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Chapter 1

	Sometimes investigating a case went off without a hitch. Other times, whatever ruse I’d adopted didn’t quite work, or something outside my control screwed my setup.

	“Are you sure I’m not on the list?” I adjusted the wobbling box of sandwiches on my hip, hitched the insulated beverage bag on my shoulder, and cursed both my luck and the overheated air turning the office foyer into an oven. A gust tickled my cheek and the curls sticking out of the back of my cap in a short poof of a ponytail, tempting me to call on my powers to cool it. “They must have forgotten,” I added.

	The security guard who’d interrupted my attempt to follow an employee into the elevator reddened. He was big and hairy enough that he might have some jötunn or giant blood way back in his lineage. I eased away a half pace despite the lack of telltale earthy scent, just to be safe. Between my upbringing and my five years as a private investigator, I’d learned caution. Either way, I needed to get into this building. This job was for Callista. She didn’t take failure lightly.

	Scowling despite my accommodating step back, the guard bit off each word as he said, “Nobody here ordered lunch, missy. I already checked.”

	“Look, man, they’re paid for. If—” I looked at the receipt, pretending I didn’t know the name on the order, “Joseph doesn’t take delivery, they go in the trash. Isn’t there a break room or somewhere I can leave them?”

	He eased the clench of his fists, not quite opening them, but relaxing away from the temptation to remove me. “Oh. Well, that explains it. Mr. Cumberland is on vacation.”

	A fact I had already inferred, having pretended to be an interested client to get an appointment on the calendar app this start-up used. The entire week leading up to the new year had been unavailable despite the office being open. I’d wanted a backup plan in case the easiest route—following an employee when there was no security guard on duty—fell through. 

	The research I’d done told me the VP of business development, Joseph Cumberland, had a reputation for surprising his team with catered lunches. It was easy enough to buy a load of meal boxes and borrow a cap with the sandwich shop’s name on it, so delivery driver was my disguise.

	I tried my best bored face and prayed that Joseph’s title would outweigh the security protocol as the guard scrutinized me. My average height and weight meant I didn’t look like much of a threat. At twenty-five, I could pass for one of the younger undergrad students at the nearby university and often did. Cute enough when I smiled, but no model, although the bright red sandwich shop polo I wore complimented my sienna-brown skin nicely. In short, not much of anything to take particular notice of…unless I was trying to follow a badged employee into a secure building.

	The guard pressed his lips together as he made his decision. “Normally, you should be escorted in, but I’m short-staffed on account of Christmas. You go up to the third floor, you drop them sandwiches off, and you come straight back down, you hear?”

	Bingo. Always have a backup plan.

	“No worries,” I said, restraining my smile to a tightening of my lips and lowering my eyes. The guard’s diction had slipped away from Southern hospitality and toward down-home mob as he decided he didn’t like me or the situation, but didn’t have much choice. “I don’t get paid what these kids do. Faster I get outta here, faster I can get more tips.”

	He grunted and waved me toward the elevator, the grand sweep of his arm carrying more than a hint of sarcasm. 

	I suppressed the impulse to return the gesture with a mocking curtsy. No use pissing him off when I was getting what I wanted. 

	As the doors to the elevator slid shut, I blew out a breath and shook my head. Even the most suspicious people tended to fall back on assumptions based on my appearance, providing opportunities to misdirect them. I wasn’t an elf or a vampire and therefore couldn’t cloud minds, but I still doubted any of my marks ever considered that I might not be human. Convincing humans that you’re one of them without using magic is the greatest practical joke ever, and I get paid for it.

	A harried-looking, younger twenty-something met me at the next door and pointed me to the break room before rushing off. Probably an intern, busting her ass to prove herself in a culture that would chew her up and spit her out if she didn’t develop a stronger sense of self. I knew the look. 

	Start-ups had popped up like mushrooms after a rain in the Triangle—Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill—with North Carolina’s latest tax restructure. The influx of people from San Francisco and New York had brought money and big-city problems to a relatively smaller trio of towns. Business was booming, even if I turned down the illegal stuff. I could have made bank on cheating spouses alone.

	This particular start-up had drawn the attention of the one person I couldn’t say no to, and who didn’t have to tell me why she wanted me to risk my PI license to bug a bunch of self-important healthtech blowhards. Video surveillance is legal in this state. Audio surveillance needs the consent of at least one of the recorded parties, and that I didn’t have. Not that mundane law mattered to Callista, Otherside’s hard-assed premier in the Triangle, my former legal guardian, and my current boss.

	I spread the sandwiches on a long table as quickly as I could and lined up two one-gallon jugs, one sweet tea and one unsweet, alongside them. I was feeling decidedly unsweet as I thunked the jugs down a little harder than necessary, having taken this job gratis on Callista’s orders. She’d been asking more of me lately, a lot more, and both the unpaid asks and the lack of explanation were grating. I wasn’t a child or some low-level nobody. I was a Watcher. I’d earned some respect, but I wasn’t getting it. 

	One of these jobs would eventually turn up something I could use. If she wouldn’t give me the respect I deserved, I’d find a way to take it. I could bide my time until then.

	With the beverage bag empty, I took a quick look around, then flipped up the cooler’s false bottom and grabbed one of the small surveillance cams I’d hidden there. I stuck one to the underside of the cabinet closest to the wall. Everyone chatted at the proverbial water cooler, which, in this case, would probably be the adjacent beer fridge.

	Tugging the bill of my cap lower, I wandered out, looking for a quiet hall and another opportunity on my way back through the office. My sharper-than-human hearing picked up chatter all on one side of the office, so I went the other way. The oppressive heating system kicked on again, and I relaxed my shields enough that the eddies of a disturbance in the air would warn me of someone coming. It was a risk, given the elven bounty on elementals like me, but I couldn’t go back to Callista without being certain the bugs would pick up something good. 

	Jackpot. A tall bookshelf stood just inside an empty office with the CEO’s name on it. I paused to listen for phone calls or clacking keyboards. Nothing. Heart thundering at the risk, I stood on tiptoes and pried off one of the little plugs that hid a screw hole at the top of the shelf, replacing it with an audio-only bug. If I got caught, Callista would do nothing to save me or my career, but after watching her draw stolen blood from every pore of an errant vampire with a single word, I feared her more than the human legal system. The empty office of the head of research and development mirrored this one across the hall, so I stuck my last audio bug on a shelf in there.

