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          ADDIE

        

      

    

    
      A cold pain slid through my chest.

      I woke with a gasp. Adrenaline yanked me upright. The darkness inside my tent gave away nothing. I pressed a palm to my chest. There was no wound, which could only mean one thing.

      My heart hammered beneath my palm. I kicked away my sleeping bag and crawled over to unzip the tent door. The sky outside was dotted with silvery stars. I scanned the silhouette of distant mountains and trees along the horizon. Nothing stood out.

      I’d half expected a pair of glowing eyes to appear right in front of me. There was no jump-scare waiting for me, only this growing sense of dread. It sat cold inside me. Frigid fingers danced up and down my spine to tell me that death was nearby.

      A tired sigh escaped me. I came out here to the Adirondack wilderness to escape death, but it somehow found me all the same. At least it wasn’t as oppressive as it was in the city. Syracuse wasn’t a very safe city. There were so many angry ghosts roaming the streets. The moment they realized I could see them, they flocked to me. They shoved their way into my bathroom while I was stuck on the toilet with nowhere to run.

      Out here, death came to collect animals. A predator likely got its midnight snack. I didn’t have to worry about the creature’s vengeful spirit. The animals knew this was the way of the world. They moved on without hesitation, unlike people who clung to their lives as if there was nothing on the other side.

      The fuzzy edges of sleep still clung to me. Even though death left the hair on the back of my neck standing on end, I pulled the tent zipper closed and crawled back to my sleeping bag. If there was one place that death couldn’t reach me, it was in my dreams. I wanted nothing more than to drift back into sleep.

      An uneasy feeling still lingered. My core trembled. I tried to hold it tight, but I betrayed even myself. The cold chill in my chest expanded and reached out with skeletal fingers. My breath trembled out from between my lips as my arcana searched for the source of the death.

      When I found something, I flinched and jerked back. My arcana excitedly reached for the nearby dead thing. I yelped, slapped a hand over my own mouth, and fumbled for my arcana. Over and over, it bled between my fingers and reached for the dead thing.

      I knew what would happen if I didn’t get control of myself. I didn’t need a dead opossum knocking on my tent door. Memories of the dead human girl that Alvin Combs had killed returned to the forefront of my mind. I’d watched that girl, murdered before her time, crawl her way out of the earth because of my arcana.

      Death might have been my arcana, but it had power over me, and there was nothing I could do about it.
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        * * *

      

      I sipped my coffee while studying the morning sky and the peachy clouds painted across it. The chilly March air made my breath fog. Soon, the rising sun would warm the world and my breath would vanish. I savored this moment, the little bit of peace that I could find away from the city.

      However, I missed my friends. I yearned to go back to Lakesedge and the girls who worked at Bad Moon Café with me. As soon as I finished my coffee, I started breaking down my camp.

      The entire time, my mind wandered back to the presence that’d woken me in the middle of the night. Every so often, I lifted my head and scanned my surroundings because a creeping feeling still tickled my spine. A bad feeling had settled in and made home in the pit of my gut.

      I hoped that it was just anxiety. It got the best of me more often than not. I reached for my backpack for my medication, but the bottle packed away was empty. My hopes plummeted at the sight of the container’s orange bottom.

      “You can handle this on your own, Adeline.” I tried to hype myself up, but the lie was way too easy to sniff out.

      Maybe caffeine wasn’t the best way to start the day if my anxiety was going to keep ratcheting up like this. At least, I wasn’t like Vi, who lived on drinks that I affectionately called jet fuel. Her energy drink addiction was a problem that her new mate kept supporting.

      A wolf howl startled me, making me drop the tent posts. They clattered to the ground. My heart slammed against the inside of my sternum. I glared at the horizon in the direction of the wolf howl, but the creature wasn’t the real problem.

      It was the cold fingers still gripping my spine. Death lingered over my shoulder. It whispered in my ear, but I couldn’t understand what it was trying to say. I wished it would leave me alone. I wanted a moment of peace, just a little bit, so I could collect my scattered nerves before heading home.

      Instead, panic crept in. Any moment now, it would hit me like a truck and knock me to my knees.

      I managed to hide this from my friends—for the most part. They didn’t know just how badly my own power scared me. Ness had witnessed it once. That human girl had a fighting spirit. Her ghost showed me how she’d fought against Alvin Combs with everything she could muster. And he’d torn her apart because of it.

      Just thinking about it brought the panic attack into full force. I dropped to my knees and dug my fingers into the earth while I fought to breathe. My lungs cinched. My gut rolled. Every part of my body rebelled against me.

      Death whispered in my ear.

      Find her. She needs you to know.

      “I don’t want to do this.”

      With shaking hands, I packed the rest of my campsite. The tent wobbled on my backpack when I shrugged it over my shoulders, but I didn’t have time to waste. Death had a mission for me, and it wouldn’t stop tugging at me until I did what it wanted.

      My deathly still arcana churned. It was like cold smoke moving in a restless wind. Thankfully, death pulled me along the path that led out of the mountains and back to my car. I said an empty prayer with the hope that I would make it out of the wilderness without stumbling upon a human body.

      Unfortunately, fate wasn’t on my side. The tent tumbled from my pack and slid into a ravine. I cursed when fate yanked my foot off the path, and I went in after my tent. There was a moment where I figured this would make retrieving my tent a lot quicker.

      That thought quickly fell away as rocks and branches stabbed at my tender flesh. I crashed into my own tent pack and groaned when the stakes jabbed me in the ribs. Before I could bemoan my pain, death took ahold of me.

      My arcana burst free of my body. I cried out, but the sound became a whimper of fear. The skeletal fingers of power spread out in search of a body to animate.

      “No, no, no,” I whispered over and over.

      Desperately, I yanked my power back, but it kept sliding out of my grasp. I couldn’t keep it contained. Rolling over, I pushed myself onto my hands and knees, but that brought me face to face with my worst fear.

      She looked at me with cloudy eyes. Her lips were partly open in a soft, silent scream. Black hair tried to escape her messy bun. She…looked a lot like me.

      I tensed, waiting for her spirit to find me and beg for vengeance.

      But it never came.

      

      Maddox

      

      It was too damn early in the day to be out in the mountains. The air was crisp and delicate, not at all what I wanted. When mud squelched beneath my boot, I craved the stifling dead air of my office where stacks of yet unsolved murder cases still waited for me.

      I didn’t want to be out here, picking up another one.

      A woman sat on the ground, her head in her hands. Mud caked her athletic leggings and jacket. There were twigs still sticking out of her satiny black braid. She glared at the ravine with furious intent, yet there wasn’t a drop of blood to be found in her pale face.

      The others had already cordoned off the scene for me, so I went over to the witness who found the body for us. She leapt to her feet and futilely brushed at the mud on her clothing as I approached. With a sigh, she gave up.

      The air around her was colder than it was elsewhere. A shiver raced up my spine and set off several alarms in the back of my mind. The cold emptiness of her eyes unsettled me. I’d seen that same expression in killers. Not the ones who gave in to the throes of anger, but the ones who killed to feel alive.

