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      Post-Valentine’s High: A state of euphoria experienced by cupids. This state typically occurs in late February, but extreme cases can persist into March.

      

      One euphoric cupid in March is bad enough, but three? And when they band together, no good can come of it.

      

      But…murder?

      

      Mallory’s been hired by a surprising client to prove that while these three cupids might have committed a caper or two, they weren’t up for murder.
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            A Surprising Client

          

        

      

    

    
      Cornelius Lemann was a dictator.

      A grudge-holding tyrant.

      Alex and I were in a time-out. Professionally, not personally. Cornelius had a lot of influence, but not that much.

      The CEO of the Society for the Study of Occult and Paranormal Phenomena, aka the Society, overstepped his authority routinely, treating his staff and contractors like his own personal minions when it suited him.

      The whole blindly obedient underling gig wasn’t really me. I was an independent contractor. By definition, I was exempt from minion status. What right did Cornelius have to be all hypercritical about my past behavior? To basically blacklist me.

      A sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach indicated one reason—one pointy, sharp, opinionated, and no-longer-living reason—but Cornelius hadn’t mentioned Tangwystl. No, it was all about how Alex and I weren’t the best communicators.

      We were a work in progress, as most relationships were, both working and personal.

      But Cornelius controlled who was assigned which cases, and he’d decided that Alex and I weren’t a great package deal at the moment. And if anyone was going to choose between Alex and me for just about any kind of job, they’d choose Alex. As they should. Alex was amazing.

      And that wasn’t just my girly hormones speaking. My personal and professional selves were in agreement on this particular matter.

      So, Alex being the star, me being the understudy, and Cornelius adamant that we needed more time to perfect our communication skills meant no Society jobs for me for the foreseeable future.

      I’d already pitched working a case on my own, but the high-and-mighty Big C claimed that any case I started, Alex would invariably become entangled with.

      Sadly, I couldn’t disagree, because history was on his side.

      Whatever. I didn’t need Cornelius and the Society to keep me busy. I wasn’t tied to Society work. I could do other jobs.

      Probably.

      If I could convince someone to hire me.

      Which wasn’t looking good at the moment.

      I’d been twiddling my jobless thumbs for ages. Ever since I’d been officially declared fit for duty, after a tiny near-death experience. The weeks in bed had been a serious downer, but also not great for hustling up work.

      And then I’d been a little distracted when I finally made my way home, fully recovered and ready for action. Alex and I had made up. A lot.

      And then Alex had gotten an assignment from Cornelius.

      I had no gig lined up, and my honey was busy with a time-consuming case. Three days without a peep out of him other than quick check-in texts and a mysteriously well-stocked fridge. I had spicy veggie juice, carrot juice with turmeric, vegan supplement shakes to last me days.

      Apparently, neither Alex nor Wembley believed that I could feed myself.

      Whatever.

      Meals were no big thing. What I needed was a distraction.

      A distraction from my lack of work, and also the small matter of a special day in February that my someone special hadn’t celebrated with me.

      Probably at least partially explained by the fact that he hadn’t been speaking to me at the time.

      I might have deserved that. But, again, we’d made up. A lot.

      The point was that we’d missed celebrating our first Valentine’s Day together. I’d mentioned a makeup date, and he’d muttered something that had sounded like agreement.

      And yet…here it was, early March, and nothing. No roses, no fancy vegan liquid dinner. Not even a cheesy card. Which wouldn’t have been at all cheesy, because Valentine’s Day got an exemption from cheese—even a belated Valentine’s Day.

      I thought we’d tackled our communication issues, the very issue Cornelius had us in time-out for. But…maybe not?

      Uncertainty sucked. I didn’t want to dwell, but I had no job to keep me busy, so…I reorganized my closet, emptied the kitchen shelves and cupboard for a deep clean, vacuumed (three times), cleaned both bathrooms, and bathed Boone (twice)…all within the last three days.

      In my defense, Boone rolled in mud, so that second bath wasn’t a time waster or some convoluted doggie torture.

      All of which I explained to him as he cuddled with me while we both binged old British mysteries and Supernatural. Boone is a particular fan of Sam. On that we disagreed, because I was Dean all the way.

      It was around eleven on Thursday, three days after Alex had been assigned a case, and I’d devolved to contemplating my baseboards. Maybe they did need a good dusting.

