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      Funeral homes and dead bodies…

      Funeral parlors and corpses go together like salt and pepper. But what happens when one of the dearly departed doesn’t belong? Less than a day on the job as makeup artist to the dead, and Star discovers one of their accidental death clients didn’t die accidentally. Before she knows it, she’s neck-deep in paranormal intrigue.

      Star, her ex-boyfriend, and her new boss untangle the mystery of a magical murder in a most unexpected place.
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      Austin, Texas, 1999

      I shifted in the hard chair and couldn’t help but pity the poor bereaved souls who usually sat in them. I would have thought a funeral home would spring for more comfortable chairs, especially given the cost of services.

      The man sitting across from me frowned and said, “I’ve been meaning to get new chairs. My assistant—former assistant—was going to take care of it before she retired, but tie got away from her.”

      I stopped fidgeting and met the gaze of the too-young funeral director. He was almost cute—in a red-headed, quiet, laid-back kind of way. Not my usual dark and brooding type. Not my type at all.

      It was hard for me to look people in the eye these days, but I sucked it up and made myself. I wanted this job, and only sketchy people avoided eye contact. “That’s probably a good idea. So, about those hours, would that work for you?”

      He leaned forward and made a note on the legal pad in front of him. “Like the ad said, any time between seven p.m. and seven a.m. Seven to midnight isn’t a problem. So.” He looked up from his scribbling, and his blue eyes drilled into mine. “When can you start?”

      My breath caught. I saw something…something that made my heart clench in my chest. I blinked, breaking the connection, unwilling to see some secret truth buried deep inside a man I’d met ten minutes ago.

      Mastering magical sight was turning out to be tricky. Since I’d begun studying it, I’d had a few accidental, uncomfortable moments, but this was the worst so far. I had to figure out how to turn my magical sight all the way off—or never look anyone in the eye again. I didn’t want to know the hidden truths of every passing stranger.

      Sometimes the advantages being a witch paled in comparison to the excess baggage one picked up along the way.

      I tamped down a surge of excitement and replied, “Tonight?”

      My dyed black hair, pale skin, and dark clothes hadn’t nixed my chances after all. A little surprising out in the boonies, so far south of Austin. Or maybe my not-quite-Goth look did bother him, and there just weren’t that many people willing to work for minimum wage and handle dead bodies. I needed the cash and the flexible hours, so I wasn’t about to ask awkward questions—like, about dress codes and such—and make the guy change his mind.

      “I’ll be doing your orientation and training over the next week, so let’s start from seven to ten. If everything goes well this week, I’ll get you a key and you can lock up at night when you’re done.” He rose to his feet and extended his hand. “Welcome to Kawolski Funeral Home, Stephanie.”

      My skin itched with the thought of skin-to-skin contact, but if I was going to work with unenhanced humans, I was going to have to get used to some contact—and the name. I didn’t go by Stephanie anymore, but Star didn’t seem like a name that would win over many employers, so I’d put my birth name on all my applications.

      I swallowed a sigh and stuck my hand out. I really should have worn gloves.

      A brief look of amusement passed over his face as he shook my hand. His hand enveloped mine—he was a big guy. He briskly shook my hand and released it.

      And, surprisingly, I didn’t get anything off of him: no emotions, no vibes, no energy. I also didn’t get that creepy sensation of having my personal bubble invaded. Weird.

      Could this guy actually be good, old-fashioned nice? The genuine, bland variety that meant he wasn’t picturing me naked or lying to me or trying to take advantage of me? Was it possible that he was basically feeling and thinking nothing bad? Nothing that leaked out through skin-to-skin contact and made me feel like I’ve touched something dark and slimy? Weird times three.

      “I’m looking forward to working here, Mr. Kawolski.” And I was a little annoyed that I meant it. Dead people didn’t creep me out, and I was in need of a little cash, but mostly I liked the vibe of the place and the guy. Kawolski did deal with grief-stricken people all day long. Maybe he was as nice as he appeared.

      “Call me Ben, please. You can save the formalities for the clients.” He hesitated briefly, then added, “Not that you’ll be interacting with the clients.”

      Aha. I knew he couldn’t be that perfect. I smiled, striving for an innocent. “Oh, no. You wouldn’t want the clients to meet the night shift.”

      His lips twitched. “If you don’t mind wearing dark slacks and a white button-down shirt, I’d be happy to have you assist with late services. We can always use the help.” After delivering that zinger, he walked around his desk and motioned to the office door.

      Not only had he called my bluff, the guy didn’t leak an ounce of deception. The invitation was genuine. My lip ring, black hair, and pale skin were apparently welcome, and not just in the back with the corpses.

      I walked to the door, confused. No one was that cool. Especially not someone wearing a dark grey suit, the blandest tie imaginable, and a practically military haircut.

      He escorted me through the back to a service exit. “I’ll give you a call if I have any questions about your paperwork. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow night at seven.”

      I nodded, since I didn’t know what else to say, and headed toward my old civic.