      “Mind sharing your name?” I asked as I plucked my notepad from my coat pocket.

      She swallowed audibly, a gesture at odds with the emptiness of her eyes. I watched as her personality rushed back in. She nervously wrung her fingers as her brows pitched upwards.

      I made a note of this ruse. The woman was clearly putting on a show to pretend at her innocence. I didn’t trust this for a minute.

      “Adeline McCauley. I was camping about a mile east of here. I found the body when my tent fell off my pack and slid into the ravine.”

      “I didn’t ask you how you found the body.” I looked her up and down before reaching to pluck a twig from her hair.

      Fingers on the twig, I froze. Adeline did, too. Her pale eyes rolled up to where my hand hovered over her head. What possessed me to touch her? My breath caught in my throat. I had to finish this, but my body and mind were at war.

      Adeline laughed nervously and ducked out from under my hand. She brushed away the twigs and leaves still clinging to her braid.

      “I, uh, might have fallen in after my tent.” She winced and grabbed her side.

      Concern hit me before I could think twice. “Do you need to see a paramedic?”

      What the hell was wrong with me? She was a suspect. This odd woman wasn’t innocent here. I could tell from that look in her eyes, yet something about her begged me to look after her. I was caught between what I knew I needed to do and what my gut wanted.

      I hated this.

      I hadn’t felt so distraught over a woman since…

      Shrugging that gloomy thought away, I turned my attention back to Adeline.

      “I’m fine.” She inhaled and winced again. “I think. I’ve been in worse shape before. I’m out here a lot. I’ve learned to be careful the hard way.”

      “Ma’am. It’s March. What are you doing camping in the mountains?” The air wasn’t as cold as it could be in the depths of a New York March, but this still wasn’t the time of year to be camping.

      No one else was dumb enough to come out here just for fun. That was another mark against her. She’d come out to dump this body. I would have bet my entire career on it. This soft feminine act was a ploy at her disposal. It was so that we wouldn’t question her when she called in her own crime.
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      I couldn’t help it. I kept looking back at the ravine. There was something strange going on. This woman should have left behind a ghost. Her soul had to be somewhere.

      Right?

      The only time a corpse didn’t have a soul was when they moved on to the other side without hesitation. That’s what people who lived full lives did. Someone who was murdered and dumped in the woods would have lingered. They would be full of rage and pain, waiting for someone like myself to come along and help them find their murderer.

      I hated when they did that. I wasn’t a detective. All I knew how to do was make a good cookie butter latte.

      My stomach grumbled at the thought of coffee, like I needed the extra caffeine—I really didn’t. This detective made my anxiety skyrocket. When he reached for me, I’d been shocked. Like a deer in the headlights of a tractor trailer, I’d frozen. It’d taken several moments for me to shake free of the fear that’d hit me.

      “Is…is there anything else that I can help you with?” I asked the detective.

      He gave me a shrewd look up and down. His dark eyes took in everything. They caught on the label of my jacket, on the snag in my athletic leggings, and on the haphazard tie of my hiking boots. He was taking notes; I could tell. But what could he discern from my messy appearance?

      He wasn’t all that clean, himself. His blond hair curled around the nape of his neck like he should have gotten a hair cut a couple of months ago. It stuck out at odd angles, telling me he’d likely rolled out of bed before driving out here. That’s what his clothes said, too. They were wrinkled and mussed, one side of his button-up shirt hanging out of the waistband of his pants.

      He shouldn’t be in a position to judge, but I didn’t have a badge here. I was at his mercy until he dismissed me.

      “I asked you a question,” he grumbled.

      Man, he was about as friendly as a rabid dog. Just his tone made me jerk back like I’d been bitten. Would I catch his rabid nature just by being around him? If that was the case, I would have caught it from Vi or Ness ages ago. Both of them had that same kind of energy.

      You’d think I’d be used to it by now. Maybe it was the way this man looked at me like I’d killed his family.

      My jaw dropped. “Wait! You think I did this?”

      “You’re certainly top of my suspect list right now.”

      I gaped at him. My heart hammered wildly. My mind tumbled, all my thoughts bleeding into one another, so I couldn’t find the right words to defend myself.

      He gestured to the nearby ravine. “You could have driven out here to dump the body and misjudged your own strength. A clumsy hold on the victim and March mud likely sent you tumbling into the ravine with her. So, you felt the need to call and reveal the body, so we didn’t track any ripped clothing back to you.”

      I blinked, taken aback. “That’s pretty complicated. Are you sure anyone would go to that much effort?”

      Once more, he looked me up and down. This time, I knew exactly what he decided.

      He thought I was too stupid to come up with this.

      I fought the urge to kick him in the shin. I wasn’t Vi. I could restrain myself, especially when it involved a detective who could absolutely put me behind bars. That wasn’t how I wanted to spend my day.

      If anything, I wanted to go home and spend the last of my day off trying to shake this awful feeling. I knew I wasn’t going to get any sleep. My sleeping bag was more comfortable than my own bed at this point. However, there were plenty of other things I could do to escape thoughts of this missing soul.

      I had a stack of romance novels waiting to be read. They all had men with kilts on the cover.

      “Listen,” I said. “You and I both know I didn’t do this.”

      My attention slid back to the ravine. Who did do this? Who killed a woman who looked just like me? What happened to her soul?

      I shook myself free of my thoughts. This wasn’t my problem.

      Yet, death whispered that it was. The cold fingers on my shoulder and the lifeless lips pressed to my ear warned me that if I ignored this, there would be consequences. I wanted to throw off the presence hanging off my shoulder, but it’d never worked before. Death followed me everywhere I went.

      Even here, where I thought I would be safe.

      “How about you come down to the station so we can talk more?” the detective asked.

      “How about you cum—” I cut myself off before I finished what could have been the worst joke of the year.

      I really needed to stop hanging out with Vi. She was a menace to everyone around her, especially my blank sense of humor that I filled with jokes I picked up from others.

      When the detective cocked his head, his eyes widened ever so slightly, my face warmed with embarrassment.

      “Yeah. Sure. I’ll meet you at the precinct.” I hurried to agree with his request, so we could fast-forward past this awkward moment.

      Head down, I rushed past the detective, so I could retreat back to the park’s parking lot where my old sedan waited. The sound of rushed footsteps chased after me. My heart leapt into my throat. My feet tangled beneath me. The world tilted, and I cursed my clumsy panic.

      “Whoa there,” said a soft masculine voice.

      When the detective pulled me back onto my feet, I was surprised to find that voice had come from him. He gave me a gentle inspection all while holding my hand. I knew that I should pull back and put distance between us, but a magnetic force kept me in his orbit.

      He smelled of sandalwood, a subtle scent that I would remember for the rest of my life.

      I shook myself and yanked my hand back. What was wrong with me? This guy had accused me of murder. I shouldn’t have these kinds of thoughts about someone ready to slap handcuffs on me.

      Unless…There were other uses for handcuffs.

      Oh. Oh no.

      What was my mind doing there? I didn’t even like that kind of play in the bedroom! My mind was out of control around this man.