	On my way back to the door, I glanced down the hall before running my fingers over the top of a framed, ugly-yet-typical abstract picture hanging next to the main entry. The amount of dust reassured me that this was not a place the cleaners thought about. I blew away the bunnies I’d dislodged and stuck another micro-camera there, where it could record people coming and going. 

	Job done.

	The security guard ignored my little wave of thanks on the way out. Fine by me. I didn’t like his attitude. On the plus side, it quashed any lingering sympathy I might have had for the trouble he’d be in when the board of this start-up read my report. Not that I’d had very much sympathy to begin with. 

	Humans. Easiest prey there was. It was almost unfair they didn’t know about the rest of us: the beings of myth and legend, collectively known as Otherside.

	While all of us lived by secrets and lies, my life was more obscured than most. Not just because of my job, but also because of what I was. Where most of the magic-using species were restricted to Aether, glamour, or life force, my talents laid with one of the four pure elements. That made me an elemental; my control over the element of Air made me a sylph. 

	Elementals are rare enough that Callista took me under her personal protection when Duke found me in foster care as a child. That protection came with some obligations once I was old enough to fulfill them. 

	Nobody in Otherside knows what Callista is, and nobody smart asks. Her petite frame and plain-yet-sweet features fool the stupid into missing a frightening intellect and overwhelming magical strength. The start-up’s board had invited me to test their security, but it was only supposed to be an entry attempt—not unauthorized and illegal surveillance. But if Callista wanted a favor, she got a favor, no questions. For now.

	I took care of some paperwork when I got back to the tiny office I rented in the big coworking space in downtown Durham, putting off the evening’s scheduled meeting. Dawdling wasn’t wise when Callista wanted an update, but I figured I’d earned some leeway. I had a business to run, after all, and it wasn’t all as fun as tricking my way into swanky offices. There were bills to pay, emails to answer, and reports to draft. 

	At least, that’s what I told myself. That I had a business to run. If I was honest, I was still mad about being strong-armed into the job. It was the sort of petty rebellion I’d been indulging in more frequently, and while it provided a minor satisfaction, the curdled ball of resentment in my belly grew a little larger and a little uglier with every uncompensated demand.

	Lately, the demands had been for me to start using my magic in her service rather than for my best interests. After a lifetime of schooling—threats, really—in the dangers awaiting an elemental if I was discovered, I refused to draw attention to myself by using Air in an offensive against another Othersider. That meant I had to be useful in other ways. Gathering information was easier and safer as a private investigator than as a shadow in the dark, so business it was. My life and secrets depended on it. 

	Callista used it against me, reminding me that I both owed her and would need her intercession if an elf ever did stumble onto my secret. Hell, if anyone did. The high-blood elven houses had enough power in local and regional human government that someone might sell me to them for a favor. My logic said it would be better to leave well enough alone, and so far, I’d won the argument.

	Evening tinted the sky orange by the time I left my office. A shift of the jet stream had brought a snap of cold Canadian air down south and the temperature had dropped alarmingly, especially for this part of North Carolina.

	Everyone looked like a startled turtle as they tried to huddle under knit caps and behind wool scarves, hunched under their heaviest coats with arms crossed. Given that this was the South, only the recent transplants from northern states had anything adequate. I didn’t feel the cold as badly as most, but it still bit through my jacket and made me hustle on the walk over.

	Callista’s pub sat on its own lot, conveniently close to the cluster of breweries north of downtown Durham, yet set apart. Part of that was the use of a magic that wasn’t one of the four elements or Aether; I didn’t know what it was, but it discouraged casual visits from mundanes. The pub was safe, neutral ground for Othersiders, where business could be conducted without worrying about what a human might see or overhear. Despite the mix of species present, some of whom had bad blood between them, nobody looked for trouble. 

	Part of it was Callista’s reputation. She sold love potions and told fortunes with Lenormand or Tarot cards, but she wasn’t a psychic or a witch as far as I could tell. That might be what the local religious folks called her when they dared speak about her behind her back, but she was more than that. Other in a way even the rest of us weren’t. I’d once seen her kill a would-be burglar with a touch and I had no interest in instigating something that might draw that side of her forward.

	The bar itself was completely unassuming, a chunky brick building with a metal liftgate at the back for deliveries. Inside, it was warm woods and low lights, almost like an English-style pub, but with enlarged Tarot cards framed on the walls. If anyone else tended bar there, I’d never seen them. She was always on duty when I visited. 

	I slipped in past some departing patrons, elves by the faint whiff of burnt marshmallow I caught as they passed. The elves didn’t even glance at me, too low-blood or too drunk to catch the telltale tingle of magic as the woman’s hand brushed mine in the narrow doorway. I shoved my hand into my pocket and slammed my shields up higher, counting myself lucky. It would have raised some uncomfortable questions had they noticed, the neutrality of Callista’s bar be damned. Nerves had me slipping up.

	“Arden Finch. I wondered when you’d get around to keeping our appointment,” Callista said when I reached the bar. Her smile didn’t reach her cool green eyes.

	“Ma’am,” I said in a cautious greeting as I slipped onto a bar stool. She knew what I was and had had a hand in raising me, but that didn’t mean we particularly liked each other. I dug in my coat pocket for the rooted smartphone I’d bought specifically for this job and slid it over the bar. The only app on it was tied to the cameras I’d set up this afternoon. “It’s done.”

	I told myself that the blast of December air following new patrons made me shiver, not her widening smile.

	“Excellent, my dear.” She filled a highball glass with Coke and dropped a wedge of lime in it, knowing I didn’t booze in public. My insistence on appearing to do so amused her, so she played along. 

	I pressed my lips together, annoyed by her mocking smile. It was a bar. People tended to get nervous when it looked like you weren’t drinking. Nervous people didn’t play nicely and that always made my work harder.

	“Still not willing to use your powers on a job? I have one that could benefit from your…particular talents.”

