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  Chapter one

Sam Karim walked through Fairmount Park, the one breath of nature in this city where the streets were lonely, the destruction heartbreaking, and the faces of the crowds who shuffled along the sidewalks weary. This was the longest he’d ever stayed in one place. Leaves already decayed in Fairmount, forming a colorful carpet throughout the park as the cold autumn breezes swept through. He slipped his hands into his pockets. Brittle twigs flew along the packed dirt path, kicked up as he strode along. 
The silver moon cast its rays onto the grassy knolls, which were hushed but not empty as not only fairies came out to play but every sort of supernatural beast with claws and teeth. Philadelphia wasn’t home for the soft or weak-willed, and unwitting souls who wandered down a wrong street corner didn’t last long. Yet now, he protected this place alongside the others in the Coven, this city teeming with the darkest creatures the night had to offer. Dry leaves skittered by his feet, and the path leading out of the woods widened.
A chill swept through the air, the sort of graveyard kiss promising bad news to follow. Sam scanned over the thrush of tall, skeletal trees and the piles of leaves matting into mush. Paranoia was a hard habit to break, especially after his stint with Destrius as an owner. For a djinn, whenever their lamp fell into another’s hands, their entire existence changed. The time in the Order of the Serpent under that Unseelie bastard turned him into a traitor to the Coven and had marked both him and his brother-in-arms, Liam, with enough tragedy for a lifetime. 
Lucky for Liam, the once-lonely hunter had found his redemption by way of a spunky Coven witch whose hair changed color faster than the autumn leaves. 
The slight slap of footsteps in the distance drew his attention. Farther along the trail, someone jogged in his direction, an oddity this late at night.
The moment the features of the tall brunette with the taut ponytail came into focus, Sam let out a groan. Alanna Carrington, head witch of the Philadelphia Coven, hurtled his way, and with her, trouble was a guarantee.
Even though walking the other way tempted him, her sharp gaze already aimed and fired. Tonight he’d be roped into whatever job she was on, because he was indebted to help in any mess. The Coven’s Ice Queen herself had decided rather than returning his lamp to him, she’d keep it under lock and key. The lack of control pierced through him on the best of days—a djinn like Sam ceded power to whatever bastard held his lamp, slave to their needs and wants. While Alanna had locked it away and hadn’t tried commanding him to do anything yet, she had the ability at any time, a fact he never forgot.
“Up ahead,” she said, her words a little breathless. She skidded to a halt in front of him. Nine at night, most people would be dressed down in casual clothes, but Alanna remained ever professional in her gray business skirt and cream blouse so pristine they begged for a stain. She completed the outfit with the patent-leather flats she wore everywhere.
She placed her hands on her hips, scanning him over with the same detailed precision she applied to her wardrobe. The stunning woman had lithe legs and the perfect amount of curve to her hips. Hell, men dreamed of women with lips like hers, but no one would dare try and romance her. Alanna screamed formidable, from the proud way she carried herself to the detached sort of command she delivered on the field.
“Don’t suppose you’re out for a casual stroll?” Sam hazarded, already expecting the answer. Alanna crooked a brow at him, directing her ‘you know better’ look his way. “Thought not.” He let out a sigh.
“Got a call about a dead body in the park, magical in nature.” Alanna tightened her ponytail even though he couldn’t identify a hair out of place.
“And you’re going to go investigate it by your lonesome?” Sam didn’t bother to hide his skepticism.
“I’m more than capable, Karim, and the night crew is tied up with a different problem. I needed an excuse to get out of the office anyway.” Her voice took on the iron edge he’d grown accustomed to.
Even though he disliked her the moment she’d taken control of his lamp, guilt thrummed in his chest. The woman shouldered so much pride she’d never ask for help unless delivered in the form of a logical command. And it was no secret around the Philadelphia Coven that Alanna worked night and day, shouldering the hardest and most dangerous jobs herself. Yet spending more time around her made his blood burn. 
Her cold refusal to give back his lamp had imprinted in his mind, but if he didn’t help and she got hurt on the field, he’d regret his choice. So much for a quiet night. Where the Coven leader was concerned, situations grew messy, and fast. 