      My phone rang and I about hurt myself jumping up and snatching for it. Thank you, thank you, thank you, whoever you are.

      Anton?

      My caller ID was likely possessed by a ghost with a bad sense of humor, so I disregarded the digital readout and answered it anyway.

      “I need a favor.” Before I could utter a greeting, the voice on the phone spoke, cutting me off in a very Anton-like way. Yet it clearly wasn’t mean Mr. Clean, because the Anton I knew would never ask me for a favor.

      I shifted the phone so I could see the screen and verify that it was, in fact, Mean Mr. Clean who was calling me.

      Forget ghostly possession of my phone. Even I knew that was a bunch of bologna. I must have misread the name…but I didn’t.

      By the time I’d returned it to my ear, he was saying, “I’ll pay you.”

      I almost dropped my cell.

      This was the guy who thought I was a waste of space. A sub-vampire. Broken. Not worthy of living.

      Who was he to judge? He was an assassin. Anyone whose magical type was the definition of killing people shouldn’t be allowed to judge the worthiness or lack thereof of another person’s magic.

      Also, since when did people pay for favors? This was sounding like…a job.

      My negative feelings toward a certain rude bald guy just lessened slightly, because… Ta-da! I asked the universe, and she delivered. So what if her postal service banged up my package a little and dropped a dented parcel—um, a less than desirable client—on my doorstep? A client was a client.

      Not really, but I was suffering from an acute case of boredom combined with a dash of desperation, so I wasn’t thinking rationally. While I might not be desperate for cash, I desperately needed purpose—and Anton was presenting me with that.

      Hence my reply: “Okay.”

      No negotiation, no fee agreements before committing. I knew better, and yet—I really wanted a project. Anton was just the sort of jerk to dangle some fun in front of me and then yank away at the least sign of negotiation.

      “I need you to prove a…ah, a friend didn’t murder someone last night.”

      I didn’t say it. I wanted to, so, so badly, because, really, how was it possible that Anton had a friend?

      Instead of commenting on the miracle that was the existence of a person willing to call Anton friend, I pointed out the obvious. “I can’t prove a negative.”

      “I’m aware. You’ll need to find the murderer. But…” He sighed. “Ideally you’d prove that the murderer wasn’t my friend or any of his compatriots.”

      There was something in his voice. Embarrassment, perhaps?

      I swallowed the smile tugging at my lips on the off chance Anton might hear it in my voice. “And by compatriots, you mean…?”

      “His cupid buddies.” He spoke without any inflection, any previous hint of discomfort washed away by his Anton-ness. “They tend to run in packs of three to five, especially in late February and early March when they’re burning off the high of Valentine’s Day. My particular friend was out for most of the night with two of his cupid buddies.”

      Whaaaat? Was he pulling my leg? A gang of cupids…the high from Valentine’s Day. It had all the makings of a terrible joke. He wouldn’t call and make this all up as some way to haze me…would he?

      “Are you still there?” His voice was quiet, serious.

      “Yep.”

      “Look, if you don’t want the job—”

      “No. I said I’d do it. I’ll do it. But if your friend or one of his ‘compatriots’ killed someone—”

      “He didn’t.” The menace in his voice didn’t scare me. If he killed me, Alex would wipe him from the face of the planet—which Anton knew.

      He wasn’t a complete idiot…even if he did hang out with a bunch of love-arrow-slinging dudes with wings and no clothes.

      But for the whole issue of a murder, it would be funny. Well, that and there was no way that cupids actually slung arrows, ran around naked, had wings, or cared about anyone’s love lives but their own.

      Who knew what cupids were like in real life. Maybe they were murderous rogues, just so long as this particular cupid hadn’t murdered this particular…whoever was murdered.

      And speaking of that… “Who’s dead?”

      It almost hurt to have to ask. Even when Alex was busy working, I usually had access to all the good gossip via my roommate, Wembley.

      I winced, because thinking of him did hurt.

      Wembley was on a cruise.

      With my mother.

      My many hundreds-year-old vampire roomie was masquerading as my mom’s boy toy on a sun-drenched cruise in warmer climes, flashing his newly reacquired tight abs and doing unspeakable things with the woman who gave birth to me.

      Brain bleach required.