      He grumbled something under his breath and rolled his shoulders back. I could have sworn he’d done the same thing I’d had to do. What was going in his mind that he had to shake loose his thoughts, too?

      Looking away from me, he said, “Let me walk you back to your car. I can’t have you killing people on the way.”

      “You can’t talk to suspects like that.” I put my hands on my hips.

      His gaze fell back on me. He lifted a brow in challenge.

      This man has some big dick energy.

      My cheeks warmed. What was I thinking? I needed to stop, but I wasn’t going to catch a break until I was back on the highway, speeding away from this guy. Unfortunately, I couldn’t escape. I had to meet back up with him later.

      Together, we hiked back to the parking lot. It wasn’t that far away, but the walk was long enough that the silence between us became awkward. I mean, it was bound to when one of us had accused the other of murder.

      I couldn’t handle it anymore. I shoved my way in front of him and forced us both to stop. Feeling daring, I looked him in the eye and asked:

      “Do you really think I’m capable of killing someone?”

      The detective was silent for several breaths. There was a mathematical calculation going on inside his dome. He was a shrewd man who saw everything. If that was the case, then what did he see in me that made him think I could kill a person?

      He gestured to me. “You’re an avid hiker. That alone gives you the kind of muscle strength that would allow you to overpower someone. Because you hike a lot, you know of plenty of places that no one would ever find—great places for hiding bodies.”

      “Okay?” He wasn’t wrong, but I wouldn’t do such a thing! “What’s my motive? Even if I’m capable, why would I want to do something like that?”

      “For fun.”

      My stomach hit my feet. My jaw dropped along with it as tears gathered in my eyes. “Who would do something like that?” My voice wavered.

      The detective seemed taken aback. Suspicion crossed over his face, like he wanted to believe my tears were an act.

      I quickly brushed them away. There was no point in showing this man anything genuine. The pain I felt over this woman’s death meant little to him. Even though I wanted to fall to my knees and properly mourn her, it would only be a spectacle in this man’s eyes.”

      “You have to be one of the most frustrating people I’ve ever met,” I mumbled.

      “And you’re a shit actress.”

      The urge to shove him into a ravine hit me, but I wasn’t like Ness. While she was blunt and ferocious in the face of adversity, I let the world push me down. The weight of everything made me feel like jelly most of the time. I didn’t have the strength nor the conviction to shove this man into a ditch.

      Even if he did deserve it.

      When we finally reached the parking lot, he followed me all the way to my car and took note of my license plate. I was tempted to ask him if he wanted me to drive him to the precinct, too.

      But I didn’t want all of his attention on me. I needed him to find out who killed that woman. There was something off about this murder, and I had a bad feeling that things would only get worse if we didn’t get to the bottom of this.

      Hand on the handle of my car door, I balked.

      We?

      What was this we that I was thinking of? I wasn’t this man’s partner. We weren’t going to solve crimes together. I was nothing more than a barista with one foot in the world of the dead. That cold river of death wasn’t going to magically give me a detective’s badge.

      “I have to go back,” he said, keeping his distance.

      Panic lurched wildly in the pit of my gut. My body turned to ice. This wasn’t the chill of death, but a frigid wave of fear. I realized now that I was invested in this because the woman looked like me. Add in the fact that her soul was nowhere to be found.

      I felt like someone was watching me. They were waiting for me to be alone.

      I was just being paranoid, though. It was likely all coincidence. There was a chance that the woman had been a peaceful sort of soul who wanted nothing more than to leave behind the horrors of her own life. She’d moved on to the afterlife to escape her killer.

      That had to be it. My own imagination had simply gotten away from me.
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        * * *

      

      The local police station should have been quiet. This wasn’t a Syracuse station. We were outside the city, in a small town nestled in the Adirondacks. Yet, ghosts screamed in every corner of the building.

      Their voices were so loud that I had to fight the urge to clutch the sides of my head. The ghosts screamed at everyone and at no one. Their voices were cacophonous. My eardrums were about to rupture.

      The worst part was how they made me wait. I knew it was because the lead detective, that asshole who accused me of murder, was still at the crime scene. I couldn’t handle another minute here, though.

      I’d taken my hat off at the door, as was customary, but it was so loud in here that I had to put it back on. My mother had died when I was young, but she’d taught me a few things before she’d passed. When the world was too loud, veiling would help me tune some of it out. Mom veiled with silk scarves, but my Adirondacks baseball cap worked just the same.

      I yanked it back over my head and sank within myself. The world outside quieted a bit, but not completely.

      “Please be quiet,” I muttered under my breath over and over.

      I bit my lip to silence myself. It wouldn’t help me if anyone, living or dead, noticed my mumbling. I would only attract ghosts and odd stares. Still, my patience was wearing thin. About to snap, I tried to suck down deep breaths, but the droning refused to let up.

      I needed to escape, but I couldn’t. At least, not without my headphones. If I could blast my ears with something other than this screaming, then maybe I could handle this.

      My headphones were in the center console in my car. I’d left them there because I never needed them in the wilderness. They were for when I was in the city—for moments like this.

      Wobbling like I was drunk, I made my way to the door. I made the mistake of scanning the room first. My eyes connected with a ghost across the room. His head lifted. He had a rotund form that was oddly familiar, like I’d met him somewhere before.

      I forced my gaze to the ground as I stumbled towards the exit. Before I could reach fresh air, I ran into a muscled wall. Strong hands grabbed my shoulders before I rocked back and fell on my ass.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      God damn it.

      The detective had caught up. My hackles rose almost immediately. I ducked out from under his hands. My cheeks warmed as all eyes turned towards us.

      Out of the corner of my vision, I noticed the ghost making a beeline towards me. His attention was firmly on me, which was not good.

      I was relieved when the detective took me by my upper arm and dragged me to an interrogation room. He was oddly gentle when he released me. Either that or I was just happy to be in a blissfully silent room, and that made everything seem gentler.

      When I straightened, I said, “For your information, I was headed to the car to get my headphones. I wasn’t going to run.”

      The detective snorted.

      I rolled my eyes. “If I was going to run, would I have come here at all?”

      He gave a half shrug. “You came here to feed me your concocted story, but you got your information all messed up while I made you wait. You got cold feet and decided to run. It happens.”

      The urge to stick my tongue out at him was childish but overwhelming all the same.

      I sank into a chair at the far end of the table. There were handcuffs bolted to the table in front of me. My stomach churned uncomfortably. It set in that I could go to jail for something I didn’t do. If I didn’t give this man the information he needed, then I was in hot water.

      “Listen,” I said. “I can help you find this killer. I have…connections.”

      Oh, this was going to be difficult to explain. How was I going to convince a human that I could see the dead? If I told him that I could feel that woman’s death last night, and that I did nothing about it, he would get angry.

      But I had to convince him one way or another. If I didn’t, then this woman’s murder might go unsolved. I had a sneaking feeling that there was a supernatural element to this that a human man might overlook on his own.

      As frustrating as he was, I needed him to succeed at his job.