Sam let out a long exhale. “I’ll come check it out with you.” 
She gave him a brisk nod as she took off down the trail. Alanna didn’t bother to glance back and see if he followed, balling her hands into fists and setting a fierce pace. He’d either keep up or he wouldn’t. She’d earned the hardass reputation, expecting the same discipline from her people she did from herself. The same insane, intense expectations of a workaholic.
Sam caught up with her after a minute, and they jogged together in silence. Their breaths formed a singular rhythm in the chilled night air. Her gaze slipped his way, but the couple of moments their eyes met, she snapped her focus back to the road ahead. A cool breeze swept her ponytail back, her athletic body on full display as she ran with the same steadfast determination she applied to everything.
He shook his head, returning his attention to the beaten earth trail. Despite the chill, creatures blinked to life all around Fairmount Park. Pixie wings buzzed in the distance, followed by the grumbling tones of goblins who gathered amid thick copses of trees. The average human might spend a lifetime unaware of the magic flourishing around them, but to those who could see past the glamour, a whole different world existed. Sam had been born into the magical side of things, the blessing and curse of being djinn.
“Why were you lurking around Fairmount Park at this hour?” Alanna asked as they jogged along. Her question broke through their hushed breaths and the soft slap of their shoes.
“The city’s so filthy and stifling, I needed a breather.” 
They covered the trail at a rapid pace, but he wasn’t lying—the energy out here amid nature invigorated him. Unlike the rotting garbage in the dumpster behind his apartment and the weed smoke wafting in through his vents from the downstairs neighbors.
Alanna’s voice sharpened. “Philly’s not filthy.”
“It is for a djinn like me.” Sam didn’t hold back, his temper rising. “This is the longest I’ve been bound to any sort of city in a while. I can feel pieces of myself die with each passing day I’m mired in this muck.” He’d wandered through deserts, forests, small villages, and towns, but rarely in his long years had he been stuck in a dense metropolis like this.
Alanna’s lips pressed tight together before she responded. “Sorry.” Her voice came out so quiet he almost skidded to a halt. She glared at the path ahead, her gray eyes tempered with steel, as if her apology never happened.
He’d seen her indomitable will in action and the resolve that refused to bow to empathy or sentimentality. However, the flash of vulnerability, the sincerity in her response, and the hoarse scrape of her voice provided him a glimpse of a different person.
Ahead, the path split in two, and Alanna guided them to the right where the trees grew in a thick tangle and stones littered the ground like loose gravel.
“Shouldn’t be far.” She tilted her head, keeping up her unrelenting rhythm. How the woman managed in business flats was beyond him.
Sam scanned the thick bushes, catching the rustle of possums scampering at the base before latching onto a tree trunk. Withered leaves crunched under his feet, and all around, the loamy sweetness of the forest took on a crisper edge from autumn’s arrival. Alanna slowed as they neared a clearing.
“These are the coordinates.” She approached the darkened gap of exposed earth and yellowed leaves with careful steps. Barely a strand of moonlight broached the thick overhead canopy even with the chill tugging the leaves to the ground. Goose bumps prickled on his nape as he approached, scanning for this supposed body. The hush in this clearing unsettled him. Seconds before, the woods had been filled with sound.
“I don’t see anything,” Sam said, keeping his voice low. Alanna’s forehead creased with a frown as she stepped into the center of the clearing and crouched to the ground. His gaze snagged on the spot, a couple droplets darker than the rest of the loose dirt. The wetness caught his attention too.
Someone must have moved the body. At least, Sam hoped they’d find a logical explanation for the empty clearing. The wind whistled through, dragging dry leaves to skitter across the ground.
“Damnit,” Alanna cursed, her voice low. She pulled a vial out and crouched to collect the blood.
Before Sam could ask what was wrong, he felt it.
Something watched them.
He’d been hunted and paranoid for long enough to recognize the crawling under his skin and not dismiss it. After thousands of close calls, only an idiot ignored the signs.
Sam whirled around to the copse of trees bordering him from behind.
The action saved his life.