      Worse yet, he was popping the big question.

      Thank the heavens above and all the gods of every pantheon in existence, not the proposal one. No, he was popping the bite question.

      These days, it took a lot to trigger my blood aversion, but the thought of Wembley sucking my mom’s neck—or other parts—definitely made my stomach churn.

      Maybe she’d decline.

      My distracted state was surely the reason I’d misheard, because I thought Anton had just told me that Katarina had been the victim.

      “Katarina the witch?”

      “Yes.” Anton sounded snippy.

      Increasingly cranky mood notwithstanding, I said, “Katarina the witch who frequently subcontracts with the Society.”

      “Yes, that is correct.” Still cranky. Still not coughing up the details.

      Since he wasn’t answering the implied question, I laid it out in a more black-and-white manner for him. “Since your victim is a frequent subcontractor with the Society, Cornelius will have a vested interested in solving her murder.”

      “He does.”

      I ground my teeth. “So Cornelius has already assigned the case to an emergency responder.”

      “He has.”

      I waited, because pulling details from Anton the Reluctant was getting old.

      Finally, he said, “I was assigned the case.” After another annoying silence he added, “I arrested Michael Amor this morning. He was passed out on Katarina’s front porch all night.”

      Amor? Really?

      I swallowed a sigh. “This Michael guy you arrested, he wouldn’t happen to be a cupid, would he?”

      “Yes. Michael is the friend I need you to prove innocent.”

      Of course he was.
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      After several more agonizing minutes on the phone with Anton, I gathered the following facts.

      Three witches had died in as many days.

      Three witches, and I hadn’t heard a peep.

      Wembley needed to get his newly tanned butt cheeks back to Austin, otherwise I was going to miss all of the important stuff. He also needed to stop oversharing in his emails. I didn’t need to know that he and my mother had been nude bathing on most of their shore visits. Didn’t most people just shop on those stopovers?

      Alex, Anton, and Francis had each been assigned one of the cases, as there was no definitive evidence that the three murders were tied. Each witch had met her end in a different way. (Anton wouldn’t say how.) The only link was the close proximity in time.

      A big link, in my opinion, but I was happy that the Society was at least attempting to rely more on evidence than hunches and suspicion. Otherwise, they’d have simply locked up the capering cupids, tortured them into a confession, and then evaluated the truth (or otherwise) of their compelled testimony after the fact.

      The advantage to that old methodology? No innocents were executed, because the Society had ways of establishing the veracity of any testimony.

      The downside? That potentially innocent suspects were mistreated, perhaps scarred for life, because the method the Society used involved scooping out memories from their brains with a magical spoon. It was not a precise process and sometimes caused damage.

      It was a bad system. A terrible system. One lacking any sort of care for the Society members who fell under suspicion of serious crimes.

      Hence Alex’s constant push for proper investigations into crimes. Investigations that relied on evidence rather than compelled confessions.

      While it might seem like a simple and much more just option and that any honorable person would support proper investigative procedures, it wasn’t that simple.

      Change within the enhanced community occurred slowly. Get a bunch of long-lived magical folks together, and some of them were bound to cling to their traditions—even if those traditions originated in the dark ages.

      Alex wanted to do better than dark age justice.

      He wanted to protect the innocent. As old as he was, he believed in a more modern version of justice. The kind without torture.

      I loved that man like crazy.

      I filed that particular emotion away for a more appropriate time, and quizzed Anton on the victims.

      He’d been assigned Katarina’s murder. She was the third victim and the only one with ties to the Society beyond being a member of the enhanced community.

      The other two witches, Michelle and Lisa, were both relatively innocuous members of the Society.

      Michelle was the first victim. Her case had been assigned to Alex, not that he’d uttered a peep to me about it. Stupid case confidentiality.

      Stupid Cornelius. Being on his blacklist sucked.

      She had a bead shop. Not so very odd, since witches tended to be entrepreneurial, but it was unique in not catering to the magical crowd. She sold regular, garden-variety beads, not the sort that protected against magical machinations or made you invisible. (I really hoped that they were magical beads that made people invisible, because that would be so cool.)

      Lisa, the second victim, did low-level commissions for other witches. Basically, a sort of magical subcontractor. From what Anton said, Francis hadn’t found anything remotely interesting or problematic about any of her assignments. She did uninspired work (Anton’s words) and never worked either directly or indirectly for the Society. I gathered Lisa wasn’t up to the Society’s standards of employment, magically speaking.

