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  Dedication


To my local romance writing group as it goes from strength to strength. 
To the Sprint subset of the writing group and the incentive of NaNoWriMo.
Especially to Gloria, who set me on the path of a psychology-based book title.
And to my family. I wish I could heal you and calm you with magic, but until then, there are hugs.







  
  Content Warning


Child in danger, mistreatment of Autism, guns, kidnapping, gang violence, magical violence. 






  
  Chapter one

The silence of his car’s speakers, broken only by road noise, the slight crackle of tower to tower transmission and of his Bluetooth headset, told FBI Special Agent Andrew Miller he had finally surprised his half-brother. 
Alex Three Feathers cleared his throat. “Um, I’m going to put you on speaker and you’re going to repeat what you just said so Beth can hear it, because those were words, but I’m not sure what they meant.”
Andrew gritted his teeth. “Are you kidding me right now?”
Alex was hardly ever serious in interpersonal transactions anymore. A good FBI agent, Andrew supposed, in his offbeat, loner way, but not known for his straight-forwardness in normal conversation.
Andrew heard footsteps and a tap on a door and his sister-in-law’s, “Come in?”
Then Alex must have muted the phone, because Miller didn’t hear the beep of a hang-up.
“Right, Andrew. Tell me again what you just said,” Alex’s voice was tinny and distorted with the distance of speakerphone.
“I said I’m in Florida -”
“You just got back from there,” Alex interrupted.
“Right, from the hawk kidnapping, but this is personal business.” He’d been in Florida, come home, then had gotten the call that was changing his life.
Silence and static and road noise, until Beth, who hated silence, asked, “What’s going on?”
“I’m on my way to pick up my son from his grandmother.”
“See?” Alex said. “I told you it was words and I didn’t understand the meaning!” He sounded pissed off and like he was trying to cover it with a joke.
“You have a son?” Beth asked.
He kept his voice even through force of will. “I learned of his existence when he was born and my ex-girlfriend discovered he was a shifter and she wanted child support. He is now five and his mother died in a car accident three days ago.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Andrew.” After another pause, Beth said, “And his grandma…Not your mom.”
“No, my ex’s mom, who thinks shifters are an abomination in the eyes of the Lord. She says she’s going to sue for custody because she wants to save his soul, but she’s unwilling or incapable of caring for her grandson, because he is also on the autism spectrum. Which she says is because he’s a shifter abomination, etcetera.”
“So you have a…secret love child,” said Alex.
“I don’t have a…a…” He swallowed. “Dammit. OK. Yes.”
Alex cleared his throat. “Like, you know…”
“You don’t need to say it,” Andrew growled. “Like our father.”
Since Alex was their father’s secret love child and Andrew had sworn to never leave children behind, it rankled deep down in the part of his heart that wanted to hate Andrew Miller Senior instead of spending his whole life trying to win the man’s approval and, since his death, to be better than him.
“This is wonderful!” Beth exclaimed and she didn’t sound sarcastic or mocking, but her usual enthusiastic self. “A nephew, Alex. We have a nephew! When can we meet him, Andrew?”
Something inside Andrew relaxed, if only by a hair. “I have to get him and see how it goes, but I hope to be home in a few days.”
“So he was conceived right around the time of the whole Renaissance Faire thing, right?” Alex asked.
Beth scoffed. “Oh, it doesn’t matter! I can’t wait to meet him.”
Andrew answered anyway. “He was born just after then. I broke up with his mother a few months before and transferred out of Florida to work that case, but I didn’t know she was pregnant.” 
He’d been eager to work the case because Alex was part of the supremacist gang beating up shifters and ultimately kidnapping members of the well-known shifter family, the Catellis. Alex had been undercover, but Andrew didn’t know it at the time and had thought he was righting the wrongs of his family by investigating his half-brother.
“And he must have been two when all the commune shit was going down,” Alex said. He’d been undercover as Beth’s assistant in a shifter commune where predators were taking over from the inside, during which the two of them had came to a truce of sorts. 