He barely caught the rustle from behind the nearest towering oak before a creature launched toward him. Hollow eyes burned, and gnarled fingers shot for his throat. One glance identified where the body had gone. After all, wights weren’t cobbled together from buttercups and daisies—necromancers needed a dead body to create those monsters. Filmy skin slapped over the ribcage with each breath, putrid remains of what used to be human and had been turned into a wight.
Sam threw his hands up in defense. The burn of water tingled across his palms as he resurrected his latent ability, the one he’d been born with. Each djinn was born with an element, and Sam had always fit the fluid coolness of his own. The water prickled to his skin as quick as a snap, culminating into a hard stream aimed right for the creature. The powerful jet hit the wight full force, sending the bag of flesh and bones stumbling back. Alanna pushed to her feet and approached him from behind.
One of her spelled rings flashed through the air as she chanted the word Sruthan. Any witch packed an arsenal on their person, whether jewelry or sachets of herbs for fast and furious action. Tendrils of fire burst from the circle as it sailed through the air, hurtling toward the wight. The undead’s reflexes were a tad too slow, and upon impact, flames licked up the creature’s arm.
The wight thrashed until the flimsy tendons severed. The burning limb flew off, keeping the fire from spreading. Sam raised his hands, ready to sling another onslaught at a moment’s notice. They outnumbered the beast, and he’d taken care of plenty of wights in the past. This shouldn’t be a tough fight.
Except this one lifted its remaining hand.
A chill prickled the air as something glinted in the wight’s palm. Sam didn’t hesitate. Before the beast made a move, he leaped to his side and tackled Alanna with him.
Overhead, sharp shards whistled, needles that shattered the moment they hit the ground.
Dread coiled within him like a serpent. In all the years he’d dealt with wights, he’d never seen one of them wield magic. Alanna’s elbow jabbed at him. He still crouched overtop her, the silken strands of her ponytail brushing against his arm. He leaped to his feet as she pushed herself from the ground. They’d need to move fast, before this creature gave them any more surprises.
Alanna reached for a carmine bracelet around her wrist, determination in her gaze. She was going to toss another fireball. However, with the creature’s odd icy abilities, it might snuff out the flames rather than lose another limb, if it could process so much conscious thought. Sam reached out, touching her shoulder to get her attention. Her head whipped around in surprise.
Those gauzy eyes focused on them, and the wight lifted its hand again, readying another lobby of ice needles. Ones that would hurt like a bitch if they sliced into flesh. Sam set his jaw. He wasn’t spending the rest of his night tending to wounds.
“Let me distract,” he murmured close to her as she clutched her beaded bracelet.
The woman didn’t mull over his words, used to operating in a team function and making snap decisions. Lives depended on quick judgment in the battlefield, and Philly’s Coven leader had been hardened by her years of fighting. She nodded and held the bracelet at the ready, an incantation poised on her lips.
Sam shunted his hands down, but instead of a tidal wave or anything flashy, water trickled from his fingertips to slither across the ground at a rampant pace, a puddle in motion.
Right before the wight took a step forward and lobbed the ice crystallizing above his palm, the water sluiced around the creature, slicking the leaves and throwing the monster off its tread. The wight slipped, hand balling into a fist on instinct around the magic.
Alanna struck.
The incantation left her lips viper fast, and the bracelet sailed through the air.
This time, it landed on top of the wight’s head before bursting into flame. With the wight already fighting to stay standing after the slip, it didn’t have a chance to counteract with ice. The flames licked the creature’s body with the decimation reserved for a pyre. The wight tried to charge, hand flung forward. Sam tilted his wrist to freeze the water he controlled. Two could play their hands at ice magic, and he’d been born with the abilities.
The creature’s ragged feet slid, and it careened across the ground as bits of skin crumbled to ash under the intensity of the blaze. Alanna already had another sachet, ready to wield as a weapon. However, the creature crashed to the ground, thrashing there as the fire kissed the ice, melting it into a puddle. Not fast enough for the wight though.
Sam’s hand slipped to the knife at his side as he approached the dying flames over the charred corpse in front of them. He knew better than to roll the dice with the undead. Leaning down to angle away from the remaining teeth, he took the knife across its throat in a quick, decisive slice. The head separated from the body, rolling away to crunch against the leaves.