      Time to head to Camille’s for a debrief and a glass of wine or three. The interview—the evening as a whole—had been odd. And since I’d moved out of my ex’s place, I’d been living with my mom. She was the last person I could talk to, especially about witch business. She didn’t even know magic was real, let alone that her only daughter was a witch.

      Mom thought the Society for the Study of Paranormal and Occult Phenomena was a ghost hunters club. I could hardly tell her they were actually the governing body for the local paranormal crowd, not unless I wanted them to slice those memories out of her brain. The Society wasn’t exactly modern in its view of civil liberties.

      I rubbed my forehead, hoping to stave off a looming headache. Slicing and dicing, even of the magical variety, shouldn’t be anywhere near my mom’s mind. The woman was annoying, but she didn’t deserve that.

      Speaking of annoying, she was probably going to freak when I told her about this part-time gig.

      I shook my head as I navigated the long drive of the funeral home. Mom was hopeless. Camille kept telling me to give her a break, but she didn’t have to live with the woman.

      Thank goodness for Ben Kawolski and his dead people. This job should put me just a few weeks away from my own apartment. Mom would be out of my hair, and I’d be far enough away that I might be able to avoid exposing her to magic…and the slice-and-dice of her dear, but much-too-maternal, brain.
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      As I pulled into Camille’s driveway twenty minutes later, I had the same thought I had every time I drove through her neighborhood: welcome to suburbia. Except it wasn’t just suburban. It was suburban to the nth degree, with its minivans, immaculate lawns, carefully trimmed hedges, and nosy neighbors. My mom would love it.

      Camille’s neighbors, nosy though they might be, lived in blissful ignorance of her true nature. Bad enough she was a hippie with a delinquent friend (me) who visited all too frequently, but if they found out she was a practicing witch? Horrors. I swallowed a chuckle as I parked next to Camille’s silver Jetta.

      In the short time it took me to exit my car and spot old Mrs. Feathers across the street peering through her window, Camille had beaten me to the front door. She was waiting with a glass of red wine and a grin. “You look like you need it.”

      “Are you sure you’re not psychic?” I accepted the glass gratefully and took a sip. “Lovely.”

      Waving me into the house, she said, “It doesn’t take a psychic to predict you’d need a drink after a job interview. What was this, your fifth?”

      “Fifth and final.” I arched an eyebrow at her. “I got the job.”

      She clinked her glass against mine. “Congratulations. Here’s to being one step closer to your own apartment. Which one did you land? The pizza delivery gig or the cleaning job?”

      “Neither, thank goodness. The funeral home.”

      Camille tipped her head and examined me. “Really? I’d have thought your angst-filled look would have been a bit much for a funeral home.”

      “I don’t look angst-filled. I look…” I wasn’t sure exactly. Mostly I was going for “not like myself.” I pointed a finger at her and said, “Artistic. I look artistic. Besides, I’m working in the back: cleaning, doing makeup and clothes, and handling some basic paperwork.”

      She crossed her arms. “Your coworkers still have to look at you. You could wear something besides black for a change. It’s depressing, and no one working in a funeral home needs that.” She leaned forward and tugged a lock of my hair. Probably the silver streak right in the front. “And how about letting your poor hair recover from all that bleaching and dying?”

      We’d had this conversation before. But at five feet seven and with a gorgeous head of thick, dark brunette hair, she just didn’t get it.

      “You try being five foot two and blonde for a day. See if anyone takes you seriously.”

      “You might just give it a try. I know you don’t want to hear it, but I think you’d be surprised. You’re not fifteen anymore.” She held up her hands. “Fine, just think about it.”

      I frowned at her. Fifteen was when we’d met. When she’d seen a hint of the witch that I might become and taken me under her wing. It was also about a year into my experimental not-quite-Goth look. I’d felt like I was being seen for the first time, and not in a way that diminished me or made me smaller. I didn’t want to let go of that feeling of being not so small.

      Camille tucked her hair behind her ear and lifted her chin. “Well, if you’re going to be that way, I’ll go ahead and point out that you’re only five two in your dreams or in heels.”

      Ouch. She got me there. “If you’re done maligning my wardrobe and crushing my dreams of becoming a runway model, do you think you’re up for some training?”

      “Since you refuse to fire me as your mentor, I suppose we can do that.” She took another sip of her wine, but I could see the grin behind the glass.

      Camille was proud to have me as her mentee. A few other witches had tried to poach me, and I’d stood firm. I was what they called “a talent.” After my transformation in my late teens, my powers had blossomed and I’d far outpaced Camille in sheer witch wattage. But even if Camille wasn’t the most powerful of witches, she was mine and I wasn’t letting her go. She still had more skill and knowledge than I could hope to gain in several years of study. But, more importantly, she was kind and she got me.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t usually so sentimental. “We need to work on my magical sight. I had another of those incidents.”

      “You mean like you had with your ex? It’s not an incident. It’s an opportunity. It might be invasive, but you should take the opportunity to practice when it presents itself. The universe might be speaking to you and trying to tell you something.”

      I snorted. “What? You think I need to know Alex Valois’s innermost thoughts? No thanks. Or that I need to know Ben Kawolski’s deep, dark secrets? I can’t imagine he even has any. Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “He shook my hand, and I didn’t get anything creepy off of him.”