      He pulled out the chair across from me and dropped into it. I didn’t think he could get any messier, but his golden hair went wild from the short fall into the chair. His lips were stuck in a state of misery as he loosened the tie around his neck.

      I realized that I didn’t know his name yet, but when I opened my mouth to ask, a face phased through the wall behind him. The incorporeal face brought a yelp out of me. I slapped my hand over my mouth and forced my gaze downward.

      The ghost knew, though. Maybe he’d suspected before, but there was no question about it now.

      I heard the sound of the detective twisting in his seat to see what I’d screamed at. Embarrassment was becoming a constant state of being today. I couldn’t seem to escape it.

      “Ignore me,” I muttered, even though I knew he wouldn’t.

      “You know you’re not helping yourself any. Right? You’re giving off a lot of red flags. If you’re getting tired of the ruse, then we can cut to the chase, and you can give me your confession.”

      For that, I would need a lawyer. I didn’t want it to come to that, especially since I was innocent.

      This was my only chance.
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      Man, this woman was out of her mind. She didn’t seem like the kind of person to go on a killing spree, though. I wondered if I’d misjudged that look in her eyes earlier. Perhaps it wasn’t the look of a killer, but of a person who’d been so beaten down that she was dead on the inside.

      The thought made my chest hurt. I had the urge to pull her to my chest and protect her from a world that was too hard for her. I’d been beaten down by life. I could handle a little more for her sake.

      Oh, hell. What was I thinking? I couldn’t take on her strife. I had no idea who this woman even was. She’d given me her name, but I knew nothing else about her. These urges…they were brought on by guilt and loneliness. That was it.

      It didn’t help that she looked just like the murder victim. If I had to bet money, I would have said they were sisters. The moment I’d laid eyes on the victim, I’d cursed myself for letting Adeline get away.

      When Adeline lifted her gaze to meet mine, that empty look had returned to her eyes. It chilled me to the bone and washed away any desire to protect her. I sat back in my chair to escape it.

      Here it was. Her act had dropped. She’d done a good job of twisting me around her fingers. I didn’t get why she’d given up when she had me right where she wanted me.

      Then she had to go and open her mouth.

      “I can see the spirits of the dead.”

      I groaned and rolled my eyes. Letting my head fall against the cold table between us, I spent a moment gathering myself because I was about to quit my freaking job.

      “For a detective, you suck at your job.”

      I straightened and fixed the woman with a glare. “Adeline,” I growled in warning.

      I should have used her last name to be formal, but she’d just challenged my capabilities. If there was one thing that I could do well, it was my job. Everything else…well, that wasn’t in question right now.

      Adeline looked past me. Her expression became drawn. I noticed the whites around her eyes. Once again, I turned to look behind me, but there was nothing there. If this was another act, then it was a good one.

      This woman was a good actress. I would give her that. I slammed my fist on the table and startled her out of it. She gaped at me in surprise. Yet, her attention went to the left again. She seemed to drift out of the present.

      No, that wasn’t it. She looked like she was listening to someone else.

      She sighed and buried her face in her hands. Even through her palms, I heard what she said.

      “I knew I recognized you from somewhere.”

      I pressed a finger to my chest. “You recognized me?”

      Her hands fell away from her face. Dark rings circled her pale eyes. They were red from tears she’d nearly shed earlier. She seemed exhausted all of a sudden.

      Then, right in front of me, I watched her gaze turn milky white. I leapt back from the table. My chair clattered to the floor in front of me. Heart pounding in my chest, I watched her brow furrow over her unseeing eyes.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      “His name is Jack Murphy…” she said. Her lips twisted to the side for a moment. “That’s a bland name. Your parents really named you that?”

      She threw her hands up in surrender, like someone had yelled at her. I studied the space she’d been looking at before her eyes turned white. There was still a possibility that she was a good actress, but the name Jack Murphy rang a bell in the back of my mind.

      “You died of a heart attack…in the bedroom? I’m so sorry, sir. I….I don’t need to hear the details! You can keep that to yourself. I don’t care how tight her latex was.” Adeline sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      There’d been a man from Syracuse who’d died in my territory a few weeks back. We’d called it a matter of health and shipped his body back to the city for his family to handle. I’d heard rumors that his body had disappeared not long after.

      “She…she what? Oh. That changes everything.” Adeline paused. “No. I can’t help you find your body. I know what happened to it, but there’s no getting it back now.”

      I blinked, startled. This woman had information that she wanted to use to trick me into believing her ruse.

      If she could see ghosts, then she would be able to see… I shook my head to free myself of thoughts of the past. There was no use in lingering in times that I couldn’t change. I couldn’t go back and say something different. I couldn’t stop that car from hitting hers.

      I coughed and cleared my throat. When I came back to the present, Adeline’s eyes were clear again. They were somehow redder, though. It was like her act was taking a toll on her.

      “Jack Murphy says that he was given a drug so that his death would look like natural causes. The woman he hired that night only wanted to kill him for his watch. He was wearing a knock-off Rolex and waving it around like an idiot.” She paused, as if listening to someone else. “Don’t yell at me. You were bragging about it being real. You didn’t deserve to be killed, but that’s still kind of dumb.”

      How would Adeline know about that little detail? We’d noticed the slight ring of pale skin around Jack’s wrist from where a watch had been taken. That wasn’t a detail that we’d released to anyone. The family knew, and they’d brushed it off. No one had spoken a word about it.

      Adeline cast a wary glance to the left before looking me in the eye. “Don’t waste your time looking for Jack’s body. It was…repurposed by a friend. That sounds wrong, but I’m not sure what you’re ready to learn about.”

      I waved off that cryptic statement. “Let’s say I believe you. What then? How does that absolve you from the implications of this murder?”

      Adeline stared me down. She refused to flinch, much to my surprise. Speaking to Jack Murphy had drained her of her ability to give a flying fuck, and I had to admit that I kind of liked it. Here was the solid core of steel inside the soft woman who cared too much.

      Damn it. Was I developing feelings for a suspect? I couldn’t afford to be this messy. While I could have passed this case on to the other detective in the precinct, he wasn’t part of Homicide. He focused on theft and firearms.

      I picked my seat up from the floor, slowly sat, and leaned back. I ran a hand along my growing stubble as I thought for a moment.

      “Tell me something about the murder victim. Her ghost has to be here. Right?”

      “That’s the weird thing,” Adeline said. “Her ghost isn’t here. And that scares the ever-loving shit out of me.”

      

      Addie

      

      I couldn’t tell if the detective believed me. I didn’t know what else I could do to prove it to him. If I really wanted to drive home the truth, I could have dug into his past and found a ghost with a message specifically for him, but Jack Murphy’s ghost had been the most convenient messenger at the time.

      What were the chances that I would run into Bez’s host ghost?

      Bez had been a demon I met briefly while trying to help Vi avoid a Biblical apocalypse. He’d been a nice fellow for a demon until Lilith had shredded him to bits. I’d stuck around with the hopes that I would meet Bez’s spirit lingering, but when you destroyed a demon there was nothing left behind.