Alanna crossed her arms as she stood beside him, tension emanating from her in a fierce way. “That’s not supposed to happen.”
He agreed. Entirely. Yet the magic utilized by the wight didn’t shake him to the bones—living among supernaturals meant adjusting to curveballs. The rules always changed. What filtered like dread in his system was the last time he’d seen necromancy used in a different fashion, not so long ago.
“Back when we fought Destrius,” Sam said, the pinch in his chest the same as the chill that settled over his skin at an impending storm. Destrius, the general of the Order of the Serpent, had rained havoc on their city not too long ago, stealing his lamp and using him to do the Order’s dirty work. “He’d utilized undead fae, something I’d never seen before.”
“And you think they’ve found a way to twist necromancy to arm their soldiers with magic,” Alanna finished, her silver gaze hardening. She stared at the charred bones in front of them, the smoke wafting up and bringing the rotten stench their way.
“I think until we’ve cut the serpent’s head off, the Order will keep coming.” Sam tucked his knife into his waistband, a grim frown tugging on his lips.
“With the number of times we’ve faced off against this Order, a hydra would be more apt,” Alanna countered, her voice dry. She heaved a bitter sigh. “This is about to get ugly again.” She didn’t present the statement as a question, because they both knew the answer. He’d dealt with the Order for such a long time their sort of trouble branded into his bones.
He leaned down to examine the wight’s body, recognizing a mark carved into the creature, one that seared him like ice. The way the rune for ‘life’ had been scored into the body, the definitive slices and the initial A stirred his memories in a fierce way. The last time he’d seen the mark was at the hands of a necromancer for the Order, one he believed long dead. Akanda.
“If the symbol’s who I think it is, we’re dealing with the Order,” he said. “She was one of the top necromancers.”
“You know we’ll need to keep you and Liam close at hand in this.” Alanna’s tone communicated the ‘sorry, not sorry’ without the words ever reaching her lips.
They were being kept close by because of their sordid history with the Order of the Serpent, and because no one trusted a traitor. Most weren’t willing to look past the surface to the coercion involved in his and Liam’s allegiance. Alanna didn’t need to remind him of his place in the Coven. She’d made her feelings quite clear when she refused to give him his lamp back.
The camaraderie from the fight leeched away, replaced by the same icy distance he’d always known. When one lived a prisoner for so long, they witnessed the ugliest sides of humanity. Greed, cruelty, and hatred were familiar faces, and distrust ran rampant. So, Sam Karim had done the one sensible thing. He’d closed himself off and kept himself detached, because for a djinn, owners might change but they all viewed him the same.
He was a tool to be used, time and time again.






  
  Chapter two

Between the dirt stains on her linen skirt and the wight juices overflowing from the so-called dead body, Alanna would kill for a shower. However, with the jarring new development in the wight’s abilities, she needed to get a sample of the creature for her people, stat. Which meant no rest for the wicked, or in her case, the overworked. She pulled a plastic bag out of her purse, and with a small knife, she sliced into the slick flesh to slop the scraps into the bag. 
Sam stood in front of her, arms crossed and his dark brows raised. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by anything you pull out of your bag of tricks.” The richness of his dark coffee voice sent a shiver down her spine. With his tawny skin, those intelligent eyes, and the casual sweep of his obsidian hair, the man was the sort of gorgeous that made most women stammer.
And he hated her guts.
Of course, the one guy who piqued her interest in the past decade happened to fall under her jurisdiction and became her problem. Reason number one why she didn’t date. Reason two fell into the ‘people were idiots’ category, and Alanna didn’t have time to suffer fools. However, since Sam had become her problem, like always, for the protection of her city and the safety of her people, she had to make the hard call and be the bad guy. Once, just once, she’d love to pass the reins off, to not have to live with the weight.
Alanna brushed her linen skirt as she stood and dropped the piece of wight into her purse. “A witch is as good as her preparations, and I’m a very good witch. So, get used to the assortment of oddities I pull out of my bag.” Alanna glanced his way, waiting for him to rummage up an excuse to dodge off. She made people uncomfortable through her presence and position alone, and after she’d refused to give his lamp back, he’d avoided her like she was bringer of the zombie apocalypse.