	The change in topic was both abrupt and unwelcome. I shifted on the stool and fiddled with the pendant that was the only thing I had left of my unknown father. It was one of the few nervous tics I hadn’t managed to root out and I stopped as soon as I realized what I was doing. 

	Callista smiled, catlike. That she’d noticed my nerves made me grouchy all over again. 

	“You were the one who discouraged me from using them in the first place,” I said, irritated enough to snap at her, though I kept my voice down. “And we had a deal. If I use my business to serve as a Watcher, I don’t have to use my other skills. I don’t need that kind of attention.” It was an old argument, one I’d thought was settled. 

	Callista pouted and harrumphed as she cleared a few glasses from the bar. “Times are changing and you’ve gotten better at hiding yourself. Your shields are so tight I’d think you were human if I didn’t already know. Besides, the djinn know about you and nothing has happened.”

	“Fine, but the djinn aren’t—” I lowered my voice further and glanced around, “the elves.” Preternaturally gifted humans and supernatural beings tended to have great hearing. My presence was bad enough without our conversation being overheard. It’s not that I had anything against elves, except the fact that they’d kill an elemental like me upon discovery because of some stupid elven law going back to the days of Atlantis; they were sticklers for laws. Pretty shitty, but I tried not to take it personally. They weren’t like the more individualistic djinn, prone to bending the rules for personal gain or pure whim. “Why push this now?”

	She pierced me with a sharp gaze, but she’d pricked the one subject I wouldn’t back down on. My life wasn’t worth whatever had intrigued her enough to bring it up again—I was sure of it.

	Never mind that I wanted, more than anything, to be able to exercise my powers freely. Allowing Callista to use me was not the way to gain that freedom. It would be a faster way to die, or another lever she could use against me. She was a master of manipulation.

	“I’ve heard rumors,” she said when I didn’t look away. “The djinn are nosier than usual. The elves are boiling like a kicked anthill. The vampires have gone underground. Even the wereanimal clans are restless. Nobody seems to know why, and yet, everyone is on edge.”

	“Solstice fever.” I shrugged and took another sip of citrus-spiked Coke. It happened at some point every winter. Something about the longer nights got everyone jumpy. Not surprising, given that most supernatural species are moon-bound and prefer the darkness, but then again…the jump of magic from that elf had been odd. That hadn’t just been me; even a low-blood elf should have better self-control. Not that I would admit the thought, or the slipup, to Callista.

	She read something in my face anyway. Another not-smile dimpled her round cheeks. “Perhaps. And perhaps you’ll find yourself wishing you’d listened to me.” 

	“Is that a foretelling?”

	“Would you embrace your power and do this job for me if I told you it was?”

	I snorted and pushed my half-finished drink away. “A dream and a bad feeling aren’t worth my life.”

	“That might change before spring.”

	The cryptic words made me frown at her. Callista looked back at me with a bland expression that didn’t match the charged history of our conversation. 

	“I’d say it’s been a pleasure, but…well. You know where to find me.” I gave a short wave and turned to leave.

	“I certainly do.”

	I didn’t look back, not wanting to see what might be in those cat-green eyes.

	My walk back downtown was brisker than my walk over had been. A rabbit hopped away as I passed a vacant lot overgrown with grass and weeds, looking a little too big with ears a little too long, making my skin tingle in a way that was a little too close to magic. As a Watcher, I probably should have investigated whether it was a trickster hare rather than just a plain old rabbit, but I didn’t care. Unlike everyone else, it wasn’t bothering me, or asking me to do shit that would get me killed. I left Brer Rabbit to his evening and kept going for my car, parked in the garage across the street from the coworking space.

	A freezing rain had started falling by the time I made it back to my place. Not very conducive to New Year’s Eve fireworks, which was fine by me. The pops and sparkles were pretty, but only after I’d gotten over the wave of fear that someone had figured out what I was and fired a spell at me.

	My lot was down a narrow gravel road and backed onto Eno River State Park, outside town, with lots of land on all sides. It wasn’t convenient to anything except the woods, and that was how I wanted it. Good fences made good neighbors, but some things couldn’t be hidden behind a fence. I liked being able to slip out the back gate and walk in the woods at night, or sit by the firepit I’d dug out of the backyard and listen to the music of the windchimes I had hanging around the property. As an elemental, I needed fresh air, the peace of the forest, and the nearby river. I could tolerate cities, but too long out of nature drained me.

	I ran from the car and hopped up both the wooden steps of the wraparound porch, then stepped over the low, tied-off chord of magic creating a block of Air. I always left one in front of the door to trip up unexpected visitors. The nice thing about elemental magic was that only other elementals could see it at work. Anyone else would stumble and make enough noise to alert me. Paranoid, but effective, given that I was the only elemental around.

	Callista’s words needled me as I sipped a glass of prosecco on the couch, enjoying the peaceful glow of the fairy lights I’d strung up for the solstice and left up for the new year. The manipulative old hag never lied, but the truths she told never seemed to be the ones you heard. Her statement could be about my magic, or the start-up, or—given how carefully she’d phrased her words—nothing at all. That was the trouble with Callista. Untold power and layers of secrets wrapped around dangerous fragments of truth.

	The start-up, though, that bore further looking into. Callista rarely took such an interest in mundane matters, which meant Verve Health Solutions was either a threat, or not as mundane as it appeared. Maybe both.

	I reached for my laptop, then stopped with my hand hovering over it. “Take a day off,” I muttered to myself. Tomorrow was a holiday, and after a busy December, I deserved to sip my bubbly without creating new problems for myself. There were plenty enough of those in the world as it was.

	


Chapter 2

	WRAL’s breaking news page reported a woman found drowned in Jordan Lake, which would have been tragic enough on its own without it having happened several times already since winter started. Not the same lake, but always someone found drowned or frozen to death. Nobody could remember so many water accidents happening in the winter, and local authorities were warning heavily about water safety and the risks of hypothermia.

	Something about the drownings seemed off, but I couldn’t figure out what. The police weren’t considering the cases connected, so it was probably my overactive detective skills looking for links where there weren’t any.

	A rap on the door of my office pulled me out of the rest of the morning’s news. 

	“It’s open,” I sang out. When the door opened, I had my professional smile on, ready to welcome the only client I was expecting for the day. 

