”

      That was the problem, she thought. She didn’t detect wolves. She’d been best friends with a wolf for a decade and had no idea what Wade was until Donovan had walked into the room for an introduction. The two men had taken an instant dislike to each other. They’d curled their lips, each baring slightly longer than normal canines—which she still had not recognized at that point—and growled almost ferally at each other.

      Unless she cast a specific spell on herself to see them, Eleri could walk right next to one and be no wiser than the average human. They weren’t a prevalent species, but it was highly likely that most people on earth had encountered one somewhere along the way and didn’t know it.

      It was then Donovan seemed to catch on to her dilemma. “Wolves?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Witches,” she muttered, almost bitterly.

      It was such a stupid word, and she wished she hadn’t said it. Wished she had something that didn’t sound like Halloween—like pointy hats and green faces. It sounded like curses and toads and silly things when it was anything but.

      For someone like her, who could see the spells cast, it was a different story. In fact, there were any number of people walking around leaving faint tracers of amateur witchcraft or spellwork in their wake.

      A lot of people knew to burn sage to clear their house. Ironically, many of those same people had no idea that every time their kids blew out their birthday candles, they left the tracers of their wish all around. There were some people who naturally cast on the world around them and didn’t even know it. And sometimes there was more—someone who’d actually learned some of the craft and done some practice. Someone who maybe had a book of shadows or a grimoire in their family history, but wasn’t fully indoctrinated.

      Lord knew, Eleri had not been raised in the craft, much to her great-grandmother’s disappointment. Her mother had turned her back on Grandmère’s practices and fled the woman who raised her. Her own mother had disappeared tragically, too. The first Emmaline. Eleri wondered if maybe—consciously or unconsciously—Nathalie had known how powerful the bloodline was. Had walking away from her heritage been an attempt to prevent the very thing that wound up happening?

      Eleri wanted to ask her mother these things, but she hadn’t, because she knew it would not go well. Maybe if Eleri and Emmaline had been trained to tap into the power that ran through both sides of their family at an early age, Emmaline might not have been taken.

      These were thoughts Eleri pushed aside each time they surfaced. For all her power, she couldn’t raise the dead. She couldn’t turn back time. Even if she could, would she be able to go back to being twelve—or better yet, eight or six? How could she change anything that happened as a child? She’d had so little control of the world around her then.

      Only recently had she learned what she could do. She’d spent recent months casting spells on herself, looking for what was out there, desperately wanting to never be caught unaware again—like had happened at the Queen’s Steps.

      “If they’re both here . . .” Donovan murmured, letting the thought trail away.

      Eleri nodded and pulled a small tube of lip balm out of her purse as if that were what she had been looking for all along. She applied it, trying to appear triumphant, and said, “We’d best get back in line.”

      Following the crowd into the cathedral, Eleri had no difficulty pretending to be awed by the magnificent structure. The structure was a masterwork, and she opened her cell, pulling up information which she repeated out loud to Donovan—typical tourists.

      “Interesting.” She looked up and around, taking in the building and the art. She appreciated what she learned from the write-up, but it was more for cover that she recited to him that the cathedral was built by the British. It was a symbol at the height of their occupation of the territory, an attempt to bring Christianity to the Indian people. It had taken years to complete the construction and, given the means of the time and the grandeur of the building, Eleri understood.

      As she repeated some of the words and bits of information from her phone screen, she looked around. She wanted to squint and glare. The tracers she saw were not the work of a well-seasoned witch casting a spell to create an outcome. In fact, she wasn’t even sure what the spells were for, now that she thought about it. Maybe they were just so that she, or someone like her, could see that someone else had been there.

      They looked like little wisps of smoke trailing through the air, slightly different shades indicating different practitioners. Could she count four? She did not want to see four. She hated to think that would be the case, but as she checked and rechecked she found she couldn’t be sure.

      Motioning to Donovan, she again pulled them out of the group they were milling around with. Along the side of the grand space, they were able to weave in and out of the pillars. She was careful not to trace an exact path, but—like the remnants she’d seen at Donovan’s house—these appeared almost ridiculously juvenile or whimsical. They wound around the pillars and behind the roped off areas. Marched up and over the pews, and even ducked under some of the wooden structures, as if someone had simply come in, frolicked, and left a map of their moves.

      She watched as Donovan’s nose twitched along the way. He slowly held out a finger to her—one, then two, then three. She held up four fingers with a shrug, and he shrugged back. He detected at least three different wolves here. He motioned to her, then, as if their time were running out and they needed to leave.

      Perhaps, as if like a regular tourist couple, they might have had somewhere else to be. When they made it outside, he pulled her to a corner of the grass that appeared relatively unoccupied. He asked in rushed tones, “How old were they?”

      He didn’t mean their ages. She understood. “Not very old.”

      “Were there any older trails?” he asked.

      She thought for a moment. “No. All recent.”

      He nodded. “The same for me.”

      It dawned on her then the point he was making, and she looked up at him. Her eyes wide with her exasperation. They’d failed.

      None of this was good.
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      They left the cathedral, quickly heading down the street. Wandering aimlessly, they mostly tried to put distance between themselves and what they had sensed. He could smell Eleri’s frustration, likely because there was nowhere to step aside to have a private conversation.

      All around him, people pushed in, and he noticed a few noticing Eleri. It occurred to him then, that it might become a problem. He looked enough like the people here to blend in, but she could be memorable. He was glad for her insistence that they look like tourists.

      “Food?” he asked. He could feel his stomach starting to make requests. Keeping himself fed was a constant exercise.

      “I don’t want to sit down anywhere. I don’t want someone coming to our table. We don’t need anyone overhearing us,” Eleri said, but Donovan almost barked out a laugh.

      In their hurry to get away from the temple, they had taken a couple of turns and found themselves in a neighborhood of crowded shops. People brushed against them on their way to anywhere. The street became crowded to the point of being clogged in places. Someone coming to their table might be the least likely way they would be overheard.

      He pointed to a food stand nearby. Others formed a short line in front of it and he was about to ask her if she wanted to eat there.

      A touch at his hand and a called word that he now recognized must be
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