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      When home is anything but a haven …

      

      Detective Inspector Palmer yearns for a caseload of ordinary crimes—no monsters, no mages, and definitely no magic. Dark sorcery has left his city in bloody chaos, and Palmer is exhausted. But then Layla, one of the beauties from the notorious Hellion House, darkens his interrogation room door.

      Lovely Layla is more welcome in Palmer’s daydreams, where her obsession for silver bullets and sharp knives can be safely ignored. But now she brings news about his most-wanted villain—the mechanic responsible for sabotaging the Leopard and sending most of the airship’s crew to a fiery death.

      The evidence points to Palmer’s home town—a rough-and-ready hellhole he’d gratefully left behind. Now, with Layla at his side, he returns to his birthplace, and to the scene of a half-forgotten murder. All at once, his freedom, his mission, and Layla’s safety depend on solving the cold case. That’s no mean feat in a town full of crooks, drifters, and broken-down magicians, but DI Palmer always catches his culprit.

      Until now. Uncovering one deadly secret is sure to reveal others—including his own.
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      Detective Inspector Palmer was momentarily content. It was a sunny afternoon, warmer than it should have been for March, and for the first time in months, Londria’s criminals had run short on imagination. There were no buildings melting to puddles of slag and magefire, no exploding airships, and no armies of flesh-eating Unseen cavorting in the streets. After months of unrest, the city had settled into a new rhythm. Peace would not last, but he’d enjoy it while he could.

      The promise of spring had brought out the crowds. Even Palmer had seized the opportunity to get out from behind his desk. There were plenty of half-forgotten cases needing some legwork, and the sunshine beckoned. With luck, he might be able to end his day with a quiet drink at the Mercury Café.

      But Palmer was not a lucky man. Just then, he spotted the young woman walking a dozen yards ahead of him. The milling crowd almost hid her slim back and the feathered hat perched atop her upswept strawberry-blond curls. He blinked, hoping he had seen a mirage, but alas. There was no mistaking the sway of her bustle and the flash of red leather boot heels beneath her black-and-white striped skirts.

      Layla McHugh was a problem the way a craving for strong whisky was a problem—unhelpful, best avoided, and only reluctantly discussed. But she was intoxicating, even from a carefully maintained distance.

      Palmer slowed his steps, his stomach tight with anxiety. Where was she bound and why? Layla was widely acknowledged as the reigning beauty of Hellion House, one of Londria’s more exclusive brothels. Both she and her employer, the infamous Mrs. Randall, were up to their beribboned garters in the city’s social and political intrigues. Complicated trouble followed Layla like the scent of her lemony perfume. She’d even got herself mixed up with the Anathema Club, a mob of vigilante monster-slayers, although he couldn’t quite picture her with a bloody sword in one hand.

      He stopped to study the wares in the tobacconist’s shop window, letting the woman get ahead. Perhaps she’d go about her business and vanish out of his, taking her cloud of chaos with her. But then she took a right turn into the Wordsworth Jewelry and Fine Silver Emporium. Knowing Layla’s love of shiny, thievable trinkets, one might as well open the fishmonger’s door to an enterprising cat. Palmer followed, the afternoon warmth no longer a balm to his mood.

      By the time he reached the jeweler’s door, Layla stood at the glass-topped counter inside, pointing to a necklace with one white-gloved finger. From the proprietor’s harried expression, this wasn’t her first request to inspect some bauble up close. She gave a guilty start when she saw Palmer’s reflection in the glass, then offered a disarming smile.

      “Detective Inspector,” she said in a voice like warm honey. She had a way of gazing up at a man that made Palmer’s sober-hued waistcoat feel too tight.

      “Miss McHugh,” Palmer said as he came to a stop at her side. “And Mr. Wordsworth, a pleasure as always.”

      “Good day, Mr. Palmer,” replied Wordsworth, who watched Layla with pink-cheeked fascination. Whether his interest was down to a pretty face or the prospect of a sale, Palmer couldn’t tell. With Layla, either one was a bad bet.

      A tray of rings already sat on the counter. With the tip of her tongue caught between her teeth, Layla reached for the top row of sparklies. Gently but firmly, Palmer caught her hand. For a tortured instant, she studied him from beneath her lashes, her gaze a well of chaos that threatened to drag him under. He released her fingers and stepped back.

      “I apologize for interrupting your visit, Miss McHugh,” he said with studied politeness. “However, I have a question that requires an immediate response. Perhaps you could join me outside?”