	The man who stepped in was not that client. Tall and blond, well-built, a fighter’s body. Not the thin, brunette head of the board from the start-up. A weighty, black gym bag hung from one shoulder, and I eyed it warily. He could fit any number of weapons in there. The air currents shifted as the open door let warmer air in, bringing the choking, burnt-marshmallow taste of Aether into the room. 

	He was a high-blood elf capable of some serious damage. Fuck.

	My gut clenched and a wave of dizzy fear made me glad I was still sitting. Either I had been discovered, or I would be soon. Luck runs out and skill can’t save you every time, which was why all my clients were human. It reduced the risk. 

	That, plus most Othersiders didn’t seek outside help with problems. Justice tended toward the swift and very often fatal, carried out in parallel to the human system. 

	Knowing that and finding it worth my life to fly under the radar, I played human. Lived human hours, kept my powers under wraps, hid my true physical strength, and didn’t go to any of the events in the Otherside community that you wouldn’t find a human at. Spending time with some djinn and Callista was the most damning thing I did, and they were all known to have human contacts, particularly useful ones like PIs or blood bank volunteers. As far as I was aware, there was no reason to look twice at me. 

	So, what the hell was an elf doing in my office, reeking of Aether and a bad attitude?

	I’d been sitting too long. Forcing myself to take a breath and hoping he wouldn’t see me shaking, I stood, my eyes still on that bag. As I did, I checked my shields and pulled in my own magic as tightly as I could. At the same time, I forced my body to relax and thanked the Goddess that elven hearing wasn’t quite as good as that of a vampire or were. Elves had the sharpest vision, but the tripping thump of my racing heart might go unnoticed.

	The thoughts skittering through my head like marching ants froze when the burnt-marshmallow scent intensified as a blanket of silence fell. It was quieter than usual outside, the cold and the post-holiday slump keeping people indoors, but what little street noise there was vanished. The sound of the door shutting seemed thunderous in the artificial calm.

	He’d done something to block sound. I shifted my feet, preparing to move but not embracing Air yet. If it came to a fight, the spell he’d cast would block out the noise of whatever I had to do to defend myself. Adrenaline spiked higher and cold sweat made my shirt stick to my back. 

	With a serious effort of will, I pulled my mind away from the terrible ways elves could kill me and back to the immediate issue. Maybe I could get out of this the easy way—by pretending I was only human and hadn’t noticed his magic trick. “Welcome to Hawkeye Investigations. I’m actually expecting a client, but would be happy to help afterward.” 

	He studied me, a small frown flitting over his brow before the scent of Aether lessened without losing the sound dampening. He’d tied off the spell. That suggested he didn’t intend to stay long and would let it unravel after he was gone. Was that good or bad?

	“I need you to help me find someone,” he said, ignoring me. “I hear you’re the best.” 

	I’d have to play along. “Someone must have given me a good review.” I pushed through the fear and smiled, keeping it small to demonstrate humility and respect for his problem even as my mind raced, seeking what little my djinn guardians had told me about elves. 

	Of all the supernatural community, elves were the ones who never sought outside help. They had their own courts, their own police force, their own government. Was this related to what Callista had said, about the elves being riled up for unknown reasons? “I can see why you’d be concerned. Why don’t you take a seat and tell me about your missing person, Mr.…?”

	“Sequoyah. Leith Sequoyah.” He sat and my heart rate eased down a notch. Not here for a bounty. Yet. Maybe? Unless he was trying to do things the easy way as well. 

	He shifted his chair so that it had a better view of the door, the window, and me. It struck me as habitual rather than planned, an act of preparation rather than malice. Given what I’d heard of elven politics, I supposed he’d have reason for caution. “It’s my grandmother,” he said when he was settled. “We’re deeply concerned. She’s our family matriarch.”

	I’ll bet she is. If she was the matriarch of a high-blood family, that meant she was probably a queen. This could be bad.

	“Is there any history of Alzheimer’s or dementia?” I asked, playing the ignorant human. Elves didn’t have trouble with any of the age-related mental deterioration humans were prone to, and only someone not supernatural would ask.

	Leith frowned and shook his head. “No. She’s still quite sharp despite her age. What concerns us is that she disappeared rather suddenly and blood was found in her home.”

	My stomach plummeted. This was definitely bad. Not something I wanted to be involved in. “I’m sorry, but violent crime is something better handled by the police. I usually get called in for wives that have run off with their lovers, or fathers who have skipped child support.”

	“Please, Ms. Finch. If the police are involved it will become some sort of spectacle. My grandmother is very well respected in the community. Her reputation might not recover if there’s a scandal. My family would like to handle this quietly.”

	I leaned back and crossed my arms, studying him. Something more was going on than he was saying. No police likely meant no elven law either. That they were outsourcing to someone they thought was outside the supernatural community meant they suspected someone inside it.

	Red flags went up and started waving. What was going on for a high-blood elf not to trust the elven police? I could see them wanting to avoid other supernaturals—the vamps and the djinn in particular would love to get the upper hand on the elves—but the Darkwatch was supposed to be both excellent and beyond reproach. 

	I was curious in spite of myself. I’d been a Watcher and a PI for too long not to be intrigued by a tale as bizarre as this one, terrified or not.

	“This could go badly for me if a crime was committed,” I said, hoping he’d give me a clue. “I could lose my license if the police accuse me of evidence tampering, or obstruction of justice.”

	“If you find evidence of a crime, I promise I’ll go to the police.” 

	“You’ve already found possible evidence, if there’s blood and a disappearance.”

	Annoyance tightened his features and a flicker of Aether nudged at my aura, just shy of my tightly held shields. 

	You bastard. What was it? Something persuasive? 

	“I’ll beg if needed,” Leith said, smoothing his face into something more earnest even as his shoulders tensed. “I really do need your help.”

	Social engineering was a bland way to describe manipulating people to achieve a goal that wasn’t in their interest. It was one of my favorite parts of being a private investigator, and experience with it told me he was lying. Social engineering rule number seven: make sure your nonverbals matched your words. His didn’t, and if I didn’t react the right way, I was fucked.