“You’re going back to work, aren’t you?” Sam asked, though they both understood the statement was less of a question and more of a fact.
“Have to.” She shrugged. “An anomaly like this needs to be brought in for testing at once.”
Sam heaved a sigh, jamming his hands into his pockets. “I’ll walk you there.”
Irritation and hurt she’d never admit lanced through her. By his sigh and the hunch of his shoulders, he’d rather tangle with a dozen wights than spend another moment by her side. Well, she didn’t need the help or the pity. She straightened and offered a tight smile. “No need to inconvenience yourself.”
“Not an inconvenience,” he countered. “If there’s even the slightest chance the Order is involved, I’m a necessity.” They started down the worn path, away from the clearing, and Sam tilted his head in her direction. “That is, unless you’d rather drag Liam down to the headquarters at this hour. I’m sure he’ll be a peach to work with.”
Damn the man for speaking the one language she understood—cold, hard logic. Besides, of the two ex-Order members now on their squad, she preferred spending time with Sam. Even with the dark looks he shot her way, his dry humor and serious nature were more comfortable to be around than hunter Liam O’Reilly’s slick flirting. Only one woman could wrangle the bastard into submission, and Alanna didn’t envy his girlfriend Jev’s task.
As they sped through Fairmount Park, following the winding trail closer to the headquarters, quiet dominated the air between them. A thick sort of silence lay heavy in the air with words she wished she could speak aloud. Most people believed her quiet to be menacing, but as the boss, if she gave everyone the explanations they believed they were owed, she’d never stop talking. When she’d first been elected to the position of Coven leader, she hadn’t understood she’d become a glorified babysitter.
“Do you ever stop working?” Sam asked. She glanced his way, ready to snap until she caught his gaze filled with curiosity, not critique.
“Usually there are too many people knocking at my door, calling my phone, and blowing up my inbox to stop and relax. A lot of staff members shake in their boots over making any decisions on their own, hence why my enforcers are so essential. When I send them on a job—whether it’s cleaning up a Wake the Dead outbreak or stopping a pack of murderous mermaids—they take some of the brunt off.” Alanna smoothed down a couple strands of her hair, tucking them into her ponytail while they headed for the street up ahead.
“No hobbies or pastimes?” Sam lifted a brow. “I find that hard to believe.”
“Why do you want to know?” she asked, her voice sharpening as her defenses flew up.
Sam shook his head. “Sue me for trying to make conversation. We’ve got a bit of a walk, and I was curious what the big, bad Coven leader did in her spare time. I have a hard time picturing you crocheting scarves.”
“Oh.” The fight deflated from her. Maybe the long hours were getting to her. After all, she’d almost torn his head off for nothing. Alanna sucked in a deep breath before responding, “Sorry. I’m not used to anyone asking me about personal stuff.”
“That’s lonely,” Sam said as he stared at the approaching road, the streetlamps casting cragged rays onto the dusky asphalt. Her shoes scraped along the sidewalk the moment they transitioned off the grass.
His words might be careless, but the effect pierced her through. How damaged and isolated had she become for a couple of personal questions to set her on edge? Her throat tightened. Maybe that was the twisted path Bran tumbled down last year. She’d sworn she wouldn’t end up like her little brother, but loneliness didn’t arrive with flashing bulbs and a warning label. The descent was as simple and complex as a faked smile, white lies about being “okay,” and the nod and acceptance as her own peers didn’t delve deeper, shutting the coffin lid for her.
Alanna lapsed into silence, paralyzed by her own fears and unable to respond. Sam’s hot gaze pressed into her, but apart from snapping again, she didn’t know what to say.
“Guess being responsible for the whole Coven’s not what it’s cracked up to be,” he commented, offering the save. She glanced over as a wash of relief flooded through her. His knowing look confirmed he understood far more than he let on.
Alanna leaned against the bus stop while they waited for their creaky, public carriage ride to the headquarters. “Most of the time, this is a thankless job. Like being a parent—your kids don’t appreciate the discipline until they’re grown. Except these folks never seem to reach the grown stage.” She tried to smile, but maybe she wasn’t cut out for one-on-one personal talks after all. “What do you do with all this free time you’re bragging about?” she asked, rotating the questions away from her.