      “Of course.” A frown of confusion puckered her brow, convincing enough that he almost believed her innocence.

      “Will that be everything for today, then, miss?” Wordsworth asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Layla picked up her drawstring silk handbag from where she’d set it on the counter and, with a last look around the store, made her exit. With an air of disappointment, Wordsworth returned the tray of rings to its secure spot under glass. Palmer hurried to catch up to Layla and hold the door so she could pass.

      “Whatever is the matter, Detective?” she asked, her tone lightly teasing. Outside, the sun turned wisps of her hair to a fiery red. Her gloved fingers rested lightly on his sleeve. “Is this a social encounter, or am I the suspect in a crime?”

      Palmer’s arm grew warm at her touch—his imagination, no doubt. “You have something I require.”

      “What might that be?” Her smile promised everything and nothing.

      “Come with me.” Palmer steered her down the street, out of sight of the jewelers and the flower shop next door.

      Layla made no protest, following him as if they were out for an afternoon stroll. Inwardly, Palmer cursed. He had one of the loveliest women in Londria on his arm, one possessed of beauty, wit, and considerable intelligence—and he was in no position to enjoy the moment.

      “I suppose you don’t get many afternoons to yourself,” she said a moment later, tilting her head to give him the whole of her attention.

      “Is that what this is?”

      She laughed. “We are two grown adults enjoying the fresh air. What would you like this to be?”

      Palmer didn’t reply. They turned right at the next corner and crossed the busy thoroughfare. From there, he could see the police station at the end of the street. A statue of Athena stood to one side of the double doors, Hercules to the other. Wisdom and strength. Those were virtues Palmer strove for every minute of his working life, and he’d need a double helping with Layla in tow.

      At the sight of the station, her steps flagged.

      “Wait just one minute.” She cast him a sharp look. “You said you required something from me. You didn’t say anything about police business.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I thought⁠—”

      It was his turn to smile. “You thought I was off duty and ready for an afternoon of your professional attention.”

      Her lips drew back, as if she were about to snarl. “As if I would⁠—”

      Palmer didn’t want to hear the end of that sentence. “It would be to your advantage to come quietly.”

      Layla’s hand slipped from his arm as caution filled her sea-blue eyes. “And if I don’t?”

      He caught her arm above the elbow, holding her just firmly enough that she couldn’t pull away. “It’s my understanding that Mrs. Randall has rules about her ladies engaging in petty thievery. It lowers the tone of her fine establishment.”

      Layla’s mouth dropped open. “What do you⁠—?”

      Palmer marched her forward fast enough that she almost tripped. “I ask the questions.”

      She glared daggers his way. “You’ve no cause to suspect me. I’ve never been convicted of anything, much less stealing.”

      “But you have an impressive file. We might never have locked you up, but we’ve had plenty of reasons to arrest you.”

      “All that means is you’re bad at your job.”

      “I will endeavor to do better.”

      He nodded to two junior detectives loitering by the station’s front counter and took Layla directly to a room at the back of the building. It was small and poorly lit, with only a scarred table and two chairs. Most would pick a larger space for an interview, but Palmer found a use for the confined atmosphere. It was a silent reminder of what awaited uncooperative guests.

      Palmer ushered Layla to the chair facing the door. She sat, her purse resting in her lap. She seemed to shrink in on herself, as if trying to make as little contact with her surroundings as possible. He pretended not to notice, slowly taking the chair closest to the door. She watched him with a mulish expression, but didn’t bother to protest her innocence again. Clearly, she’d been down this road often enough to know better.

      He fixed her with a stern glare. “Show me what’s in your bag.”

      Her lips thinned. “What’s in a lady’s reticule is her own business.”

      “I doubt there’s anything there that will surprise me.”

      Which was the problem. Women like Layla—often working in pairs—bamboozled shopkeepers out of costly goods every day. He’d seen all their tricks before—the chatter, the smiles, asking to see this and that and, oh, what was the pretty thing on the shelf? What had she taken from Wordsworth during the time he had one tray on the counter and she was pointing to something else under the glass? All the poor fool had to do was glance away for a second and she’d have swept some bauble into that drawstring bag she had sitting on the counter.