	My stomach tightened as I tipped my head to the side and made my eyelids droop slightly, the way I assumed they would if his spell was actually affecting me rather than sliding off my mental shields. He hadn’t cottoned on to my being an elemental, or I’d be dead. Playing human was the only way I’d see the rest of the day. 

	Callista’s words about my passing for human came back to me and his continued ignorance gave me the tiniest flicker of hope. What if I could use this as blackmail to buy my safety?

	His shoulders eased as I said, “Well…it certainly would be a shame if she was unnecessarily drawn into a scandal.”

	“Yes,” he purred, eyes narrowed to slits of ice blue. “It would. Won’t you help me?”

	When I hesitated, Sequoyah’s flicker of Aether pressed harder. “Of course,” I said, quick and breathy. I had to do this, whether I wanted to or not. If he realized his nudges of Aether were only skating off my shields, that would tell him I was an Othersider. If he broke through my shields and got a whiff of my magic I was equally as damned as if I didn’t play along. Then no amount of blackmail in the world would matter. “Damned if you do and damned if you don’t” had never been so literal. 

	He smiled to show perfect teeth. “I knew you were the right person to come to. How quickly can you start?”

	Clicking randomly on my computer mouse to give the impression of checking my calendar, I tried to convince myself that I could still get out of this and avoid the risk of elven discovery. All I had to do was tell him I was booked out, even if I didn’t have anything else on the schedule. 

	You need the money and you definitely want to know what the hell is going on, the slowly reappearing rational side of me said. Plus, it’s not worth the risk of him finding out you’ve slipped the Aether net. Grow a pair. Take the job. Winters were usually slow, which was the other part of why I was annoyed that Callista hadn’t paid for the surveillance equipment I’d needed for her job. Gear was pricey, and I couldn’t expense it to Verve the way I had the sandwiches I’d used to make my entry.

	I needed to give Leith an answer. It was Saturday, and I usually gave myself Sunday off in the slow season. With only one debrief meeting planned for today, I could start researching the case immediately…wait, was I really going to do this? 

	My heart started tripping all over again, but this time excitement blended with the fear. I was tired of hiding, and had had enough of Callista. This could be my out, if I dared. I’d need to learn more about what I was getting into first. That meant stalling him just enough to do research, yet not so much that he’d go elsewhere. “I need to wrap up another case. Monday afternoon, or after receipt of the initial retainer, whichever is latest.”

	“No sooner?”

	Entitled prick. But desperate to avoid other options. This could be good, good enough to give me something to use. “I’m sorry. While I’m highly sympathetic and sensitive to the urgency of a missing person, I do have other clients. As I said, I was expecting one when you arrived. If you’re deeply concerned that there’s been foul play, then I have to insist on the police.”

	“No…no. Monday will have to do.”

	Too desperate to avoid Otherside. Enough that whatever this was might really give me a way out of Callista’s service, if I played my cards right. And didn’t get myself killed. With a tight smile, I stood and slid my card across the desk before opening my calendar for real and noting him in. “In that case, thank you for your visit. Please send me an email and I’ll invoice you—” A stack of banknotes hitting my desk made me blink. 

	“That’s five thousand dollars,” he said.

	“Okay, then.” I put Sequoyah in a whole new tier of dangerous. Who walks around with that much cash? “That covers the initial retainer, plus some expenses. Monday it is. If you send over a photo and—”

	He withdrew a manila folder from the gym bag he’d come in with, and dropped it to the desk before he stood, zipped the bag up, and walked out, pushing past a disgruntled Amy Ulster in the corridor. I hurried to swipe the money off the desk and into a drawer while she was distracted with scowling at the elf’s back. It could go in the safe after I’d soothed ruffled feathers. 

	“Ms. Ulster!” I called, going to the door to welcome her in. “I’m so sorry for the delay.”

	Her glare swung to me and my smile hardened until it was fixed to my face. The feather-smoothing was going to take a while. Doubly so once I told her how many holes there were in her healthtech start-up’s security. HIPAA compliance was a bitch.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The door finally shut behind a grudgingly satisfied board member. I slumped and rested my head on my arms. I needed to start researching background information on the Sequoyah case, but a headache throbbed in a band across my brow. People might ask for your help, but that didn’t always mean they were happy to get it or that they were grateful for it. Some days they were decidedly ungrateful.

	“Well. It’s not every day a high-blood elf asks for help. Especially from you.”

	I jumped at the masculine echo of my thoughts and glared at the djinni who had just materialized in my office. “Dammit, Duke! Ever heard of a doorbell charm?” Leith had me shook and the appearance of a djinni—even a friendly one—did not help. “Why bother giving me a callstone if you’re not going to use it?”

	Nebuchadnezzar, who everyone called Duke when they didn’t want to summon him, grinned. He was wearing his favorite shape today, that of a gangly, youngish black man with laughing eyes the color of dravite, clothed in a sharp suit. “Guilty mind?” 

	“I have no reason to feel guilty,” I snapped, still unsettled enough to play with my pendant before catching myself. It had been a while since a djinni had been able to drop in without me sensing them first. “He came to me. I know the rules, and the dangers.”

	“I am so very glad to hear that.” He sat in the chair Leith had vacated and wrinkled his nose at the lingering scent of the elf’s magic, but withheld comment. “Are you going to help him?”

	“Yes.” 

	Duke’s arched eyebrow spoke volumes. “A dangerous choice.” 

	“But mine to make.” I sighed and slumped again. The djinn were nominally on my side, since they claimed my mother had been one, and Duke was more amenable to siding with me than most. A friend, even. 

	That didn’t mean he’d look the other way if I got too involved with the elves. The two factions had been mortal enemies for millennia, since the drowning of Atlantis, maybe. Only the Détente and the need to remain hidden from the humans kept each side from attacking the other. 

	“It can’t hurt to build goodwill just in case,” I said, disgusted with myself as soon as the words came out of my mouth. An hour after my big rush of courage, and I was already falling back into old patterns, justifying my actions. 

	“Just in case.” Duke’s lips twisted in scorn. “If you think a little goodwill will save you from elven hunters—” 

	“I’m a fool. I know. Bounty. Death sentence. Elementals are too dangerous for elves to leave alive. We might do something to upset their precious balance. And so on.” 

	Duke spread his hands and offered a slight smile. “On your head be it.”