Andrew turned the question over in his mind, hearing Alex’s flat tone and realizing his half-brother was angry. They had made their first tentative steps toward friendship during and after the commune shit, so he likely should have told Alex about the boy after. “It wasn’t long after that when she asked for more child support because he’d been diagnosed with ASD. Autism Spectrum Disorder. She sent a bailiff with a court order to summon me to a hearing.” She could have called him up at any time from the moment she knew she was pregnant or whenever she or the boy needed something, but had instead taken him to court, which had rankled.
“Oh, sweetie,” murmured Beth, the only person in this conversation who was not emotionally stunted.
“I thought we were friends,” said Alex with a little quaver, proving he, too, might learn to express feelings. 
Andrew still didn’t know about himself in that regard. He didn’t do drama in his life and inside his mind. Besides, an FBI agent had constant drama from the outside. “She didn’t want anyone to know I was the father. She was trying to keep her little wolf pup a secret.” Her excuses to keep him out of her life still sounded terrible. “She didn’t know I was a shifter until he was born, and then the whole abomination thing kicked in from her mother.”
“You should have told me!” Alex half-shouted over Beth’s murmur of empathy. His voice lowered to a growl. “You have known this vitally important piece of information for five years and never fucking got around to telling me.”
Andrew didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know what answer would be acceptable. His life was partitioned into its categories and until now, his son-he’d-met-twice category hadn’t intersected with his half-brother-he-grudgingly-liked category, which overlapped into his work category.
Beth, though, saved him, “Now, Alex, wait. He’s telling us now. What do you need from us, Andrew?”
Andrew took a deep breath. “I’m going to need backup. A, uh, support network. I was reading a parenting book on the flight and it said I would need that. I mean: help.” He’d told his mom as soon as he found out five years before and she’d hung up on him. Ever since, she’d refused to acknowledge his illegitimate child. He knew it was because of the way his father had treated them all as disposable, but his mother’s rejection had cut him.
“We’re here for you, Andrew,” Beth assured him earnestly. “We’re always here. I can’t wait to babysit.”
Since she’d mentioned - overshared - a few days before that they were trying to get pregnant and so far not having any luck, he wasn’t surprised. Her offer, however, meant a lot to him.
“I’m not sure how, how…He’s autistic. And part of our agreement was to give me updates on his health and school. He can talk, but doesn’t do it much. Honestly, I don’t know what I’m going to need. She wouldn’t let me visit because she said it upset him and I’m going to pick him up and he doesn’t know me. I don’t know him.” 
Did he sound like he was panicking? Yes, he sounded like he was panicking. He pulled his emotions in hard.
He heard the rapid-fire clicking of Beth’s keyboard and knew she was already researching it. She was a history professor with wide-ranging, eclectic interests, though shifter mythology was the subject of her doctoral dissertation and the book or books she was working on.
“Hmm,” she said. Apparently skimming her search results. “There’s lots of types and severities of autism, right? It’s called a spectrum, after all. We’re going to need more information before we can, you know, get more information.”
“We don’t know what we don’t know at this point,” Alex’s mocking voice repeated one of Miller’s favorite investigative phrases.
“That’s about it. I’ll forward the documents I have to you, but they’re sparse. The situation is constantly changing because he’s just a kid and…” Andrew couldn’t go on because the wave of despair and confusion was crashing over him again. “Look, I’m almost to the grandmother’s house and I’ll have to play it by ear.”
“Andrew?” Beth said, her voice soft. “You’re always welcome here, you know.”
Andrew felt his eyes sting, like there might be tears in him somewhere.
Alex sighed. “The kid’s going to need more than your tiny, urban apartment.”
“I know,” said Andrew, tears receding and irritation at all he still had to do to prepare his apartment for a child. He had the building’s concierge on alert to let in the people delivering a bed and a dresser. But more than that, a shifter child would need trees and grass and wild things.

      [image: ]Delilah Woods loved her mother very much. Her mother loved her. It was all very uplifting.
That she had to repeat this to herself twenty times a day was less uplifting.
She closed the child psychology textbook on her splintery desk in her mom’s front office as the phone rang and her mother called out in an aggravated voice, like always, “Could you get that?” when it was barely past the first ring.
“Serena Woods Accounting, this is Delilah speaking,” she sing-songed in her best professional voice.
“She there?” a man grunted. 