      “You’re sure he’s not got any magic? He shouldn’t be able to shield without magic.”

      My chipped black nail polish suddenly became utterly fascinating.

      “You didn’t check? Star, what were you thinking?” Camille gave me a concerned look. “You have to check first thing. If this guy—Ben?—if he has some latent talent, you can’t work with him. He might pick up on some magical spark or see you doing something you shouldn’t be able to do. And if he’s enhanced and not registered with the Society, then that’s twice as bad because he’s probably a shady character.”

      I shrugged. “I get it. I flubbed. But I’ll check first thing when I meet him tomorrow. Promise. I’ll even gaze into bland Ben’s innermost self and tell you what I see.”

      Not like I expected anything exciting. It had just been a little glitch, I was sure.
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      The breath-catching moment of eye contact I’d had with bland Ben the day before…not a glitch.

      After I’d finished a glass and a half of wine the night before, Camille had planted me in a chair across from her cat Twinkles and told me to open up my mind—or my magic, for want of another word—and truly look.

      It had been an odd experience. Without the fear of encountering nasty human motivations and emotions, I found that using magical sight wasn’t all that hard. I discovered that Twinkles was a maniacal fiend consumed by a lust for the perfect meal and postprandial reclining spot. And his only other concerns were the avoidance of all things resembling work or any form of compliance with his human companion’s desires. No great surprise, since Twinkles was well known for his less-than-twinkling personality.

      So, with the Twinkles experience under my belt and my promise to Camille weighing on me, I took the first opportunity I had to use my sight on bland Ben.

      At six fifty-seven p.m., I parked around the backside of the funeral home and headed for the service entrance. I didn’t have a key yet, but that wasn’t a problem because Ben opened up the back door as soon as I knocked.

      Once the door had closed behind us, I did the deed. As he reached out his hand in greeting, I took it and met his gaze. I let myself fall…metaphorically. And, unlike with Twinkles—where I floated for an instant, gathered my intel, blinked, and then retreated—with Ben, I landed.

      Sitting by a fire with my hands around a mug of peppermint hot chocolate on a snowy Christmas day. Lying in bed, a down comforter tucked around me, with the sound of rain falling on my roof. Feeling my grandfather’s arms holding me close, feeling like all the love in the world surrounded me.

      That was the feeling I got from the not-so-bland Ben. And it made me want to cry.

      I dropped his hand and stepped back, looking anywhere but at the tall redhead in front of me. I could only hope he hadn’t noticed anything odd. On the plus side, I hadn’t detected even a hint of magic.

      “What was that?”

      I gave him a confused look and shook my head. I tried to speak, but there was a lump lodged in my throat. I swallowed with some difficulty and walked further into the room.

      Ben pointed me to a sheet-covered body. “I thought you could assist with Mr. Chalmers’ makeup. I don’t have a real talent for it, but since our previous makeup artist retired, I’ve been handling it.”

      I nodded. We’d discussed this in the interview. He was hopeful I’d be able to take over this particular task once I’d had some training.

      He pulled the sheet back. “May I introduce Mr. Chalmers, aged thirty-two, killed in a car accident.”

      No way Mr. Chalmers was thirty-two. And he sure as heck hadn’t died in a car accident. But what were the chances? My first dead body, and I’d stumbled onto a paranormal?

      I flipped the sheet back below his groin, certain I was mistaken. But no. There were his creation tattoos, plain as day. I was looking at a very dead golem. That was bad news. Golems were hard to kill.

      I leaned closer and inspected his tats. There were small cuts along several of the tattoos. This wasn’t garden variety bad. No, this was the murdered kind of bad.

      Murder—just peachy. I stumbled back from the body. “I need to call my boyfriend. Ah, my ex. I mean—” I pressed my lips together and took a breath, then looked up into Ben’s very confused face.

      Since I didn’t have a handle on magical sight, it was handy that didn’t trigger some deep, soul-gazing experience.

      “Sure.” He spoke slowly, as if addressing a small child…or a lunatic. “You can use the phone in the office. It’s just around the corner.”

      Someday, I’d have to break down and spring for a mobile phone.

      I hurried to his office and dialed Alex’s number. While Alex and I might no longer be an item and he drove me nuts on a personal level, I trusted him. Besides, this was his job. He was a Society enforcer.

      “Hello?”

      How a man could sound pissed off in one word, I didn’t know, but Alex managed it.

      “Alex, it’s Star. I’ve got a problem. I just started working at a funeral home.”

      “What? What in the world possessed you?” And now he’d gone from generally pissed to specifically pissed. He didn’t understand why I wouldn’t work for the Society or pimp out my witch skills.

      And we were not getting into that right now.

      “Shut it. I don’t have much time. I’m on the funeral home phone. I needed a part-time job after I moved out, so here I am.” I inhaled and then, as quick as I could, said, “A golem showed up with his creation tattoos damaged. Robert Chalmers is the name we have for him.”

      After a moment of complete silence, he said, “I’m heading out the door now. Kowalski’s, right? Give me directions so I don’t have to look it up.”