      Glumly, she set her purse on the counter. It was black silk dotted with white tassels. Palmer pulled open the mouth of the bag and dumped the contents onto the table. Coins, hairpins, a tin of pastilles, a comb, a handkerchief, and a few folded banknotes fell out. So did a wicked looking folding knife with a pearl handle, two discreetly wrapped rubber condoms, and a vial of smelling salts. When he pushed the embroidered handkerchief aside, he found what he was looking for. A ring rolled out of the folds of cloth, light flashing from a small but well-cut emerald.

      Palmer picked it up, examining the stone’s clarity. Layla’s eyebrow twitched, but she remained silent. Palmer set it aside and looked at what else the handkerchief had hidden beneath it.

      A silver case no bigger than a calling card lay among the scattered items. The case was heavily engraved with a pattern of vines and flowers. He pressed the catch, and the front sprang open to display a pair of photographs—an older couple in formal clothes. No one he recognized. He pressed the catch again, and a hidden mechanism gave a quiet whirr-click and replaced those pictures with new ones—this time a younger couple who might have been newlyweds. Another click, and two more faces. And two more after that before it cycled back to the originals. The gallery case was a clever piece of work, for the entire device was no more than a quarter of an inch thick. Palmer snapped it shut and studied the maker’s mark stamped on the back.

      It was shaped like a pair of shears—the type used for fleecing sheep. The design was familiar, down to the hexagon surrounding the shears. Memories flooded Palmer, making his limbs go cold. He set the case on the table with a soft clunk.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Layla said, sounding almost concerned.

      “Why this device?” Palmer asked, ignoring the remark. “It is a fascinating toy, but there were far more valuable items on display.”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I paid for that, right and proper. You can ask Mr. Wordsworth.”

      “I will,” he replied, though he believed her on this point. “And I will ask him about the ring as well.”

      A flood of pink suffused Layla’s cheeks, confirming his suspicion that the ring had come from the tray on Wordsworth’s counter. She’d probably swept it up at the same time as the legitimate purchase and deposited both into her bag at once. One flutter of her eyelashes, and the jeweler would have been fixated on her face, not her hands.

      Chaos. The woman was chaos.

      Palmer turned back to the gallery case. “Why does your mistress want this particular item?”

      Layla stiffened. “I never said anything about Mrs. R.”

      “Tell me the truth, or I’ll tell her what else you took from that shop. She doesn’t allow her girls to steal and, from what I can tell, she doesn’t take disobedience well. You’ll be working on street corners instead of the fine chambers of Hellion House.”

      That might have been an overstatement, or not. Either way, the color left Layla’s cheeks. She leaned across the table. “Listen. She had her reasons for wanting the case. You know she has her ways for finding things out. Always for a good reason, of course.”

      “Of course.” Somehow, Palmer kept a straight face. Hellion House entertained the politicians, aristocrats, and industrial barons in Londria. Mrs. Randall had a literal finger—or another intimate body part—on every important pulse in town. “Go on.”

      “You remember when the Leopard blew up?”

      “A large airship exploding over the city was somewhat hard to miss.”

      Layla’s eyes narrowed at his jibe. “Well, she thinks that case belonged to the man who sabotaged the ship.”

      Palmer froze. If she was right, this was fresh evidence on a high-profile unsolved case. Outside of a few survivor accounts—a handful of aeronauts had survived the catastrophe—there had been little to investigate. There were reports of tampering, stolen plans, and a delivery that might have been made by the saboteur. None had given him a name or a description, and he salivated for the taste of a real clue.

      It was more than just another crime. His friend, Gideon Fletcher, belonged to the family who’d built the ship. Gideon’s sister, Miranda, had barely escaped the incident with her life. Palmer’s inability to close the case felt like a personal failing.

      And here was Layla, dangling information like the temptress she was. He could have asked why Mrs. Randall was meddling in the case, but didn’t bother. She traded in secrets as much as pleasure, and could have had several motivations. He moved on to a better question, scrubbing any excitement from his voice.

      “What makes Mrs. Randall believe this belonged to the suspect? Countless leads turned out to be smoke in the wind.”

      Layla flicked the gallery case with her finger, making it spin in a lazy circle. “One of her gentleman visitors won it in a card game and then sold it a few days later.”

      Palmer put a hand over the case, stopping the spin. “Can this gentleman visitor’s information be trusted?”

      Layla gave a low laugh. “The man who won this pretty toy swims at the shallow end of the political pool. He is an observer of the game without ever touching the pieces. However, I don’t doubt his ability to gather gossip. He knows everything said or done in Londria’s drawing rooms.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “What are you going to do about the ring?”