“May I ask who’s calling please?” Del knew damn well it was the same finance manager for RFB Inc. who’d been trying for days to cover his ass by explaining the company’s missing money was due to accounting errors. He’d fired an accountant to cover his ass, but her mom was sure the ex-employee was not in on the theft. Her mom paid Delilah the big bucks - small to middling bucks, but free room and board - to answer the phone and track appointments and keep assholes like this one from interrupting her, so she was gatekeeping to the best of her abilities. 
“Brad James. I’ve got to talk to her. She’s there, isn’t she?”
“She’s very busy, sir.” Del sang out in her most polite voice. “I’ll have to check if she’s available.”
She put the jerk on hold and let her finger hover over the intercom button for about half a second before her mom appeared in the doorway. “Mr. James?”
Del sighed. “You bet. Sounds pissed.”
Her mom wrinkled her nose. “Well, I guess he might have some new bullshit he’ll try to feed me. I wouldn’t have found the office supply budget problems yesterday without him letting that little turd of information loose.”
“Ew, Mom. No.”
Her mom went back into her office, closing the door behind her this time. The light on line one stopped blinking.
Delilah opened her textbook again. “Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development, you will not defeat me today,” she announced to the empty room. 
Ten minutes later, the little phone light went off and a minute later, her mom came out of her office wearing her ugly snow boots and puffy coat, her laptop bag strap over her shoulder. “I’m going over to RFB now.”
“Wait, did you have an appointment?” Del clicked her mouse to wake up her laptop. “I don’t see an appointment this afternoon.”
“I’m going to call Shalonda on the way. They’re walking Mr. James out in handcuffs right now and I’m missing it,” she announced as she strode toward the door.
Del would have thought her mom was gleeful, and maybe she was deep down inside, but she was mostly mad she wasn’t there to present her findings in an orderly manner before Mr. James got perp-walked. A dramatic “J’accuse!” was good for client relations, she always said - and she claimed she didn’t learn anything useful at her mother’s knee. Her mother, Del’s grandmother, was the epitome of drama, having done palm readings in the back of their candle-and-incense store and put on a hell of a show for customers when she got going.
“OK, I’ll transfer the phones to my cell and lock up early, I guess.” 
But her mom was already gone. 
Del really needed some decent coffee. Since she’d started making the coffee in her mom’s office it was OK, but her mom insisted on a drip pot, no Keurig, no espresso machine, and Del really wanted a big, nasty mocha with three pumps of caramel. 
It was a Starbucks kind of day.






  
  Chapter two

Del sat through her evening class with an increasing sense of unease about her mom. 
They didn’t text or call unnecessarily, so she wasn’t expecting a report from her on Mr. James’ arrest, but she had an unspecified bad feeling all the same. 
Since her family was one of the few in the world where an unspecified feeling counted as real information to be shared, she ducked out into the icy courtyard during her break and called her mom. She left a voicemail when her mom didn’t pick up, and called her Aunt Moira.
“Hello, darling, what’s wrong?” her aunt answered, sounding winded. 
“I’m not sure. Mom went to a client site this afternoon and I’ve had a bad feeling about her ever since. She’s not answering her phone.”
Aunt Moira took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She didn’t have a lot of premonition talent, but was skilled in setting charms in things and in keeping people calm and happy. “Well, Mother left me a message a couple minutes ago on the landline, and I still need to call her back.”
“Who is it?” asked a man’s voice in the background. Uncle Dave, her aunt’s husband, a retired doctor Moira had known since high school, but had only met again five years before. She’d flown out the summer Del was visiting Renaissance Faires out west, doing readings as a fortune teller, the summer her cousin Eloisa had met her husband and been kidnapped. It had been eventful, to say the least.
“My niece, Delilah,” she answered. “She’s worried about her mom.”
Delilah said, “I have to get back to class. Could I call you when I get out? Only it’ll be at 9:30.” Del’s mom was routinely in bed by nine and she didn't inquire into her family's sleep schedules as a rule.
“I’ll talk to your Grandmother and tell you what she said.” Grandmother hated phones, but now she was living alone, she could no longer require her daughters to place calls for her and answer queries from her granddaughters by talking in the background. “And 9:30 is fine. I’m usually up until eleven.”
Del slipped back into her seat after her professor had started lecturing and earned a glare. She hoped it was early enough in the semester that he didn’t know her name.