	“It might very well be,” a contralto voice intoned to my left. 

	I jumped again as Grimm materialized. As usual, she looked like Lana Del Rey’s twin, only with hair the arterial red of fresh blood and sapphire-blue eyes. Her plum-colored skater dress swished as she moved to lean against my desk.

	“Nosy djinn,” I muttered. Louder, I said, “You two cannot just pop in here like this.” An annoyed wave of my hand took in the windows, tinted for privacy but not so much that someone couldn’t notice the abrupt appearance of two people. It had always been their habit to appear when they pleased, but it had been happening more frequently of late. Kind of like Callista’s asks. It bugged the hell outta me. 

	Grimm scoffed and tossed long red hair while Duke just kept his teasing smile. This wasn’t the first time I’d tried telling them off only to be dismissed, and it rankled.

	“Also, we had an agreement,” I reminded them, knowing it was pointless but ticked enough to say it anyway. “You’re not supposed to be watching. Boundaries, remember?”

	“Maybe, maybe not.” Duke stretched long legs out in front of him. “Regardless, you can imagine my concern when I turned a thought your way and found a barrier of elven magic.”

	“What did he want?” Grimm asked. 

	I crossed my arms. “Nope, nuh-uh. We’re not doing this.”

	“Not doing what?” She wrapped a crimson lock around her finger, looking coy until her eyes flashed to their natural ruby and back. The eyes were always a tell. She was nervous. Or pissed. Something, but not in complete control of her emotions. Fantastic. That made two of us.

	I straightened from a reflexive hunch. Djinn temperamentality could be painful. “I’m not about to be in the middle of whatever plot you two have cooked up.”

	Grimm pulled a face. “Why would we—”

	“Enough, Grimm.” Duke uncoiled from the chair and resettled the suit jacket over his shoulders with a tug on the lapels. “If you’re quite alright—”

	“I am,” I said firmly. 

	“Then if you’re certain you wish to take this path, perhaps we could offer some help?” The way Duke eyed me as he said that made me wary. When Grimm didn’t object, I grew even more suspicious.

	“Info would be welcome,” I said carefully, wondering what he wanted even as a shuddery thrill ran over me at the thought of finally learning more about the people who wanted me dead. I probably should have known more about elves than I did, but I’d been sheltered in Callista’s care, raised almost completely apart from the rest of Otherside and given only the barest information needed to avoid outing myself the first time I encountered another Othersider on my own. After I’d turned eighteen and moved out of Callista’s house, I hadn’t dared to risk drawing elven attention by investigating them. 

	Neither Duke nor Grimm had ever been forthcoming before; that they were now said something more was afoot. Maybe Callista was right. And maybe this was another of her ploys. Either way, I needed information. But there was a catch. Djinn never simply offered anything; there were no gifts. None without barbs, anyway. “Perhaps I could share a tale in return,” I said, certain that if they were here and offering, they wanted something more than simply to check on me.

	Grimm looked up from her fingernails, her pout vanishing. “Something about your work?”

	“And about Callista.”

	That got their attention.

	


Chapter 3

	One of the only reliable things about djinn is that they love a good story, especially if it’s true. It’s partly the information gleaned and partly the entertainment. When you’re immortal, things like money lose meaning. Knowledge and secrets, though, those always had value.

	Duke had offered first, so my story would wait until he shared. We made the quick walk to a nearby coffee shop and ordered, gathering our drinks before finding a table. I scribbled notes on the receipt, planning to write off the meeting as a business expense. It was research for the Sequoyah case, if not exactly what I’d planned on doing today. 

	Grimm lounged on a section of the long bench along the shop’s back wall, her careless sprawl almost indecent in the clingy dress she wore despite the wintry bite outside. 

	I sighed. She was hunting. I should have known she’d have multiple reasons for coming to see me. There were always layers with her. With all djinn, but especially her.

	Duke noticed as well. “Grimm,” he said. The warning note made her roll her eyes, but she sat up and dropped the sultry air. “Thank you.” He sipped his coffee, some blend of hot chocolate, spices, and espresso, which was the reason we always met at this particular café on Main. I settled back against my chair and blew on my chai. Duke might have to go first, but he’d get to it in his own time. 

	“How much do you already know?” he asked after finishing half his cup. 

	“Only what you two have already told me over the years and what I’ve seen from a distance,” I said in a quiet voice, trying to rein in my bitterness. They knew exactly how much I knew: next to nothing. It annoyed me more than it used to. I’d done what I’d been told, and minded my own business thinking it would keep me safer, contented to stay ignorant and stay alive. But what if I’d known more before an elf walked into my office to hire me? Duke and Grimm had been doing all this extra checking up lately, but it took that for them to volunteer something useful?

	That hurt. It shouldn’t have, but it did. Especially with Duke. He’d been all about tough love when I was younger, but he hadn’t been the mean girl Grimm could be sometimes.

	I glanced around the shop, double-checking the clientele before continuing. It was mostly empty at this time of day but caution never hurt. “They’re matriarchal, and led by queens, who are usually the eldest and most powerful women in the family. The Darkwatch could take on the human SWAT and win easily but they prefer to keep a low profile. High-blood are purebred, low-blood have interbred with humans and have weaker magic and lower status. Magic is Aether-based and opposite to djinn—unlike you, they can only affect others with magic, and not themselves.” I paused and considered.

	“You forgot vicious, manipulative, oh, and they hate elementals so much that they’ll—”

	“Grimm, if you can’t be constructive, go hunt elsewhere.” Anger simmered under Duke’s words. 

	“Defending them?” she hissed.

	“No, I just don’t need you to bugger my deal,” Duke snapped. “I called you as a courtesy. If you can’t act like you have three thousand years under your belt, then get out.”

	I held my peace and kept an eye on the café. The highly individualistic and self-interested djinn always squabbled among themselves. Drawing their attention only got you dragged into the argument, and usually not on the side you thought you agreed with. Besides, Grimm was just being nasty by rubbing my nose in a fact I was already well aware of. Living three thousand years didn’t make you wise; it made you petty.

	They stared at each other. Duke’s eyes flickered this time and Grimm looked away first. “As I was saying,” he said, turning back to me. 