      Jack had a lot to say. Nothing like the demon that’d possessed his body, Jack hung around and complained incessantly. I tugged my hat over my head again to veil and minimize the interference around me. Still, Jack’s frustrations overpowered my veil.

      Outside the police station, I spun on the man. My breath was quick. I didn’t stand up to ghosts very often. Jack’s eyes went wide, but they soon narrowed when I fumbled over my words.

      “Y-you need to stop. Just…leave me alone. I c-can’t help you.”

      Jack doubled down. He flung his arm back, pointing at the police station. I knew what would come next.

      You’re the only way they’ll listen to me. You’re the only one who can hear my story. I can’t rest until this is done.

      They never stopped to consider the fact that no one listens to me, either. This sucks, but it was the way of things. Humans didn’t believe in supernaturals. They didn’t want to know that their neighbors were vampires and witches or that the nice guy at the end of the street could take the form of a dragon.

      The very last thing humans wanted to hear was that the dead were all around them at all times. No one wanted to know that grandma was still hanging around the house, watching Suzy get railed on the living room couch or Derek shoot up in the bathroom.

      Even though the family was in the wrong, they always blamed me for calling them out. I didn’t want any part of this. I wanted peace and quiet. The only place I’d ever found that had been in the mountains, and some asshole had decided to take that away from me.

      “There’s the exit,” I said with a wave of my hand.

      A glowing portal appeared as if it’d always been there. The soft white light pouring out of it beckoned me forwards. I dug in my heels to fight off the pull of the afterlife. I was not ready to die.

      “That’s it? That’s all you can do?” Jack spat.

      If this man had any corporeal body parts, I would have kicked him. I understood that he was frustrated over his untimely death, but that didn’t mean he had to be an asshole about it. Since he wanted nothing to do with a peaceful life beyond this world, I released the portal and let it vanish so I could get into my car.

      Jack Murphy glared at me as I sped away. I put my foot to the floorboard with the hope that Jack would lose interest in me. If he showed up at my house, I would cry. I already had too many ghosts lingering there.

      

      Chapter

      

      Addie

      

      Over and over, my thoughts twisted back to the woman in the ravine. She’d looked just like me. I couldn’t pass a photo frame or a window without catching sight of my reflection. Every time I saw myself, I saw her. She might not be here, but she still found a way to cry out for my help.

      While I could ignore ghosts like Jack, I wasn’t sure if I could ignore this one. Something about it didn’t sit right with me.

      I passed by the front window. Though a vintage lace curtain covered the glass—and my reflection—something else caught my attention. A beat-up Lincoln was parked by the curb. I raised a brow at the seat that had been reclined so low that I couldn’t see the driver.

      I should have left him out there by himself, but my family had instilled a sense of hospitality in me.

      When Mom passed, leaving me alone, I’d been pushed onto my Dad’s side of the family. They hadn’t been that bad, but they’d been adamant that there was a certain way that one had to present oneself.

      Now that I thought about it, they were probably the reason that I had most of my panic attacks in the shower. I didn’t want anyone seeing me fall apart because I always felt the need to put my best foot forward no matter the circumstance. That also meant no one really got to know the real me, either.

      I padded into the kitchen and grabbed an unopened bottle of water to bring out to the detective. It was about time that I got his name, so I could call him something other than detective.

      I nervously questioned whether or not I would find the detective in the car. There was a chance that it would be someone else. Why would a homicide detective do his own stakeouts? Surely, he had someone who could do it for him.

      “Someone you know?” Perse VanBuren asked as she pulled her incorporeal bathrobe tighter around her wraith-like body.

      My neighbor had passed away in her sleep from carbon monoxide poisoning a year ago, and she hadn’t shut up since. Thankfully, I liked her enough to deal with her constant talking. She was a sweet soul who stuck around to watch over the neighborhood cats. There were no cat fights in this part of town because she was always there to break them up.

      “Unfortunately,” I said under my breath in response to Perse’s question.

      She got excited, wiggling her brows suggestively. Though I’d doubted the detective would be there, I knew from Perse’s reaction that there had to be a semi-attractive man watching over my house from that Lincoln.

      Sure enough, he was slouched in the reclined driver’s seat. There was a car magazine over his face as he snored softly. I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t even realized that I’d been nervous, but the sight of him eased a knot that’d been tightening my chest.

      Grinning, I knocked on the window. I expected him to startle and drop the magazine, but he simply reached up and tugged the magazine off his face. Did he have danger sense? Could he tell that I was completely harmless right now?

      He raised a brow in question. Somehow, his hair was even messier. I wanted to reach through the window and smooth his blond tresses. The urge was so intense that I had to clutch the cold water bottle in my hand to fight it off.

      He rolled his window down and gave me a dry, “Ms. McCauley.”

      “Oh, he’s a fixer-upper,” Perse said with her hand over her mouth. She leaned into me. “You can do it, though. You can fix him.”

      Awkward, I raised the water bottle. I realized that my grip had indented it. A warmth washed over my face. Hoping he wouldn’t notice, I shoved the bottle towards him. He eyed it before accepting it.

      “It’s unopened,” I said, as if that might help. “Um, what should I call you? I mean, I could keep calling you detective, but if you’re going to be here often, I should have something to call you by.”

      His lip curled as he thought about it. The desire to smooth his messy hair turned into a wrathful urge to shake him. How could someone get under my skin without even speaking? I didn’t understand it. All he had to do was lift one of those thick brows, and I would inevitably lose my cool.

      No one affected me like this. Not even ghosts.

      Then again, ghosts were asking for help—unless they were Perse VanBuren, who was still chatting about the detective in my left ear. This guy wanted me behind bars for something I didn’t do. I couldn’t fix someone who didn’t have my best interests in mind.

      “Call me…Maddox.”

      A dumb smile slipped across my face before I could even think of holding it back. “Maddox. All right. I can do that.”

      It was a nice name for an annoying man.

      “Seen any ghosts lately? Perhaps Harry Houdini paid you a visit while I was gone. I heard he wanted to prove there was no afterlife. Bet he would be quite chatty as a ghost.”

      And there Maddox went, running his mouth again.

      “Oh, a skeptic?” Perse said with a hint of challenge in her voice.

      “Persephone VanBuren!”

      Maddox gave me a strange side-eye as I warned Perse to stay out of this. Of course, she ignored me, as most ghosts did. What use was this power if I couldn’t get them to mind their own business? I had no control.

      Just thinking that made my chest tight. At least, Maddox hadn’t seen just how bad my control was. If I was lucky, he would never have to know.

      Perse reached into the open window and tapped the radio on the dashboard. It flickered, the stations changing at random. It hopped from hip-hop to dad rock to hyper-pop. There was a method to her madness, though.

      The choppy songs said, “Good…afternoon…hot stuff…”

      My cheeks warmed again. “Perse,” I hissed under my breath.

      Flinging my arm out, I pointed to the glowing portal that led to the afterlife. “The door is right there. See yourself out.”

      She laughed and meandered away to go bother some bored cats or something. I didn’t care, so long as she wasn’t here flirting with the detective.