As soon as the class was over, Del packed her notebook away and pulled her tarot cards from their wooden box as she set off for the student parking lot. She shuffled them as she went and cut and yep, there was Justice, her mother’s card, at the top of the deck. Then a four of Pentacles reversed - embezzlement, yes that’s what her mom was working on. Magician reversed: a con man. She shuffled the cards one more time and cut. 
And stopped walking. 
Eight of Swords, a woman tied up in a cage of swords. Kidnapping or hostage.
She gripped the deck tightly as she jogged to her car and, with shaking hands, shoved the cards back in their wooden box once she was in her car. She dialed Moira and put the phone on speaker as she pulled out of her parking spot.
Aunt Moira opened with, “Mother is pulling Justice over and over right side up and reversed. Isn’t Justice what you always pull for Serena?” As often happened, the conversation just started in the middle. Del didn’t know if it was because they were psychic or because they were rude.
“Eight of Swords, Aunt Moira.” Going on tangents without answering a question was also how they spoke to each other. “Is it always for a current confinement? Could it be when Eloisa was kidnapped? Why would it crop up now?”
“You know full well it can be completely metaphorical,” her aunt replied tartly.
“But I feel like it’s danger. Either my mom right now, or something to do with the time Eloisa and Mike were kidnapped. Or both.”
“I don’t know, I’m sorry. I don’t have that gift.”
Aunt Moira’s gifts were more subtle. Grandmother with her foresight and cards and crystal ball had considered them lesser until a teenage Eloisa and preteen Delilah had sat her down and explained the only reason her shop hadn’t failed a hundred times already was because Moira ran it. She had a gift for charming objects and people. The shop had also survived because Del’s mom had a magical gift for numbers and wouldn’t listen to her mother when she tried to outspend the store’s income.
In fact, if Aunt Moira hadn’t wanted to find something new to do when Grandmother announced her retirement, Del would have happily been the mysterious psychic in the back of the shop with Moira as the store manager. Del wasn’t as good at putting on a show or running a business, though, as proved by her lackluster results at the Renaissance Faires.
She was thinking in circles.
“Is it too late for me to stop by Grandmother’s house?”

      [image: ]“Well, let me just wave my magic wand and fix him all better.”
Andrew blinked at the sarcastic in-home care-worker, his teeth briefly unclenching, which was as close to jaw-dropping as he ever allowed himself. The fifth babysitter in as many weeks, this one was in her twenties and licensed to work with developmentally disabled kids, but had been a bit rude about shapeshifters when he interviewed her. He’d thought it would be all right until he could find a permanent carer, but apparently, it would not be all right. 
It might never be all right ever again. 
The carer before was recommended as a shifter babysitter, but had no idea what to do about the boy's ASD issues. None of them could do both, apparently.
Andrew had taken an emergency leave of absence to fetch the boy from Florida, only to find him rocking in a corner, refusing to make eye contact, and growling softly. 
The kid's grandmother had prayed and shouted at him while he gathered his son’s things and her pastor had arrived and condemned them both to hell as Andrew scooped up his son and latched him into his car seat. The grandmother and pastor - what a man of God, to hate a small boy for the way he was born - had followed them to the boy’s mother’s apartment and shouted at him from the hallway as Andrew gathered the rest of the kid’s clothes and books and movies into boxes and searched his ex’s personal affairs for important papers and things with monetary value. 
By the time he was ready to carry some boxes to the rental car, the police showed up about the noise complaint and he’d had to show his emergency custody documents and badge and wait for them to call his boss at the FBI. At least the grandma had left then, threatening a custody battle as her parting shot.
It wasn’t the last time he wondered if his own father would have put up a fight in a similar situation or sent him to his maternal grandparents without a backward glance. 
Luckily, the neighbor who was babysitting the night his ex died came by before he left and expressed her sympathy and cried. She was a coyote shifter and the boy cuddled into her as she explained he preferred to be held in his wolf form as he slept. She gave him the written instructions and list of foods he liked. Andrew wasn’t sure how much trial and error he would have gone through without those babysitting instructions.
He'd brought all the papers and assessments of the boy's condition and abilities back with him on the ride to Ohio, the child whimpering and whining whenever he wasn’t asleep, and sometimes when he was. Andrew had been as gentle as he knew how, which was probably not gentle enough.