Sam snorted. “Cooking, if you can believe it. Though master of the meal-for-one isn’t much to brag about.”
Alanna shook her head, a hint of a smile reaching her lips before she could help herself. She had trouble imagining the serious djinn she’d only seen in fighting action messing around in the kitchen. “You’re kidding, right?”
He shrugged, a wan grin curving his lips. “I’ve spent so much time forced to do things for other people it’s left little time to cultivate hobbies—this is the one that stuck.”
She nodded, though the brief bubble of amusement vanished. After all, as the holder of his lamp, she counted as one of the people forcing him to do things. He’d never see her as anything but a jailer.
A hiss and creak sounded from down the street as the orange text scrolled across the front of their bus. Once the doors clacked open, Alanna hopped on board, her skin prickling at the damp air-conditioning sweeping through the place. This time of night, apart from a couple guys crowding the back and shooting them nasty glares, the seats had emptied. The bus driver didn’t give them a second glance. They sank into the stained seats, and Alanna let out a sigh of relief at the chance to sit.
“You sure you don’t want out on this?” she offered. “It’s late, and I’m sure you’re tired.”
He leaned back in the seat, watching the opposite windows as the brightly lit city of Philadelphia passed them by. Streetlamps flickered like strobe lights under the quick pace the bus driver set.
“No more tired than you.” His gaze switched to her, those dark eyes so intense she couldn’t help the flush rising to her cheeks. Regardless, she refused to acquiesce to the heat swelling inside her at his focus. “Besides, the sooner we’ve eradicated any remainder of the Order of the Serpent, the sooner I get my lamp back, right? Consider me an interested party.”
“The second the Order is eradicated, then the discussion is on the table,” she started, the same tired argument rising up as the yoke of responsibility sank around her throat again.
“But until then I can’t be trusted with the safety of your city when the Order can use me as their pawn.” His voice held the corroded bitterness she’d gotten used to from him. They’d run the gauntlet of this argument countless times, and as much as he acknowledged her words, she could see in his resentful stare he hadn’t accepted her reasoning. Not like she could blame him—if someone else held an integral part of her in their clutches, her glass wall of composure would shatter.
“Well, if this is the Order, maybe we’ll get the lead we’ve been looking for.” Alanna cast a careful glance to the men hunched in the back of the bus. Not like she couldn’t take on a couple of thugs, but paranoid observance of her surroundings had saved her life more than a couple times. “It’s been months without a murmur on the streets. I’d be an idiot to believe they’ve abandoned Philly, but we can’t get our fingers on a pulse anywhere in this city.”
The Coven building lit in the distance, and Alanna reached up to tug the cord for their stop.
“All I’ve got is a gut impulse right now, but I can’t shake the feeling they’re involved in this development,” Sam said. He stood from his seat and then tracked the linoleum to the front. The bus shuddered as it screeched to a halt, and the doors opened with a hiss. He hopped out onto the pavement, and she followed. The defined arch of the Coven building drew her eye. For as long as she remembered, the Coven building had been a star on her horizon, a beacon of safety for her when family life got too overbearing.
Bar lights twinkled along the streets in either direction of the Coven building, and as she approached her second home, the familiar scent of coffee drifted her way from the late-night café, neons still blazing. She’d spent many nights drowning herself in cup after cup to stay awake when she’d tried getting a breather by taking her work elsewhere.
“While I’ll be searching for definitive proof, don’t dismiss your gut impulses,” she said. “We might not be able to act on them, but both you and Liam have experience with the Order and a subconscious understanding of their patterns the rest of us don’t have access to.” She strode up to a building so monolithic most would find it daunting. For her, this was a safer place than her own apartment.
The veined marble tiles stretched out before them the second she opened the door, and the subtle coolness of the place brushed across her skin. On a normal day she maintained the same appearance as the polished floors, the immaculate desks, and the vacuumed upholstery. However, now she arrived after fieldwork, which showed in the stains on her knees, the film of dirt that clung to her, and the way a couple strands of her ponytail refused to conform.