      Maddox blinked rapidly. The blood had rushed from his face. He had been resisting believing, but Perse’s display had changed something. I could see, even from here, that every hair on the back of his arms stood on end.

      “Do you want to come inside?” I asked.

      The sun was setting. I wasn’t going to stay up much longer. I had an early shift at Bad Moon Café in the morning. The place needed to be deep cleaned, bottles needed to be checked for their expiration date, and I would have to see if Vi had set anything on fire while I’d been gone—though her control had been amazing as of late.

      “I’m fine out here. Try not to make any ghosts while I nap out here.” Maddox settled back into his seat.

      He was languid. Had he been a shifter, he would have been beautiful and deadly. What was I saying? He was already both. A man like him knew how to use both his body and his gun to kill.

      Having him outside was oddly comforting. I left him to his own devices while I went inside to make myself a quick dinner. I could have made him something, too, but I wasn’t in the mood to hand-deliver food. If he was hungry, he could come and knock on the door.

      Stomach full, I made my way through the dark towards my bedroom, so I could crash into bed. I flopped, face first, into my comforter. It should have been comforting, but I missed the silence of the wilderness already.

      The moans and groans of disgruntled ghosts filled the air. They were louder than the distant sirens wailing in the inner city. I could get used to the sirens. It was the inconsistent complaints, stories left untold, and ear-piercing screeches that kept me awake.

      Rolling over, I sighed and stared blankly at the ceiling.

      A face suddenly filled my vision. Perse’s eyes were wide with fear. She reached to shake me, but her hands passed right through me. A sound at the window caught her attention. Her head snapped to the side.

      I’d never seen her this scared before.

      “Get up,” Perse hissed.

      Something scratched at the dark windowpane again. The sound of nails dragging along the glass made my bones rattle. Cold arcana unfurled deep within me. It reached outwards before I could stop it and grazed the thing outside my window.

      Death.

      My breath hitched. I rolled out of bed and onto my feet, but I didn’t know where to go. My friends had battle instincts. I froze. Heart hammering inside my chest, I stared at the window where the dead thing was trying to get in.

      Had I…had I done it again? Had I raised the dead by accident again? I never meant to do it. My arcana had a mind of its own. It would crawl out of me, in the dead of night, and find empty hosts. Try as I might, I couldn’t stop it.

      I could never stop the half-formed, rotten things crawling their way towards me like I would be able to fix them. I couldn’t. I didn’t have the power to fix them. They were dead and needed to stay that way.

      Perse filled my vision again. “This isn’t you. Run. They’re coming for you.”

      She shoved me. Even though her hands went through my body, I lurched all the same. I spun and stumbled out of the room. I grabbed my keys from the table near the door and rushed out into the night.

      A crash in the bushes made me jump. I clamped my hand over my mouth to keep from yelping. When I turned, the shadows shifted. Even under the pale glow of the street lamps, I could see something crawling out from under the bushes. A human hand, desiccated, flesh slumping off the bone, reached out.

      “Shit. Fuck.” I spun around.

      The Lincoln still sat by the curb, but I couldn’t go to Maddox. He didn’t deserve to be caught up in this. I prayed that he was sleeping peacefully in his car while I leapt into my own driver’s seat and jammed the key into the ignition.

      Ness could use her arcana to issue commands. Vi could burn things with her divine arcana. However, as I pulled out of my driveway, I couldn’t bring myself to go to them. My friends had mates and happy lives. Both had recently survived near-death experiences.

      I wasn’t going to bring my problems to them.

      Cerri could help, though. At least, that’s what I hoped as I sped towards her warehouse apartment. Maybe…maybe whoever was after me wouldn’t be able to find me there. Cerri had to have wards on her apartment.

      Right?

      I could only hope. I had nowhere else to turn right now. Perse had warned me that this wasn’t an arcana overflow. I wasn’t the one responsible for this. A part of me worried that the person responsible for the girl in the mountains had come after me.

      That couldn’t be right, though. Why would they come after me? I hadn’t seen anything. I had nothing to give to the police!

      I slammed the car into park outside Cerri’s apartment. I’d made it across the city into Lakesedge in record time. For the supernatural side of town, it was blissfully quiet. The wind remained still, refusing to rustle the trees as if it knew that I would jump at even the slightest sound.

      Even shutting my car door behind me made my breath hitch. I raced to the warehouse and ran up the winding stairs to Cerri’s apartment door. There, hand raised, I hesitated. Who was I to bring this down onto Cerri’s head? Did I really want to involve my friends in my problems?

      They didn’t understand my arcana. Sure, they all had their suspicions, but I’d done my best to keep it to myself, so I wouldn’t scare them away. Cerri knew that I had one foot in the grave, but she didn’t know that I could raise the dead.

      Before I could think of anywhere else to run, the door opened and Cerri yanked me into the apartment. She shut the door behind her and put her hands on her hips as she looked me up and down.

      “What is it this time? It seems like there’s always at least one of us in mortal peril lately.”

      Cerri’s hair was a mass of blond curls beneath her green bandana. She looked like she’d rolled out of bed and slapped the bandana on last minute. There was a movie from the eighties playing on the television. A man with the biggest cod-piece I’d ever seen danced with a bunch of puppets.

      I realized that Cerri had fallen asleep while watching a comfort movie. I’d interrupted her lazy night in.

      “I should go. You don’t need to deal with this.” I began backing away.

      Cerri sighed, a sound that was almost a growl. She grabbed the front of my shirt and yanked me further into the room. “Spill. What’s going on?”

      She was always the responsible one. While Ness thrashed and Vi started fires, Cerri stuck around to pick up all the pieces. I couldn’t ask her to handle my problems, too. It wouldn’t be fair of me. If that was the case, though, then why was I here?

      Because I had nowhere else to go. I couldn’t hide with my dad’s side of the family. They were normal, human in every way. Mom’s side of the family was a mystery to me. She never mentioned having siblings. According to her, her own mother died young, too.

      I was alone.

      My chest tightened. Adrenaline chilled my veins. I tried to breathe past the suffocating pressure, but every breath was shallow. My head swam. The room started to tilt. If I didn’t sit soon, I was going to drop.

      “Addie!” Cerri grabbed ahold of me just as my knees buckled.

      I would have been more than happy to sit on the floor, but Cerri led me over to the couch where she sat me down and pressed her palm to my sternum.

      “Is this some sort of magic?” I asked as my chest expanded.

      Cerri let out a shaky laugh. “No magic. Just psychology…or is it physiology?”

      Her touch calmed my rising panic. I guessed it was something she’d learned as part of the local shifter pack. They liked touch. It comforted them. Even though Cerri was born to shifter parents, she couldn’t shift. It seemed that despite her inability to change forms, she’d still picked up a few things from her shifter family.

      “Thanks,” I whispered softly.

      She bent her head so she could try to look me in the eye. “Now, tell me. What’s going on?”

      Where did I start? Instead of spilling the story of how I’d found a dead girl while camping and how the killer might be after me now, I got up and made my way to the big window that looked out over the parking lot.

      I shouldn’t have.