      “Stop. You cannot show up here and ruin this for me. I need this job. Tell me what to do for now, and when my boss leaves for the night, I’ll call you. And I will make your life miserable if you even think about arguing with me.” I looked up when I finished my rant to find Ben in the doorway.
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      How could I be so colossally careless? Preventing exposure of magic wasn’t my top priority as a witch, but it was close.

      Ben crossed his arms and moved to block the office door.

      And I’d thought Alex was the problem. I’d just lost my job all on my own. I closed my eyes and listened to Alex’s terse instructions then hung up the phone.

      I opened my eyes, hoping my wild imagination had conjured Ben earlier. No such luck. He was very real and very much standing between me and my only exit. “So, thanks for letting me use the phone.”

      “So you can plan a break-in of my business? Sure thing. You know, we don’t keep cash here.”

      I frowned at him. “You think I want to steal from you?” That he believed me capable of that hurt my feelings. Insane? Yes. Especially since I might be stealing from him—a body, not cash—but still.

      “What’s a golem?” His arms were still crossed and he didn’t look like he was budging.

      Uh-oh. That answered one question. Apparently he’d heard the entire conversation. Maybe I’d have to stick with shady Society gigs after all. That Alex might be right about that was more disheartening than losing a job after less than five minutes of employment.

      “That wasn’t what it sounded like.”

      “So you’re not planning to rob me or saying Mr. Chalmers is a golem—whatever that is.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that some type of gang?” He tilted his head as he examined me. “Are you in a gang? You don’t look like a gang member.”

      I shook off the feeling of being examined like a bug under a magnifying glass and tried to think of some way to salvage the situation. “You seem like a really nice guy.”

      In fact, I knew he was a really nice guy. Incredibly, amazingly nice. No creepy vibes when I shook his hand combined with that much too intimate moment when I used my magical sight on him…he was a good guy.

      He uncrossed his arms, but remained firmly planted in front on the door. “I am, but nice doesn’t mean gullible.”

      I sighed. The idea of sticking it to the man appealed—even when the man was a scary secret society—so I broke some Society laws and spilled the beans. “Mr. Chalmers is a golem, and it’s not a gang. How’s your Jewish folklore?”

      “Good enough to know that if golems were real—which they clearly are not—the man on my prep table couldn’t be one because he’s not made of clay.”

      “No, not clay, scavenged corpse parts.”

      Ben choked. “I’m sorry, what? You’re telling me that the man on my prep table is some kind of Frankenstein creature, made of miscellaneous parts. A human being stitched together with fishing line or something?”

      “More like stitched together with magic.”

      When he heard the word magic, Ben relaxed. I could see him filing me straight into the crazy category. “No,” he said, shaking his head with an apologetic look on his face. “I don’t think this is going to—”

      He stuttered to a stop, his eyes riveted on the ball of bright pink light that hovered in the air between my hands.

      I spread my hands further apart and the ball of light grew, then I pushed my hands together, collapsing the ball until it was a dense little blob about the size of a softball. I tossed it gently in the air and held it there, suspended for several seconds, before letting it fall back down to my hand.

      The really good stuff wasn’t visible. This was the witch equivalent of smoke and mirrors—lots of sparkle, but little magic. But as evidence for the magically uneducated, it worked better than more sophisticated magic.

      Ben closed his mouth and finally looked away from the shining ball back at me. “And that’s supposed to be magic?”

      I found it difficult to lie to him, so I said, “Not particularly advanced magic, but yes.” I pushed my hands together until the ball of light collapsed inside them.

      The look on his face changed, became tenser, and his fingers curled, not quite making a fist. “And what you did earlier when you first got here, when you came through the service door—was that some kind of magic?”

      This really wasn’t my day. I’d told Camille I shouldn’t go around prying into people’s innermost thoughts. But she’d wanted me to be sure Ben didn’t have any lurking magic deep down inside, and that was the only way I knew to be sure.

      “And if I say yes?”

      “Then I ask what you did to me.”

      “Nothing, I swear. I didn’t do anything to you at all.” I had to force myself to stop babbling. Ben the not so bland stirred my conscience to new heights. I was not a fan.

      “You did some kind of magic, but you didn’t do anything to me. If I believed in magic—shiny ball of light notwithstanding—I’d say that’s hard to believe.”

      I sighed. “I peeked. Just a little peek. I had to check and see if you had some kind of magic, because…” I squeezed my eyes shut, opened them, and said, “It’s all moot at this point. The cat’s out of the bag.”

      His jaw tensed. “You ‘peeked’ at what, exactly?”

      Uh-oh. He looked pretty pissed. And suddenly very, very tall. On the positive side, he probably wouldn’t be so angry about my invasion of his privacy if he didn’t buy the idea of magic on some level.

      “Inside your head, I guess?” I took a step back and quickly added, “But not like mind-reading. I’m not telepathic or anything.”

      He rubbed his jaw with his knuckles and finally moved away from the door. “So what exactly did your boyfriend tell you to do?”

      “My ex-boyfriend.” I gave him a cautiously hopeful look. “So you believe me?”