Andrew had found him a half-day slot in a preschool for autistic children, but the kid kept shifting and freaking them out. And part-time school still left the other half of the work day and in-home caregivers who kept leaving.
Andrew shook his head. “Look, he's not dangerous. Think of him as a highly intelligent puppy.”
“He snapped at me when I went into his room! He tore my jeans. See?”
Miller couldn't see any holes in the jeans where the woman was pointing, but he nodded instead of putting on his reading glasses and crouching to stare at her leg.
“He's just gotten more aggressive over the past week. He doesn't like me and at this point, I don't like him either.”
She slapped down the key and keycard, grabbed her backpack from the table by the front door, and stomped out. He wondered if he’d get his extra parking pass back from her.
Maybe he could take unpaid leave until the boy settled in. He'd always been proud to have more vacation time banked than most other agents, but he’d used up most of it already. He usually only used it to visit his mom in Washington State for a week each year. Maybe he could have his mom fly in. Though with her attitude toward illegitimate children, it was probably best if she stayed on the other side of the country.
He suddenly realized he might never be able to travel for the Bureau again and his desk assignment might be permanent. His gut clenched.
He dialed the phone at the county office, desperate to get a new babysitter. The line rang ten times and went to voicemail as Andrew felt his FBI career going up in smoke. 
He was on desk duty and would be for the foreseeable future, doing investigative research for the Shifter Task Force, the STF, pulling files and running background checks for field agents and referring deep dives to more experienced researchers and hackers. Buho was the only one who didn't laugh every time he answered the phone. He might have been busting a gut on the inside for all Andrew knew, but he’d been his usual, steady best friend. 
His half-brother, Alex Three Feathers, always had a good chuckle. But then, Alex had popularized the use of STFU instead of STF when referring to the task force. He laughed at everything these days, relaxed and giddy in his love for his wife, so Andrew tried not to take it personally. 
They were trying to learn to get along, but his father's bastard son still had a chip on his shoulder when it came to Andrew. And vice versa. They'd discovered they could work pretty well as equals since Alex joined the team two years before, but they preferred to not have to work together too often. 
When Andrew had arrived from Florida, Alex had gotten in his face, snarling and snapping. Alex had halfway relented after Beth fell thoroughly in love with the child, but it was still Beth who invited them to dinner at their apartment an hour outside the city.
Maybe Beth could take the boy tomorrow afternoon. She’d been good to him when she helped out before. The boy had let Alex cut his food up and help him with his coat, which were good signs. Andrew flipped through the binder for Beth's schedule. She had two classes the next morning and office hours in the afternoon.
“Look Andrew...” Beth was the only person other than his own mother who called him by his first name anymore. “I can dash up and get him from his school at noon if you want, but I really have to be in my office at two. My department head’s a stickler about office hours and I've already ducked out twice to help you this semester and we’re not even to midterms yet.”
“Could you...” he wanted to ask if she could take the boy along to her office, but she shared the space with another assistant professor and was there to meet with students. There was a large population of shifters on the college campus, but surely not everyone would be comfortable with the kid.
“The boy tried to bite his new babysitter,” he said instead. “I'm running low on time off. There isn't anyone...” Oh shit. Am I going to whine and cry about this?
“Andrew...” Beth sighed. “Look, Alex is out of town, but you know that. I have dinner with some of my high school friends tonight or I'd invite you two over.”
He stood in his kitchen, silent and thinking. He could hear Beth breathing, but she wasn't talking. She generally talked through her thoughts, especially when she was enthusiastic about them, so she must not have any ideas.
“I'm sorry, Andrew. Let me know if I can pick him up tomorrow and where to drop him off. He might have to come to my office, which isn’t ideal, but everyone knows my spouse is a shifter, so they won’t be too shocked.”
Andrew let out a breath. “It'll all be fine when he can have an afternoon place, but coming in the middle of the year like he did, there wasn't anything available. It's like the carer said today: if I could wave my magic wand, I would.”






  
  Chapter three

“Hello, this is Ag…Andrew Miller. Your cousin Eloisa Woods-Grey asked me to call you. Unofficially.” 
Delilah had answered the anonymous number after one ring, because who knew, her mom might be calling from someone else’s phone. She was opening the office like usual in the morning after spending half the night wandering through the house, checking if her mom had come home. 