      The lot writhed with bodies. Even in the dark, I could see shapes moving, all crawling towards the building. I jerked back, realizing that the lights inside silhouetted my form and gave away where I was.

      I ran across the room and slapped the light switch while Cerri cried out in confusion. Before she could ask more, I grabbed her arm and yanked her close so I could put a hand over her mouth.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      She wrapped her arms around me while I let my head fall against her shoulder. This close, I could feel the way she trembled, too. The cool and collected façade that she always wore fell apart in the dark.

      “Do you have anything we can use to fight our way out?” I asked softly.

      She groaned. “I have some potions left over from Ness’s battle with the old pack. That’s about it. They’re in the pantry, though.”

      While Cerri peered out the window, I crept to the pantry to claim the potions, but there were only two. My stomach dropped. That wouldn’t be enough to protect us against the parking lot full of undead creatures. We needed something with more firepower if we were going to get through this.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered over and over.

      Cerri smacked me upside the head. She took the bottles from my grasp and set them on the counter, so she could take me by the shoulders. I didn’t expect her to shake me so hard that my head snapped back.

      “Use your damn arcana for once.”

      I bit my lip to keep from whimpering. As if summoned by Cerri’s words, my arcana unfurled. Cold fingers reached in every direction. She must have felt it because she let out a soft gasp as my power brushed past her on its way towards the parking lot.

      There were more than I’d thought. That or they were moving faster than normal, because the warehouse apartment building was now surrounded. There was no clear exit, at least not as far as I could tell.

      There were several sparks of life, people minding their own business in their apartments, in the building. Yet, one stood out. Someone climbed the stairwell, taking the stairs three at a time as they rushed towards us.

      I warned Cerri that someone was approaching. She took up one of the potions and gave me one last look of warning before heading towards the door.

      Alone in the kitchen, I stared at the other potion. My arcana still stretched like a languid cat. It didn’t roil or burst with life. My arcana was slow and hungry, like a zombie from an old horror movie. This power craved a taste of life. It could put that energy to good use.

      I wasn’t going to allow it, though. It was bad enough that I could raise rotting things from the ground. I hated the fact that I needed to pull from living things around me in order to do so. My arcana was cursed. It hurt people.

      The dead things outside scratched at the walls. They knocked at the windows. Footsteps thundered outside the door.

      I remembered my stepmom’s complaint that she felt sick and tired all the time. They’d taken her to the doctor over and over again. How many miscarriages did she have because of my arcana feeding on the life around me? If I didn’t shove my power down, it would continue to hurt everyone.

      Cerri wanted me to take control of the zombie creatures wailing on the glass of her window, but I shuddered to think of the consequences. We were surrounded. I wasn’t going to make this worse.

      The person outside Cerri’s door paused. Their chest heaved from racing up the stairs. I could feel their life pumping. If I grabbed at it and took it for myself, then I could use that energy to take ahold of the creatures outside.

      I’d never directed my power before. I didn’t know if I could control it and only pull from the killer outside, but I had to try something. Raising a shaking hand, I directed it towards the door. Cerri stood between me and the person in the hall. The sight of her in my path made a spike of cold pierce my chest.

      I yanked my hand back and clutched it close to my chest. I couldn’t do this. Using my arcana would hurt the people I loved.

      The glass behind me groaned from the things hitting it from the outside. Belatedly, I realized the zombies had climbed the outside of the building. Maybe someone would have noticed by now. Lakesedge was home to many supernaturals, including two dragon shifters. There had to be someone around who could take care of this for us.

      Right?

      The door flew open. Cerri prepared to throw the potion in her hands. Gun pointed towards the floor, Maddox came face to face with a determined Cerri. Pulse lurching, I threw myself on Cerri.

      I caught the potion right before she could throw it. Gaping, Cerri shook me off.

      “Ms. McCauley!” Maddox shouted.

      For a split-second, I thought he was yelling at me. Only when skeletal hands grasped my arms did I realize that his shout was one of fear. Undead hands yanked me onto my back and started dragging me across glass shards.

      When had the window broken? Did they break through when Maddox broke in the door? I’d been so caught up in trying to protect him that I hadn’t even noticed.

      Maddox, frozen in fear, balked at the creatures behind me. For a heartbeat, his face was drained of all color. I didn’t have time to explain. Thankfully, I didn’t have to. A switch seemed to flip. Maddox’s brow flattened. His attention focused beyond me, and he raised his weapon.

      The gunshot rang out in my ears. The ringing drowned out the sound of bones scraping against the floor. I couldn’t hear what Cerri shouted. I could only see her face, drawn with a mixture of exasperation and fear.

      Maddox blinked at the creature still dragging me towards the window. He must have hit it. A bullet wouldn’t stop a zombie, though. The thing was already dead. There were only two ways to stop it.

      Dismember it until it could do nothing more than wiggle or…

      Take control of it.

      My breath shuddered out of me as I twisted. The zombie hoisted me and the dark world beyond the broken window yawned before me. My stomach flipped at the sight of the sheer drop. The rest of the creatures moved away.

      They were going to throw me to the ground!

      If that didn’t kill me outright, it certainly would get me more than half-way there. I dug in my heels, but the other zombies launched into action. They saw my defiance and grabbed ahold of me to pull.

      I had to steal control of these zombies. Did I know if I could do it? Absolutely not, but I would die if I didn’t try. I had to do it…I had to…

      My power reached out, but I nervously yanked it back. It thrashed inside me. My arcana wanted the zombies. I held it down, though. Fear turned my veins to ice. Not because of the sheer drop beneath me. No, I was terrified of myself.

      This was it. I couldn’t even use my power to protect myself. I was too afraid of even that.

      This unearthly power would pull on the life force of my friend, of the detective, and everyone else in the building. It would drain them of everything that kept them alive. I couldn’t…I wouldn’t…

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Maddox shouted right as a hand grabbed the back of my shirt.

      He yanked me back. Skeletal fingers dug into the soft flesh of my arms, but Maddox’s pull made their rotting bodies give way. A pair of hands, completely detached from their bodies, still clung to my arms as Maddox picked me up and carried me away.

      “Take her somewhere else,” Cerri commanded. “Don’t worry about me. They want her. Once you leave, you won’t have to worry about me.”

      Maddox hesitated. My arcana still slithered inside me. It tried to break past my hold on it. Over and over, it sent out feelers, little fingers in search of a spark of life. The skeleton hands on my arms clenched harder, and my arcana leapt excitedly.

      My arcana twisted and lunged for the hands. Though I tried to pull it back, a bit of that cold power found its way out and claimed the hands. I gasped as my senses expanded. Though the hands had no skin to feel, I could somehow still sense what they were touching.

      I felt the folds of my shirt and the tension in my muscle as they gripped me. My arcana seemed to laugh triumphantly while I trembled in fear.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Maddox said to reassure me even though there was no conviction in his voice.

      I didn’t know how to tell him that I wasn’t afraid of the zombies.

      I was afraid of myself.

      The hands leapt off me. They weren’t under my control, not really. My arcana worked without me, like a creature surviving on instinct alone. The hands skittered across the floor and threw themselves at their former bodies. I turned my face away from the zombies clamoring after us, so I couldn’t see what the hands did to protect me.