      “Oh, no. I’m just curious what plans you have for poor Mr. Chalmers. No way I’m letting you disrespect a body placed in my care.”

      I inched toward the door. When he moved to the side, I hoofed it out of the office before he could change his mind, lock me in there, and call the police. I had no desire to spend any time in the loony bin.

      Once I was in the hallway and had a clear path to an exterior door, I answered his question. “So, the first thing is to check that Mr. Chalmers is dead. Fully, not reversibly dead.”
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      Ben looked at me like I was speaking in tongues. “I didn’t know that death was a question of degree.” He paused. “Partially dead seems problematic.”

      “If you’re a golem, I guess it happens.” Not that I knew that much about golems…

      Ben held open the swinging door to the prep room and motioned for me to go ahead. “And someone can be in Mr. Chalmers’ state and be partially not dead? Or—what did you call it?—reversibly dead?” He made an annoyed sound. “Can a person look dead but still be alive?”

      “Not a person. But a golem? Yeah. That’s what Alex—my ex—just told me.”

      Ben groaned. “This conversation is painful.”

      I eyed the covered form of Mr. Chalmers. Ben must have stopped just long enough to pull the sheet back up before he’d followed me into the office. He followed my gaze and lifted an eyebrow.

      “So…can I check that Mr. Chalmers is all the way dead?” I followed the question with a smile that was at least two parts grimace.

      He looked at me for a few seconds then said, “Does it involve anything invasive?”

      I shook my head. “But I do have to touch him. And I’d like a closer look at his creation tattoos.”

      “If I say stop, you stop.”

      I tried to contain my surprise. I didn’t think I’d been all that persuasive. “Is that a yes?”

      “A very reserved one.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He folded the sheet back from Chalmers’ body. “So what are you looking for?”

      “Life, magic, a spark of something.” My hand hovered over the golem’s chest. “Alex said I’d know right away.”

      Because he hadn’t been specific but had been sure I wouldn’t miss it, I was expecting something big. Hence my hesitation. I glanced at Ben, worried he might change his mind if I didn’t find something in a hurry, but he looked calm enough. That just meant there was a mix of acceptance and denial swirling around in his very human brain.

      Right. I was the pro here. Time to see what was left of Chalmers, if anything. Alex claimed I should be able to use my magical sight via touch. Since magical sight wasn’t about seeing with the eyes, I figured he was probably right. I needed some kind of connection, and touch would have to do, since I could hardly gaze into the dead guy’s eyes.

      No sooner had I placed my left hand flat on his chest than I felt it—a great big sucking void.

      The next thing I knew, I was being propped up by Ben.

      “What the…” Words eluded me as the world tilted under me.

      Ben steadied me as I swayed. “You’re really cold. Is that normal for you?”

      I could feel the beginnings of a growl in my chest. That was definitely not normal for me. Teach me to take magical advice from a wizard. I was going to kick him in his soft bits the next time I saw him.

      He let go of my arm and returned a few seconds later with a stool.

      I sat down on it, just in case. Passing out onto the floor of the prep room was the last thing I wanted to do today. I glanced at the irreversibly dead Chalmers and amended that to the second-to-last thing I wanted to do today. Touching that sucking void again topped the list. I wrapped my arms tight around my body.

      “I’ve probably got a sweatshirt or a jacket somewhere, if you think that might help.”

      He really was a nice guy. It was a shame he wouldn’t remember anything about this evening. Actually, that thought kinda pissed me off. He really shouldn’t have to get his brain scrubbed with the equivalent of a magical toilet brush just because I had a lapse in judgment.

      He looked at me expectantly, and I realized I hadn’t answered his question.

      I rubbed my arms briskly and then uncrossed them. “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Oh, he’s dead. Completely, irreversibly, not-coming-back dead.”

      A pained look crossed Ben’s face. “I feel like there’s a breakdown in communication here.”

      “Hm. Only because you see death as black or white. Add magic and suddenly everything isn’t quite so clear.”

      I knew how confusing it could be. Witches were made, not born. That meant that I’d been as ignorant as Ben about ten years ago. Almost as ignorant as Ben. When that flicker of magic lived inside you, you couldn’t be completely unaware.

      “All right. I’m sure I’ll regret asking, but what’s the difference between dead and super dead?”

      The sucking, black-hole-like void that now existed in the place where the essence of Chalmers’ self used to be—that was the difference between dead and super dead. But I wasn’t sure how to explain that to someone who hadn’t felt the cold pull of that void.

      Even thinking about it made goosebumps rise on my arms, and I rubbed them again. “If you see life as a switch that’s turned on or off, it’s hard to explain. Think about life as a warm ten and death as a cold zero. Chalmers is stone cold, and he’s sucking the heat from anything that gets close.”

      Ben shifted away from the body. Only a few inches, but it was telling. “You’re telling me he’s so dead that he’s sucking up life from around him?”

      The service door clicked shut, startling us both. Even before I turned, I knew who it was, and I was going to mangle his pretty face.

      My ex addressed a bewildered Ben. “Robert Chalmers can’t harm you, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Turning to me, Alex said, “You, on the other hand, should be more careful.”