      Anton was the only one to have made an arrest in any of the three cases. Hard not to when a man is passed out on the premises where a murder was committed. Passed out…and holding the murder weapon.

      I didn’t scream at this point in the conversation, or even heave an exasperated sigh. I was proud of myself.

      I did attempt to linger and dig for more details—because a guy on the scene with a weapon—but Anton wasn’t cooperating. All he’d say was that he was certain Michael hadn’t killed anyone and that he’d make sure I had access to Michael for a full interview.

      Hard to argue with getting the facts from the source, so I let it go.

      He did tell me that he, Alex, and Francis had been sharing details, because they weren’t idiots. (Alex certainly wasn’t, and I was pretty sure Francis had a solid head on his shoulders. I had ongoing doubts as to Anton’s competency, however.)

      As for Anton’s willingness to spill all the tea with Alex and Francis and only dole out morsels to me? Guess I just wasn’t a member of the boys’ club—or official enough for detailed case note sharing, since I wasn’t being employed by the Society.

      After a very hard poke, Anton admitted that the three of them suspected a tie between the cases; they just hadn’t found it yet.

      None of the three witches seemed particularly standout in their magical abilities or their personal lives. I quizzed Anton about the victims’ significant others, and since that information didn’t involve crime scene details or other info he considered classified, he told me that Lisa and Katarina were single and that Michelle had a long-term boyfriend. There didn’t seem to be any recent drama in their lives. (More than I could say about my own.)

      On the positive side, Michael, Gabriel (Gabe), and Turiel (Ray) all had alibis for the other two deaths. Alibis beyond each other, so even emergency response didn’t think they had anything to do with the first two murders.

      When Anton refused to tell me anything else—other than “Go investigate. That’s what I’m paying you for.”—I ended the call thankful I’d gotten as much as I had.

      And then immediately called Bradley.

      “Heya, what’s up? I was thinking we should maybe have tea this afternoon.”

      He could easily help virtually…but I was lonely.

      “Just like the last five times you asked, I’m busy.” Only Bradley could say that and not sound mean.

      He was a just-the-facts kind of guy, so he stated the obvious. I had called five times in three days, maybe excessive, but again…bored. He’d been busy with work each time. Bradley worked way too much.

      “I know. You’ve got a big project you’re working on, but…” I let the word hang in the air. “I have a new case.”

      Silence.

      Several seconds ticked by, then Bradley said, “What kind of case?”

      It seemed the appeal of becoming a sleuthing ninja was greater than his commitment to overworking himself.

      “I have to prove a…ah, a guy innocent of murder.”

      Bradley loved investigating. It fulfilled some need that his various high-paying IT projects didn’t. Which was a little weird, actually, because I had the distinct impression that his regular work was much more technically challenging than anything he did when he helped me and Alex with Society cases. Hard to say for sure, because that boy knew how to keep a secret. He took client confidentiality very seriously. And that was on top of the fact that he was a man who generally saw the world through earnest eyes.

      But Bradley loved puzzles, loved a challenge, and loved being included in investigations best of all.

      Eventually, he said, “You can’t prove a negative.”

      Maybe he was rubbing off on me, but I just embraced it, because that wouldn’t be so bad. Bradley was good people and crazy smart. “That is exactly what I said.”

      A minute later, Bradley ended the call but only after giving me strict instructions to bring cookies. He’d provide the tea.

      He couldn’t say no to helping on an investigation, and since I knew how much he loved it I didn’t even feel guilty about whatever moneymaking project he was temporarily putting to the side to help.

      After leaving messages with both Star and Alex—both of whom were suspiciously not answering their phones—I loaded Boone in my Grand Cherokee and headed to the store to pick up Bradley’s favorite cookies.

      March in Austin was still cool enough for Boone to hang out in the car. Thank goodness, because it seemed he was the only one outside of Bradley (with some arm-twisting and bribery) who hadn’t abandoned me.

      Okay, I’d talked to Star the day before yesterday, and she was insanely busy with her kids. Apparently, they’d all decided to mutiny at once, and with her husband recently resuming his place as head of the family business, she’d been almost solely in
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