      “Answer my questions and I will consider alternatives.”

      She made a face. “That line wouldn’t work for anyone but you, Palmer.”

      “Why me?”

      “You never set a foot wrong, even to lie to a whore.”

      Palmer let the jibe slide past. Enough that she’d take the bargain of leniency in trade for a lead. “Talk.”

      “I’m not a dog.”

      “You are suspected of thievery until I say otherwise.”

      Layla lifted her chin, mouth stubborn.

      Palmer cleared his throat, imagining that look combined with fine sheets and candlelight. Desperately, he wrenched his mind back to the straight and narrow. If he lost his footing as a man of law and order, he lost everything he was. “Please continue.”

      “Fine.” She somehow managed to flounce, even when seated. “Our gentleman said the owner of this case was introduced to him as Mr. Polliver. That may or may not be his real name.”

      “Understood.”

      She nodded toward the silver object. “Those are your mystery man Polliver’s family pictures. One might even be him.”

      “How do you know that?” A prickle of anticipation ran down the back of his neck. He had a name. Maybe a face. Or maybe nothing.

      “Our gentleman sold the case before he changed the images.”

      “He needed the money.” Palmer made it a statement.

      Layla shrugged. “He’s a dandy. All those club memberships and card games don’t come cheaply.”

      Palmer picked up the case, letting the light from the single window play on its silver surface. For an instant, it reminded him of his younger brother. Kieran would have admired the workmanship. Probably would have tried to replicate it.

      Palmer pushed the memory aside. That was a deep, dark rabbit hole he couldn’t afford to go down—not now, when he had a job to do. “How does Polliver link to the Leopard? What else did your man say?”

      “Nothing we didn’t already suspect. Polliver was a hireling from somewhere outside Londria—a stranger no one would recognize. He apparently had the skills they needed—explosives, mechanics, experience with magic-enhanced tools for getting the job done fast. Those that paid him didn’t like what Fletcher Industries was doing.”

      The Leopard had carried a weapon that kept the Unseen from threatening the city walls. Up until that moment, the mages of the Conclave had been the only defense against the flesh-eating horrors—and had profited greatly from Londria’s gratitude. They hadn’t appreciated competition from the airship or its maker.

      Neither had those who had thrived under the mages’ rule. Even now, after the Conclave had been overthrown, there were those who wished the robed bastards would return. Palmer didn’t. He knew all about the dungeon in the old Citadel and what the Conclave had done to their prisoners.

      He shook off the memory, forcing himself back to the present. “Did your man name the individuals who hired Polliver?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think your informant could find Polliver?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Palmer had to find out who had paid the man. The need ached like a dagger through his gut.

      She frowned. “Our informant, as you call him, is nowhere to be found. I don’t know if that is connected to our inquiry, or not.”

      Palmer swore. “Then how do I find him?”

      Layla sat back in her chair, her earlier unease forgotten. “Word has it he left Londria the morning after the card game. Went back to wherever he came from. No one knows the name of the place.”

      Palmer turned the case over to stare at the maker’s mark. “I do.”

      “What?” she asked in surprise. “Where?”

      “Wilcolme Haven,” Palmer replied, his voice flat with emotions he refused to name. No wonder the case had reminded him of the past. The killer came from my godforsaken home town.
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      Palmer escorted Layla to the exit of the police station. It went against the grain to let her go, but he’d made a bargain and word would spread if he broke it. A detective was only as good as his informants. So, as she’d said, he’d keep his end of their deal. Even with her.

      A part of him said, especially with her. A different, smarter piece of his soul said he’d wished he’d never met the woman. He could resist a pretty face, but there was something in Layla McHugh that undermined his carefully constructed sense of order. She was unruly, almost rudely alive. If he let her, she’d take him apart like a child’s puzzle toy and leave the pieces scattered in her wake.

      “Behave yourself,” he said as he held open the station door. It was a ridiculous thing to say. Of course, she wouldn’t. “Remember, I know where to find you. Give Mrs. Randall my compliments.”

      With a flash of her blue eyes, she bobbed an ironic curtsey. “Good day, Detective Inspector.” She swept down the street without a backward glance.

      Palmer watched her go with annoyance. He’d given her more grace than she deserved. Not that she’d ever thank him for it. He thrust his hands in his pockets, fingering the ring and the silver case. If he was honest with himself, he could have locked her up in some dark, secret corner of the
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