      I didn’t think about it—I just hurled a ball of energy straight at his overconfident, interfering, lying face.
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      Alex pulled his sword from thin air and blocked the attack. “Sloppy.” He shook his head. “You haven’t been practicing, have you?”

      Ben touched my arm, which made me realize I’d raised it in offensive position. I smiled at him and lowered my hand. “Ben, let me introduce Alex Valois, a guy I thought I could rely on despite the fact that he has a massive ego and a chip on his shoulder that’s about the size of this gigantic state we live in.” I turned to Alex and said in a nasty tone, “Touch a hair on this man’s head, and I will castrate you.”

      Alex’s sword disappeared as he sheathed it. He lifted his hands in a gesture of peace—but I’d believe that when Ben walked away from this meeting a free man.

      Ben looked between the two of us and said, “That door locks automatically.”

      “Magic,” Alex said, but he was looking at me. “I couldn’t leave you alone with a possibly half-dead golem. And since it seems you didn’t use appropriate protections, it looks like my caution was well founded.”

      I glared at him. “Because I’m so fragile and unable to protect myself that you need to run to my rescue.” The man didn’t change, whether I was dating him or not. “Besides, you could have just warned me.”

      “Uh.” Ben raised his hand. “If you two could take it down a notch, maybe one of you can tell me if Chalmers is a hazard. Do we need to do anything to contain whatever it is that he’s got?”

      I shot Alex a last warning look, and then assumed a more pleasant expression and said to Ben, “He doesn’t have a communicable disease, so there’s not any concern about infection.”

      Alex snorted. “You know that, do you?”

      “Well, that you would have said on the phone, wouldn’t you?”

      Alex inclined his head. “Did you get a chance to investigate his creation tats?”

      Ben grabbed a pair of gloves from a tray next to Chalmers’s body and said as he pulled them on, “You broke in before we got that far.” He flipped the sheet back and pointed to the tattoos located just above the pubic bone and in the groin area. “I assume you mean these?”

      “Yes, yes I do.” Alex leaned in to get a closer look.

      I did the same, careful not to bump heads with Alex. “See, there. The cuts are small but deep, and they definitely didn’t happen at the time of the supposed car accident.”

      “Ah, the car accident I’m relatively certain of.” Ben pulled the sheet past Chalmers’s knees. “The bruising across the chest, evidence of a head injury, and the damage to his knees. All of those injuries are consistent with other auto fatalities I’ve seen.” He indicated the relevant injuries as he spoke.

      Alex nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “It does?” I asked. “Since when does a golem wear a seatbelt? Oh.” I hated it when I caught on just a second slower than the oh-so-brilliant enforcer with the Texas-sized ego.

      “Since I’m not up to date on the ins and outs of golem physiology,” Ben said, “maybe you can fill me in.”

      “The cuts would have been made first, making Robert more susceptible to injury.” Alex pulled the sheet back up, covering Chalmers again. “Since it would be almost impossible to do that kind of damage without his knowledge, he had to know—and he would have been more likely to wear a seatbelt. He also would have had the damage repaired immediately.”

      “You’re thinking the car accident wasn’t an accident, and I agree.” My general feeling that something was off—Chalmers showing up in a human funeral home and the damage to his tats—it all pointed to foul play.

      Ben caught my eye and said, “So we’re all agreed: this man was murdered.”
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      Ben was probably right. Robert Chalmers had likely been murdered. I just didn’t want to be the one to tell him that it might not matter. The Society had some old-fashioned values, and not of the 1950s Leave It to Beaver variety. More Inquisition meets secret society, with a touch of sadism thrown in for fun. Learning that was not one of my favorite Society moments.

      “Go ahead,” Alex said. “He’s your pet. You explain it to him.”

      Ben didn’t even flinch at being called a pet, but Alex’s arrogance made me twitch.

      I lobbed a surreptitious glowing pink ball at Alex’s backside.

      And score.

      A satisfying swirl of smoke drifted to the ceiling.

      I tried not to smirk as Alex grunted and rubbed his backside.

      When he was done inspecting for scorch marks, he said, “Don’t start a fight you can’t finish. Your combat skills are nowhere near up to par.”

      “Don’t call Ben a pet.”

      Ben looked at the two of us with some incredulity. “Can you guys stop bickering and take a second to tell me what we do next? If this man has been murdered, then we need to call the authorities—and if he’s not actually human, I’m guessing the authorities in question aren’t the local police or sheriff’s office.”

      I sighed. “First, Alex is a member of emergency response, which is as close to police as the Society has.”

      “The Society?” Ben shook his head.

      Alex dropped some of his attitude and replied, “The Society for the Study of Paranormal and Occult Phenomena, our local governing body.” Turning to me, he said, “You do know we’re going to have to wipe this guy’s memories, right?”

      I touched Ben’s arm and said to him, “Don’t worry about it. We’ll deal with it.”

      Ben looked worried and Alex amused, but I wasn’t about to say that I didn’t have the clout to prevent a massive memory wipe. Not what we needed to be focused on while we were in the middle of a mini-crisis. Besides, I’d sort out the Ben security breach somehow. I really wasn’t going to let the Society screw with his head, even if I had to take drastic measures.