	I bit my tongue to stop myself from pointing out he hadn’t actually been saying anything. 

	“You’re right about the families. Family is of the utmost importance, especially the female head. She passes her name and house to all of her offspring, who are tattooed with a house sigil when they come of age, although only a female heir can ascend to the head of the family. She’ll have bodyguards, a mix of family and high-ranking members of allied houses.”

	“Look for a tattoo, watch out for muscle. Got it,” I said.

	He leaned forward. “The most dangerous thing about them isn’t their powers, or their combat skills. It’s that they always act collectively. I would argue that we—” he gestured at Grimm and himself, “—are more powerful one-on-one. But they do nothing alone. Whatever your client wants, there will be at least two more backing him. And there will be at least three on the other side. All things must be balanced, always.”

	“And all things come in threes.” I forced myself to take another sip of chai. The milky warmth sat poorly today, curdling in my stomach. One high-blood was bad enough. Three or more on any given side? Recipe for disaster, or even more of one than there already was. 

	“Just so. And if this problem of your client’s involves a female, especially if it’s a queen…”

	I tried to look interested and curious, rather than guilty. 

	He smiled as though my lack of response had told him anyway. “Well. If that’s the case, it’ll be more than three. Was he a fighter?” 

	“Who?”

	“Your client.”

	“Nice try. That’s not the work story I was going to tell you. And I need more about—them, first.” Being circumspect in public was tiring sometimes, however necessary. “Weaknesses. If I have to do this playing mundane, how do I protect myself? I’ve relied on avoidance up until now.”

	“Lead. Bullets will do.” Grimm leaned forward and rested her arms on the table with a toothy smile. “If you don’t have a gun, get one. Then there’s the arrogance; it keeps them from considering options. The groupthink Duke considers beneficial can be a crutch or a hobble if it keeps them busy finding consensus instead of acting. And they breed slow, needing their environment to be in balance before the cows will become fertile. The faster you kill them, the more you tip the balance in our favor.”

	“Other than lead, you’re out of luck if you can’t catch one alone,” Duke said. “They can weave their magic together to make it stronger. Some have specialized individual talents.”

	I scowled, as much put off by Grimm’s slurs as what they were telling me. “So, you’re basically telling me I’m screwed even more than usual when it comes to elves. They’re stronger, more powerful, cooperative, and I can’t use my magic unless I’m going to die anyway.”

	Duke tilted his head to the side. “That’s about right, yes. Why do you think we kept you away from them?”

	“Shit. If they’re that powerful, why are they in a balance with, you know…” I dropped my voice. “The coteries and the clans? Why not run Otherside by themselves? Other than Callista, I mean.”

	Grimm scoffed. “I just told you. Population replacement. The coteries can grow as large as they like, subject to the pool of available blood to support their population in any given area. Weres could turn humans if they didn’t consider it filthy, but they’d rather mind their own business and fuck like rabbits. Marshmallows?” She sneered as she used the slur for elves. “They can’t create more of themselves unless their environment is stable. Why do you think they’re such hippies? Half of Greenpeace is elven by now.”

	“The Détente just formalizes everything and keeps population numbers in check without anyone losing face,” Duke said before sipping his coffee. 

	I nodded. I hadn’t really thought about it before because I was unwilling to draw attention to myself by asking questions, and had accepted it by default. Only now, when I had no choice, was I beginning to see what that willful ignorance cost me. The milk was definitely souring in my belly now.

	“Of course, getting involved in their business might disrupt the balance, not to mention upset some people,” Grimm said softly. Anger burned in her gaze, though whether it was at me or at the situation I couldn’t tell.

	Either way, there were too many reasons why I had to take this job despite it being stupid and potentially deadly to do so. Money could be returned and I could find another way to get more independence, but if it got out that I’d somehow slipped an Aether net, the knowledge of another faction in the Triangle—even a faction of one—could do as much to unbalance power as a missing elven queen. Worst-case scenario had it toppling an elven house. 

	The resulting chaos would draw the vampires from Raleigh and Charlotte, maybe even the weres out in Asheville. More djinn would definitely be drawn from the ethereal plane; they appeared wherever there was an opportunity for mischief. Nature abhors a vacuum, and so does the supernatural community. While Grimm might think otherwise, not acting could be as dangerous as being seen as partial to the elves.

	Then, of course, there was my status as a Watcher and the corresponding obligations owed to Callista. Oh, and her little bad feeling about everyone in town being stirred up. 

	I sighed and pushed the chai away, my gut churning too much to want any more. It had gone cold, anyway. 

	Grimm and Duke were looking at me expectantly when I had gathered my thoughts. I didn’t want to think about this anymore, frustrated by the fact that I couldn’t just stay in my bubble and mind my business, so it was time to reciprocate. But how much to tell them?

	“Callista is pushing again. About…you know. Me. What I can do.”

	Duke’s eyebrows lifted before he could find a blank expression. He’d been present for the original argument and I was almost certain that his siding with me was the only reason Callista had relented. “Has she given an order?”

	“Not yet. But she’ll want to know about one of them coming to me.”

	“That she will.” Duke tried to catch Grimm’s eye over their mugs. She ignored him a little too obviously, pretending an interest in a woman on the other side of the shop. With an exaggerated eye roll, he said, “They are seeking outside help. She’s pushing a matter that has been settled for a decade. The weres…well. Never mind them. What was this work story?”

	Grimm’s attention snapped back to us as I made a mental note about the weres. I gripped my mug and recounted the story of infiltrating Verve—and Callista’s unusual interest—to my tea. Resisting the urge to squirm at telling Callista’s business to djinn, even if they were my friends, made the words come out stiffer than they should have.

	“The thing that bugs me about this is that she’s never taken such a direct interest in a mundane business before,” I concluded. “I’ve passed her the tidbits I picked up in the course of whatever case I’m working, but she’s been asking more and more lately. Just with Otherside at first, digging into records, or working my friends in the police department for more information, but now a direct action against a human business.” 

	“Curious,” Grimm said. She clacked long, lacquered nails on the table in an uneven cadence and exchanged a look with Duke. His lips thinned. 