“Where are you taking the sample?” Sam asked, his hands in his pockets as he walked along by her side. Though she could tell he wasn’t butterflies and roses about this whole mess, she valued the calm Sam always emanated, regardless of the circumstance. She led them straight for the elevators, the gold sconces casting a softer light in that direction.
“We’ll be heading to the labs underneath. Neve is still on duty tonight.” The doors opened with a ding echoing through the empty place. During the day, witches of every age filled the desks, and a fair number bustled through the foyer; however, at night a skeleton crew owned this building, and she reigned as their queen. The second she pressed the button, the elevator glided down with a liquid smoothness making her stomach lurch. She began picking at the crusted gunk on the sleeve of her rolled-to-the-elbow button-down.
“Driving you nuts?” Sam asked, noticing all the details she hid from most.
“Guilty as charged,” she admitted with a sigh. “I may be a teensy bit germophobic. Not like you’d think so with the amount of fights we get involved in.”
“Not much of a well-kept secret, Carrington.” He grinned. “Between the way you’re fidgeting to adjust your hair, collar, skirt, anything, and the immaculate condition of the headquarters, it was an easy reach.”
The elevator let out a ding as it settled into place, the doors opening onto one of the lower-level floors, part of the complex network that descended far beneath the building.
“If you’re trying to exploit my weaknesses, Karim, you’ll have to try harder,” she commented as she stepped from the elevator into the bright lighting of the laboratory floor. Gunmetal tiles spanned out ahead of them, a juxtaposition to the bright white of the walls and closed doors.
Their shoes created a gentle click-clack reverberating around the quiet of the hallway, many of the rooms sealed off due to the testing of different magic and species. Part of her wished she’d pursued the path of a research scientist instead of going into upper management. She could spend hours down here poring over the advancements they made and the tests they ran. Alanna looked forward to the chances she got to escape to the scientist lair. As they walked by, she peered into the windows of every door, though most of them were dark and empty.
The brightly lit door at the end of the hall spilled rays onto the floor. In there, Neve still worked hard, since they competed for the workaholic crown on a regular basis. Alanna stepped to the door and turned the knob, not bothering to knock. The bright blue walls in the lab had been a personal choice, because they hadn’t wanted the typical bleach-white lair. The people who worked down here were a fun lot, and whenever she had an excuse to pay a visit, she did.
“Allie, shouldn’t you be locked away in the prison you call your office?” Neve’s voice greeted her before she took the first step into the room.
Alanna crossed her arms even though she didn’t hide the smirk rising to her lips. “Had to put some time in at the yard. Work off my sentence.”
Neve swiveled around on her stool. The rings under her dark brown eyes were made more prominent by her alabaster skin and the chestnut curls framing her face. The woman wore her lab coat inside out, but that didn’t surprise Alanna. Neve channeled all of her attention into her work, so keeping up appearances got chucked by the wayside.
The stainless-steel countertops were mostly empty, the place kept perilously clean. Neve had a set of test tubes out in their holders, each a different color with a smudge of what appeared to be seaweed in them. Neve caught her looking and explained. “Merfolk have been complaining something fierce about magic-related pollution in the water outside, so I’m trying to disseminate who the hell might be dumping their spell waste.”
“I’ve got more bushels of fun for you.” Alanna dug into her purse and pulled out the bag of wight flesh. Neve didn’t bat an eye—this ranged on the tamer side of what Alanna brought her—and reached to pluck the bag from her hands. “I need you to put a trace spell on this. Once you get the information, I’ll head out in the morning to pay a visit to whatever idiot’s been raising wights. In the meanwhile, could you take past wight analyses and compare them against this one? We need to identify any differences.”
Neve crooked a brow. “What’s prompting this?”
“The wight wielded magic,” Sam interjected. He’d been standing there so calm and quiet she’d almost forgotten he’d come along. She straightened a little taller, realizing she’d lapsed into the relaxed back and forth Neve elicited from her.
Neve’s eyes widened, and she let out a low whistle. “Always an adventure with you. I’ll text you the results in the morning, Allie. Now go
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