      Ben gave me an inscrutable look. “That’s good, because it sounds unpleasant, and I like my memories just the way they are. So, Alex, as the representative of your law enforcement, what are you going to do about this man’s apparent murder?”

      “Contain whatever magic is still attached to him, burn his body, and get rid of whatever evidence there is that points to his existence—including your memories.”

      Ben took a step away from both of us. “Did you miss the murder part of this scenario?”

      I shifted to stand closer to Ben. I didn’t want there to be any confusion as to whose side I was on. “Oh, no, he didn’t. The Society isn’t particularly concerned with murder. They dislike exposure, and will certainly punish those who risk a reveal scandal. But killing someone isn’t in and of itself necessarily illegal or even problematic.”

      “That’s what you meant with my memory; I’m a reveal scandal.” Ben glanced nervously at me. “What exactly are you two?”

      “Witch.” I pointed at Alex. “Wizard. Not gender terms; different types of magic.”

      Alex studied Ben. “You’re buying all of this?” After a brief hesitation, Ben nodded, and Alex said, “All right, then you might be useful. Can you help us dispose of the body? Discreetly.”

      Ben’s eyes narrowed, and I touched his arm again.

      “Look,” Alex said. “She’s annoying and pushes all of my buttons, but I’ll make sure nothing that happens tonight comes back on Star.”

      Ben raised his eyebrows. “Star?”

      I tucked a strand of raven hair behind my ear. “That’s my witch name. Long story.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, I’m relieved to hear you won’t be beheaded for your actions—”

      “Hanged,” I said. “The Society is into hanging.”

      Ben closed his eyes, and I’d swear the poor guy was counting to ten or chanting some Zen mantra. He opened his eyes—a little like a kid watching a scary movie. “Good to hear you won’t be hung, but there’s also the very real concern that you’re asking me to defy a dead man’s last wishes. I won’t do something illegal that not only endangers my business but also disrespects the deceased’s desires.”

      Alex and I shared a glance. Alex was more experienced on this particular subject, so I let him handle it.

      “Burial was definitely not Robert’s last wish. Golems are burned. And no, I’m not just trying to conceal evidence. Just like human cultures differ in their funeral rites, paranormals do as well.”

      “And golems are cremated?” Ben looked to me for confirmation. Sure, he’d known me a whole day longer than Alex, but it was still interesting. Alex typically inspired immediate respect.

      Probably because Ben hadn’t seen Alex’s best self. I did tend to bring out an even more peevish than usual side to him these days. “Yes, that’s right. Though there’s more to it than just cremation. I believe there are certain precautions made to ensure any residual magic is fully contained. Like Alex said earlier.”

      Ben pulled up a stool. “You’re telling me that we need to cremate him—after you do some voodoo—and that I’m supposed to bury an empty casket?”

      “We could put the ashes in the casket—I think.” I gave Ben a hopeful look.

      Ben took off his gloves and chucked them several feet at the nearest waste bin. He missed. “It’s an open-casket ceremony.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” My hopeful look faded. I really didn’t have anything. “No body, no open casket. That is a problem.”

      “Ah,” Alex said. “I might know how we can fix that.”

      Sometimes knowing a guy who’d lived through the Crusades and all the intervening years did pay off. That was a lot of time to gather a decent amount of knowledge.

      “So, spill. You know where we can get a body? Maybe cast an illusion…” But that didn’t seem very persuasive to me. Illusions could be tricky, and that was hardly Alex’s specialty. Breaking and entering, yes. Illusions, not so much.

      “Not so much get a body as make one. But we’ll need Camille’s help. You think you can get her on board without getting too official?”

      “You know witches, always entrepreneurial. You’ve got cash?” I gave him a falsely sweet look. I already knew the answer.

      Alex definitely had cash. One of the benefits to living donkeys’ years. Something witches, with their only slightly elongated lives, frequently made up for with their mad bargaining skills.

      “Sure, I’ve got cash.” Alex unclipped his mobile phone from his belt and handed it to me. “Call Camille, and tell her we need to cook up a doppelganger.”
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      I’d had no clue Alex meant it literally when he’d said “cook.” I wasn’t looking forward to experiencing the smell of baked flesh. Camille told me it stuck inside your nose, more like the smell of human decay than burning hair and tissue.

      I handed the phone back to Alex with that lovely image in my mind. “Camille will help, but I’m supposed to tell you that she’s only doing it because I asked.”

      I didn’t mention that she also thought it would be a good opportunity to show me what I’d been missing by skimming over my alchemy lessons. No need to bring up one of my witchy failings, and it wasn’t like there were tons of alchemic experts running around. Alchemy had only recently been removed from the big-time taboo list. Not ten years ago, anyone openly dabbling in alchemy would have been in danger of seriously pissing off the wrong people.

      Alex gave me a suspicious look. “What are you not saying?”

      I fluttered my lashes at him—no easy task, given how much mascara I was wearing. “Nothing important.” While he had the exceptional hearing of most paranormals, it seemed he couldn’t get past a simple shielding spell. Good to know.