	“What’s going on, guys?” First Callista, now these two. Was anybody going to tell me what the hell was going on? Hadn’t I earned that? Irritation crept into my voice as I said, “Why do I feel like there’s something you aren’t telling me?”

	“There’s always something we aren’t telling you,” Duke said with a sly wink and a smile to take the sting out of the words. “How could we possibly tell you of all the whispers we’ve gathered over the years?”

	Grimm didn’t reply. Sometimes I suspected she knew what Callista was. If she did, she was frightened or bribed enough to keep the secret. If it was the former, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what could frighten Grimm badly enough to prod her about her silence. Not yet, anyway. Curiosity almost always got the better of me, as it had with Leith. One thing at a time.

	“Not reassuring,” I said. 

	“It wasn’t intended to be,” Duke said, rolling his eyes. “It is simply the truth.” 

	My brow pinched into a scowl. “It’s a truth.” 

	Duke tipped an imaginary hat at me. Grimm tapped faster. 

	“Fine,” I said. “You’re not going to tell me whatever secret or plan has you both so agitated.” 

	Duke looked skyward, exasperated. “We’re not—”

	“You are. Keep your secrets, it’s just what you do.” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “Tell me this, though. Why be forthcoming about them now?”

	Another look passed between the two djinn before Grimm said, “Up until now you had enough sense to stay the hell away from them.”

	“Just like you taught me,” I murmured. A suspicion was forming in my mind, a tangled snarl of thoughts and happenstance, but I couldn’t find the end of the thread yet. It bugged me, but I pushed it aside to consider later. 

	Beside me, Duke twitched. “I’m being summoned.” 

	“I told you not to give that fool an amulet.” Grimm didn’t believe in being summoned. She tended to kill anyone who discovered her full name. Even I didn’t know it, although I could reach both her and Duke via callstone—a pendant of polished hematite, enchanted to enhance its ability to connect and ground energy from the ethereal planes in this reality. Basically, an interplanar cell phone.

	“Sometimes these academics come up with the most interesting theories, though. Negotiating with them is almost as entertaining as leaving false scents for wolves and watching them run themselves silly.” He rose and headed for the door. Grimm and I followed him out. 

	A burst of sharp, cold air slapped us, and I grimaced. Were we not in public, I could have tamed it, thawed it, and wrapped it around us like a shawl before letting it go on its way to delight someone with a brief kiss of heat. As it was, I had to stand there and shiver as it tugged at my cobalt blue scarf and whisked away the coffee shop’s warmth.

	Duke ignored it, untouched by the cold as he turned a corner into an alley and disappeared before he’d gone three steps. 

	“He’s going to get us caught one day,” Grimm said. Her arms were stiff when she pulled me into a goodbye hug. Something was bothering her. 

	That was fine. Something was bothering me, too, several somethings.

	As I made my way to my sporty little hatchback, I went over our conversation. Djinn could be hard to read. Most have had hundreds or thousands of years to decide who and what they wanted to be, so they were always putting on mannerisms and changing forms, an endless game of metaphysical make-believe. 

	My thoughts turned to the funny feeling in my gut. Duke, Grimm, and Callista were always so adamant about keeping me safe. It had taken finding an old elven book while snooping in Callista’s library one day for me to believe the need for it. The illustrations still gave me nightmares. We might all have been more civilized these days, but it didn’t mean I went looking for trouble. 

	Still, though…something was making my sixth sense tingle. I’d learned not to ignore it, especially in investigations. I’d never cared until now that my only knowledge of elves was that they were dangerous hunters who would shatter my magical shields, and subject me to tortures I could barely imagine before turning me into their plaything or killing me. That had been drilled into my head and formed the basis of endless training in how to shield my power. 

	Everything else I’d gleaned by listening at doors or overhearing quiet conversations and putting the pieces together. Fear had shepherded me away from the topic for decades. Now that I had no choice but to face it, little things were standing out. Details that didn’t quite line up, looping into an uncomfortable snarl in my usually clear thoughts.

	The drive home passed in a blur. I tripped over my own block of Air on the way in, cursing as my keys flew from my hand and clattered across the deck. I crouched as the tree next to the house rustled, not from wind, but from a body. My mouth went dry. Had Sequoyah figured out where I lived? Was this the trap springing closed?

	“Who’s up there?”

	When no answer came, I risked pulling on Air to send a wind blasting through the branches. A disgruntled raccoon chattered as one broke and left him dangling by two paws, his rear half swinging in empty air, striped tail bristling. 

	“A fucking raccoon. Goddess.” I waited until the raccoon found his way back up before bending to scoop up my keys. The fat, furry creature’s scramble might have been funny if my heart wasn’t racing. Maintaining a constant vigilance was impossible but I had to be better than this with elves walking into my office.

	With most of the afternoon left, I settled in to do some initial research on the Sequoyah case. Leith had compiled a light dossier, including a photo, basic statistics, and a few comments about things that had seemed off lately: a fight with one of her friends, spending more time away from home, overheard phone calls with tense tones.

	Deciding it would be ageist to assume Sybil wouldn’t have a social media profile, I did a quick internet search. Her name was unusual enough that she was the only one with an exact match result. Facebook and LinkedIn, both with the same profile picture Leith had provided. Her importance in the community was confirmed both by her social media accounts being completely public and her outreach posts about local politics and environmental issues. Each post was fiery, yet gave the sense of being carefully crafted, providing me a better idea of her personality than the dry summary Leith had included.

	I reviewed everything, taking notes about how frequently she posted, what about, who she interacted with, who interacted with her more than the other way around, and when her last update was. She’d been quiet for a day before Leith had come to me, in contrast to her habit of posting at least twice every day. 

	Nothing on social media gave any hints as to why she would have disappeared, though, unless she’d simply grown tired of being so publicly available. It could happen.

	I set work aside for the evening when my stomach started to rumble and reheated some leftover lamb stew. It wasn’t until I was halfway done that I pulled the first threads free of the tangle that had been bothering me all day: whatever Grimm and Duke were up to touched on me somehow, and it involved elves. 

	That scared me enough that I lost my appetite. I already knew they wouldn’t tell me the what or how unless I had enough knowledge to confront them, so I’d just added a new mystery to a plate that was filling too quickly for comfort. 
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