She bolted the front door behind herself, because the office was creepy when she was alone. There were only an insurance agency, a chiropractor, and the office for a maid service in the building and once the maids had picked up their cleaning products and gone out for the day, the number of people was the merest trickle.
“Hello, Agent Miller,” she answered. She tried to remember what he looked like and had an impression of crew cut, greying blond hair, frown lines, and a don’t-give-me-any-bullshit aura. Since she’d seen him in the context of rescuing her cousin and several other people from anti-magic kidnappers, she supposed it was normal that he hadn’t been cheerful, though his whole vibe said he was upstanding and honest and, frankly, grumpy.
“I’m calling you unofficially,” he repeated, “and am currently on my morning break. Since your mother has only been out of touch with you for a few hours and we have no idea why, the FBI has no involvement.”
With a stick up his ass. “I’m aware of that, but all of us in my family have a bad feeling about this and we’re highly attuned to those feelings. I can’t pinpoint much about her because I can’t do it for the people closest to me. And yes, I know it sounds like an excuse, but I’ve come to the conclusion that my emotions are currently keeping me from going into a trance because I am quite anxious right now.”
Silence for a few seconds. “Your cousin Eloisa told me as much about you and your grandmother. If this were an official case, I would have pulled the notes from the kidnapping in Nevada for background.”
“OK, so she was on the phone with the main suspect in an embezzlement case, who was trying to give her excuses as to why the books don’t add up. My mom has a talent – Talent capital T – for forensic accounting. When she gets a feeling about someone’s financials, she will dig and dig until she has proof.” Del paused, knowing her argument was going to sound weak. “When I get a feeling because of my capital-T-Talent, all I do is warn them something’s going to happen or point out why things aren’t working. It’s the difference between data and advice.”
“Yes,” Miller said flatly, clearly losing patience.
Del rushed on in the face of his skepticism. “So the guy called and she spoke to him. While they were on the phone, I guess the cops showed up to arrest him, so she took off out of here with her laptop to hand in her final report. Her client said she got there and downloaded the data – my mom’s laptop is not connected to the internet in any way and she keeps it with her and locks it up both here and at home. She has a cell phone, but only activates the GPS when she’s lost, plus she turns the phone off most of the time, so it can’t be tracked by cell towers. It’s off now. Her car has a LoJack feature she enables only at night because we don’t live in the best neighborhood. It’s not activated, so I can’t track her car.”
Miller cleared his throat. “I was mainly calling as a favor to your cousin to assure you that adults are allowed to disappear at any time and there has to be evidence of foul play or danger to herself or others to trigger an investigation.”
She suppressed a wail of frustration so it came out as a weird squeak. “There’s no clear evidence, that’s the problem. She lives by her routine, though, and unless she’s out of town gathering data for a case, she always, always sleeps in her own bed. If she’s not going to be in the office, she calls me to find out if there are any messages I haven’t sent to her phone.”
“Is there any reason to suspect she changed her habits?”
“If you mean did she go on a date and was out all night making the beast with two backs and decided to sleep in her love nest this morning, there has been no evidence she’s had sex since I was conceived. Honestly, I don’t know how I even happened.”
“Uh…”
Too much information, yeah. “The point is I’ve been sleeping in her guest bedroom – slash – home office for the last seven months and there have been no changes in her patterns or in her aura from what I remember from, well, forever. She gets up, she goes to work, she does accounting, she goes home, she does a little light reading of nonfiction books on accounting. Sometimes in the evenings, she allows herself a true crime show or two, and that’s it.”
“I need to be back at my desk in two minutes. From what you’ve said, I would advise you to call the police once 48 hours have passed. There’s no law in Ohio saying to wait, but without a credible threat, no one can do anything.”
So much for Agent Miller being any help.

      [image: ]“Hi?” the handsome, young Asian man at the door of her mom’s house said.
Delilah was not ashamed to say she gawked as she looked up and down his lean body in an open parka over a t-shirt and jeans. “Lac?”
He pressed his lips together. “Do you need to see ID?”
“No, no!” she said as she undid the thick chain on the door and opened it. “It’s definitely your voice from the phone and your aura, but the last time I saw you, you were skinny and kind of a mess.”
He winced. “I was barely eighteen and had just spent three weeks traveling 500 miles on foot.”