      “So what’s the plan?” Ben was still perched on his rolling stool. In his white coat and with his earnest expression, he looked like a doctor.

      “Star?” Alex gave me a knowing look. As if he ever knew what was going on inside my head. That had been half our problem: he didn’t. The other half of our relationship woes might have stemmed from stunted communication, on both sides.

      “Right.” I shook my head. The past was the past. “She’s agreed to meeting us at her place at midnight.”

      “Midnight? Is there some magical significance to that?” Ben asked.

      “Uh, no. She’s had half a bottle of wine and an excellent meal. If she’s going to be up all hours cooking up a dead guy replacement, she needs a nap. Her words, not mine.”

      Alex muttered something unrepeatable.

      “Well, it’s nine, Alex. If we’d called earlier, we’d have caught her before she had anything to drink. You know how finicky she is about practicing under the influence.”

      “Your mentor is a nut job. And about half the witch that you are.”

      My blood pressure skyrocketed. With a polite smile at Ben, I said, “Give us just a second?”

      “I’ll just pull up Chalmers’ file.” He seemed hesitant to leave me alone with Alex, but after giving both of us a piercing look, he said, “I’ll be in the office when you’re done.”

      I waited until the swinging door made a quiet shushing noise, indicating it had closed, then I did something I’d been avoiding for some time now: I used my magical sight on Alex. I only got a split second before he shut me down, but in that instant, I saw a whole lot of dark and not a little guilt.

      He narrowed his eyes and whispered, “Don’t.”

      He was right; it was a gross invasion. But I was hacked off. He was being an incredible jerk, and it felt good to screw with him for a change.

      What had I been thinking, going out with him? Dating Alex, living with him, had been an adventure. At first. But the moodiness and the darkness, it was too much for me. Yeah, he was smoking hot, even when you looked past the glamor that clung to him like a second skin, but that didn’t make up for everything else. Alex was a lot of work to be around, let alone be with.

      “I get it. You’re pissed off at the world, and I push your buttons more than most people. But you’re also a pro, Alex. And under all that obnoxious angst, you’re a really decent person. A fair person.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose, but didn’t reply.

      The guy had a hard time seeing his good traits—all because of some bad choices he’d made as a kid. How long could one man carry the guilt of past choices? I didn’t know, but I was sure Alex was hitting the outer limit. It was a good thing he had an amazing sense of self-preservation that went hand in hand with all his baggage.

      Finally, he said, “What exactly do you want?”

      “Do the right thing, and to heck with the Society.”

      “The right thing is to cremate Chalmers to ensure his remains don’t pose a danger to others.” He raised an eyebrow. “We’re doing that.”

      “Come on.” I caught his gaze and grinned. “You know you want to know who did it.” My grin widened. “And how.”

      He smiled back at me. It wasn’t wide, but it was genuine. My heart skipped a beat, and I remembered part of the reason we’d been an item. But it also reminded me that Alex didn’t smile nearly enough.

      “Yeah. I would like to know.” The smile disappeared. “But I’m guessing you want to chase down the killer and pin some obscure violation on him.”

      “Or her—but, you know, that’s not fair. With a proper investigation, we might actually find that there was a legitimate Society violation. It may be that, just this once, the Society’s archaic laws and justice overlap.” I pinched my thumb and forefinger together. “It only takes this much.”

      “Small…but large enough to punish a murderer?”

      “Now you’re getting it. What do you think?”

      He sighed. “I think it’d be nice to do the right thing for a change.”

      “Speaking of doing the right thing—”

      “No. Ben is your problem. And good luck, because there’s no way you’re convincing Cornelius to keep his memory intact.”

      Sometimes Alex could read my mind, a product of our once intimate relationship. When we’d been dating, it had occasionally annoyed. Now, it was outright obnoxious. Especially when he was naysaying me before I could even articulate my thoughts.

      And in this instance, I could use his help with Cornelius. He and Alex were friends. Sort of. Cornelius was also Alex’s boss. He was like the sheriff in our little microcosm of weird, though technically he was the chief operations officer for the Society. Whatever his title, there was no getting past the fact that he was a hardcore rule-follower, and Ben was a security risk.

      I clenched my teeth to keep from saying something regrettable. It wasn’t Alex’s fault Cornelius had an accountant’s hatred of risk and the flexibility of a drill sergeant. I needed to make my own pitch for Ben, but while I was at it, I was going to give Cornelius a piece of my mind. Messing with people’s heads just because they’d ended up on the wrong side of the wall of secrets and silence was unfair, unjust, and downright medieval.

      “Take a breath and try to move past your outrage. That’s not gonna win Cornelius over. Try giving him a reasonable alternative, some kind of assurance that Ben isn’t going to rat us out to the world. If you do, the conversation may last more than thirty seconds.”

      “Right.” I swallowed my anger as best I could. “I know that—but I forget.”

      “Go grab your boyfriend. I want a look at that file. We have a murder to solve, right?”

      My boyfriend? I bit my lip. I would not rise to the bait. Instead, I turned on heel and headed for the office. Besides, boyfriend was a step up from pet. My last boyfriend had been Alex, after all.
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