“Yeah, I know, but look at you now! Talk about a glow up! How old are you now?” She did the math in her head. Five and a half years ago Eloisa had been kidnapped and this kid who had just met her came to her rescue. And if that was five, no, six years ago…Goddess, she hated math. “Twenty-three?”
“Twenty-four. I just had my birthday.”
“Happy birthday!” She beamed at him. She was five years older than him and suddenly felt very old. Of course, Agent Andrew Miller was even older than her.
He shifted from one foot to the other, radiating discomfort. “Um, it was a month ago, but thanks?” 
He cleared his throat after she led him to the kitchen and offered him a drink and he wanted only water, but finally accepted that she make a pot of herbal tea because the kettle was already hot and yes, she was right, it was cold out. 
“Tell me what’s going on. I don’t know how much I can help, I mean, I haven’t even officially joined the FBI yet, but my background check is done.”
“And you have a degree in criminal justice. Summa cum laude,” she pointed out. She still didn’t have any degree, so he was way ahead of her. When he blushed, she said, “Eloisa and Mike are very proud of you, you know. And thank you for dropping by. I was glad when El told me you were in town.”
She launched into her story again and Lac listened carefully, nodding. When she finished he asked, “Have you gone to see the people at the company she was working for?”
She shook her head and poured the herbal tea, offering him sugar or honey, both of which he declined. “I talked to the client contact a couple times.”
He blew on his tea and sniffed. “Eloisa’s always giving me peppermint, too.”
“It’s soothing and I’ve been a mess for the last three days. I reported Mom missing yesterday, but they took my statement and shrugged and said she’s allowed to disappear if she wants and they weren’t going to open an investigation. I didn’t tell the cops I’m psychic, so it’s not that they think I’m crazy, either. I mean, Agent Miller already knew and he was zero help.”
He nodded, all calm and placid on the outside, but she could feel his aura flare as he thought. She opened the box with her favorite tarot deck and started shuffling, as she had done a hundred times in the last three days. She picked two cards. Justice. Eight of Swords. “I hate that I can’t really see for my family and loved ones,” she sighed.
“Do mine,” he said. “Maybe you can see me figuring this out.”
She smiled and handed him the cards to shuffle and cut into five piles. When she laid the cards out, the vision hit her immediately and she found herself humming as images and possible stories flashed out into the future. “I see your magic user. You’re still with Aura, right? I met her a couple summers ago when I visited El and Mike, but you were out of town.”
He blushed and agreed.
“You and Aura are going to have a lot of trouble. Not soon, but not a long way into the future. In the next year or two. There’s going to be trouble and pain and separation. You’re going to hurt and weep and… I’m sorry.” She rubbed her eyes before she went on. “It’s uncertain after that point. You’ll both be in danger and there’s a dog. Not a wolf, not a shifter as far as I can see, but a pet dog?”
Lac blinked at her, frowning. “You know, pets aren’t really a shifter thing.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about the dog, just the word ‘dog’ is coming to me. Aura’s power is magnificent, but not limitless. You need…” In frustration, she thumped her fist on the table, startling Lac. “I don’t know what you need, but it’s blue.”
“Blue. Dog.”
She shook her head. “It’s gone. The vision is gone. There’s some little stuff about you doing well in your career, but being frustrated by the limits it sets on you, then a big mess with Aura, then it’s cloudy and dangerous…maybe several years off.”
He glared down at the cards. Finally, he rubbed his face and leaned both elbows on the table to stare into his tea. “Yeah, well.”
“Not every college romance works out in the end,” she said, patting him on the arm before gathering the cards. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you, but the blob of danger in the future seemed important.”
“Eloisa said you weren’t having visions.”
“I’m not having visions about my mom, who’s either hiding or being hidden. I sometimes get warnings and feelings about family, but frustratingly few.”
Lac sat back and took a deep breath. “I’m not sure I wanted to be warned. But the future can change, right?”
“Of course,” she said soothingly, thinking the trouble and pain and separation had been so strong that she would bet it came true. The blue dog or whatever was so foggy it could easily change.
“Right.” He sat for a minute, tapping his fingers on the wooden table top while she poured herself some more peppermint tea and he waved off her silent offer of more. “So it wasn’t about your mom at all. OK, what we’re going to do is go to where your mom was last seen and ask the people where she went.”
She nodded. “Her contact Shalonda said Mom gave the police her statement and a second thumb drive with her report and got in her car and left.”
“Did the contact see her leave?”
Del tried to think of what, exactly, the woman at RFB, Inc. had said. “I’m not sure. I’d have to ask Shalonda again. She said mom’s car is gone.”
Lac set his hands flat on the table and pushed to standing. “It’s Friday afternoon, so we’d better get going. Do you have Shalonda’s number or should we show up there without forewarning?”
As Delilah drove them the fifteen minutes to RFB, they were both lost in their own thoughts. She was churning over her mom and over Lac’s reading and over Agent Miller and the commune in Wyoming and the Renaissance Faires. Her mind was just plain churning.
Finally, as they exited the highway into the office park, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about that reading, you know.”
Lac took in a deep breath and let it out. “You just report what you see, right?”
She nodded, but still felt bad. “My grandma says she sometimes hid things from her clients. She’d sugarcoat or be, well, nice to them. If it was something major, she would give oblique warnings. But you know the warning they put on psychic chat lines and stuff? For entertainment purposes only. She’s an entertainer and only told the whole truth to her most loyal customers and to her friends and family.”
He hmmmed. 
“Like me, she can’t See well for the people she’s closest to, so neither of us are getting more than little warnings about what’s going on with my mom. And for me, it might be my fears are being expressed in the cards and not anything that’s really happening. Just Justice and Eight of Swords over and over with an occasional Magician.”
“Do the cards really turn up like that for you? Or are they more of a support for the premonitions, no matter which cards turn up?” Lac asked.
“Some of both. Like I said, I’m pulling Justice, which is what I pull almost every time I think of my mom, and Eight of Swords, which can be kidnapping or jail or some other locked-up type of event.”
Another long silence.
Finally, Lac cleared his throat. “So what else can you tell me about Shalonda?”
“She’s powerful. She’s a vice president at RFB, Inc. or Chief Financial Officer or something, and she takes no shit from anyone. It’s surprising Mr. James got away with cooking the books for as long as he did, but she’s more big picture than the minutiae that add up to the big picture. She’s in charge of profits and losses and loans and all sorts of things.”
Lac said, “Yeah, I’m a bit fuzzy about what large corporations do, too.”
They both laughed.
She pulled into the parking lot and parked in a guest spot out front. “Ready?”
He smiled at her. God, those cheekbones. “I know absolutely nothing about conducting a questioning or an investigation in real life, you know that, right?”
She nodded solemnly. “We’ve both watched Law and Order though, right?”
He pushed out his lips in a mock pout. “I’ve watched a lot of other police procedurals, I’ll have you know.”
They laughed again and she felt the bond slip into being. “It was good I did your reading earlier, because now you feel like family. El’s my cousin who’s almost my sister and you’re almost her little brother, so does that make us step-siblings? Adoptive cousins?”
He blushed slightly. “Let’s tell them I’m your brother and make them wonder.”
She squeezed his hand and they got out, ready to ask questions.






  
  Chapter four

They were back in Del’s car half an hour later. 
“I guess we should’ve called ahead,” Delilah said. 
Lac sighed gustily. “Awkward.”
“But I guess we learned no one saw my mom leave in her car. She said goodbye and shook Shalonda’s hand and several people saw her leave the room.”
“And her car was gone,” Lac added, “from where she parked out of view of the security camera.”
“But everyone was busy watching the cops and being interviewed and so on.” Del shrugged. “And with Shalonda now on vacation in Argentina…”
Lac shook his head. “Sorry, we didn’t learn anything, did we?”
“Shalonda’s vacation seems oddly timed.”
Lac smiled slightly. “They said she’d been planning it for a long time and going to a wedding.”
“But with the investigation and arrest, it seems like she should have rescheduled, don’t you think?” 
“Yeah, I doubt they would have rescheduled a whole wedding for this. And I mean, she was planning it for a whole year. And maybe this wasn’t as big a deal as it felt to your mom. Maybe someone else in the company is handling the day to day concerns of the police investigation.”
Del shook her head, but started the car and backed out of the guest spot in front of the glassed-in reception area. It was after five and the sun had set and the clouds were spitting down something that might have been snow if it tried
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