      I just wanted out of here. I wanted away from my own power and the way it threatened to hurt those around me. Already, I could hear Maddox’s breath becoming labored. I doubted it was from carrying me. I must have pulled on his life force to take control of the hands.

      If he was struggling from a feat as small as that, then I didn’t want to think of how badly I would hurt everyone else if I took control of all the zombies.

      Useless. I was useless.

      No. I was actually a danger to everyone around me.

      

      Maddox

      

      I did my best to ignore the horrors around me. They couldn’t be real. I refused to believe anything I saw. I was in the middle of an unholy hallucination from lack of sleep. Yeah, that was a good explanation. The alternative didn’t make sense.

      Zombies.

      Real-life-zombies dragged their rotting bodies across the floor towards me. They reached out with slippery bone-hands. I kicked the nearest one and cringed when the bones went flying in every direction. They weren’t all that well put together.

      No. They weren’t real.

      They couldn’t be real.

      I carried Addie out of the building, much to my own surprise. Even with her extra weight added to mine, my footing was sure. I didn’t miss a step the whole way down the stairs.

      “Where can we go?” I asked, breathless.

      Addie said nothing. She buried her face in my shirt and whimpered.

      I couldn’t blame her. A bunch of dead things had grabbed her with the intention of throwing her out the window. What I didn’t understand was why she didn’t fight back. Had I not caught her, the zombies would have thrown her down three stories.

      She could have died. Yet, she’d shown no indication of fighting.

      That should have set off alarms. There were red flags all over the place, but my gut begged me to look past them. There was more at work here. These zombies weren’t Addie’s doing.

      Besides, she could only see the dead. She couldn’t control them.

      I hoofed it back to my car and tucked her into the passenger seat. The gas tank was full. So long as we kept driving, the zombies wouldn’t be able to keep up. I just hoped we wouldn’t run into more whenever we stopped.

      I shouldn’t have believed in any of this. None of it was real.

      The car lurched over something that squelched and crunched, making my stomach turn. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

      Addie’s crying filled the inside of my car. The rumble of my engine was familiar as it vibrated my bones. Those sounds anchored me, dragging me into reality whether I liked it or not. The truth set in. No matter how I tried to shake it off, it came crashing right back in.

      “What are those?” I shouted in the small cabin.

      Addie’s crying hitched. I would have kicked myself for my panic had my foot not been on the gas pedal. I was flexible enough to get my other foot in my mouth, but I couldn’t quite kick myself with it.

      I could have apologized, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. This wasn’t a friend. Addie and I weren’t out on a date, either. She was a murder suspect, and I needed to treat her as such.

      Even after she’d nearly been murdered, herself?

      Shit. I didn’t know what to do. Nothing here made any damn sense.

      Zombies. Weren’t. Real.

      Addie sniffled and lifted her head. She kept her gaze on the strip of pavement outside the windshield. I thought she would shut down, but she opened the glove box and rummaged around until she found some old napkins. After blowing her nose, she spoke.

      “You saw exactly what you think you saw,” she said, soft yet clear.

      “Like hell, I did.” I refused to believe it.

      She’d drugged me. I don’t know when she had a chance to do it, but she must have. If that was the case, then I didn’t need to be driving. I slammed onto the brakes and jerked the steering wheel to the right.

      Addie yelped and asked me what I thought I was doing. “Don’t stop! We need to keep going.”

      “No way. I’m hallucinating. I shouldn’t be driving. We’re going to wrap this ancient car around a tree if I drive in this condition.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      But I didn’t turn the engine off. A part of me was afraid of the truth. I was in denial. This was too much for me to swallow.

      Well, now I knew how women felt when they were on their knees.

      I ran a hand through my hair. When was the last time I’d slept? Like, really slept? I’d grabbed a few hours of sleep here and there, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten a full reset.

      Addie twisted in her seat and looked out the back windshield. Shadows tugged at her face, pulling it into a panic. Her fingers turned white as she gripped her seat. Facing forward, she closed her eyes and dragged in ragged breaths.

      The air inside the car turned cold. My breath fogged in front of me. I stared at the already-fading cloud of steam in wonder. Then, as if it’d never existed, it disappeared and left me questioning if I’d ever seen it at all.

      A wave of exhaustion rolled over me. I groaned and ran both hands over my face. My bones ached. Every muscle was suddenly hollow. I slumped in my seat as the world outside tilted back and forth.

      “Shit. No. No, I didn’t mean to! I don’t want this!” Addie kicked her door open and jumped out into the night.

      The word slammed into place. I jerked back and inhaled sharply. Fatigue still clung to me, but I was able to shrug it off as I stepped out into the night and searched for Addie.

      What the hell had I gotten into? I wanted to believe that this was nothing more than a bad trip—maybe I’d eaten some moldy bread when I made that egg sandwich this morning—but it all felt too real. I’d watched my bullet blow a zombie’s skull to bits. I’d run one over and felt it under my wheel.

      “Adeline!” I shouted against my better judgement.

      I knew I shouldn’t draw attention to myself, but I had a feeling that they weren’t looking for me. These zombies wanted Addie. I wouldn’t know why until I found her.
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          ADDIE

        

      

    

    
      The darkness swallowed me. It was comforting, in a way.

      I dropped to my knees. The earth was soft. The weather had been unreasonably warm, and the melted snow had seeped into the ground, turning it to mud that sucked me deeper into its grasp.

      I took the swelling arcana inside me and shoved it deep into the ground. The arcana caressed all the dead things beneath me. Dirt was nothing but life that had been left to rot and returned to the earth. I could feel the lives that had been here before, deer, rabbits, mice, and every small plant that ever tried to reach for the sun.

      Just when I thought that I’d dispersed every last bit of my arcana, another wave came. It was endless. I could reach and reach, spreading my power all across Syracuse and Lakesedge. Even from here, I could feel the corpses of those who’d never gotten proper funerals. I felt Luca and the other vampires in the night club.

      What was this power, and why did I have to have it? What good was this?

      When the fingers of my arcana tried to grab ahold of the dead things in the ground, I reared back. Revulsion hit me when I thought about the kind of energy it would take to raise dead all across the city. I would kill everyone.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      This power was a curse, and I hated everything about it. Even myself.

      A hand touched my back. I jumped and lashed out with a backhand. My knuckles bumped Maddox’s leg. He grunted at the impact but seemed unaffected otherwise.

      “What the hell are you doing out here in the dark?” He turned the flashlight of his phone onto me.

      I cringed away from the light like a creature of the night. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      He snorted. “That’s cryptic. You out here bloodletting so you can summon more zombies? Or do you have a live sacrifice…wait, am I the sacrifice?”

      Though he was joking, I could hear the hesitation in his voice. Maddox was afraid. Yet, he offered a hand down to me and helped me to my feet.

      He tugged a little too hard, pulling me into his chest. I caught myself, both hands against his chest where I could feel his surprisingly steady heartbeat. As if by instinct, he put a hand to my lower back to steady me. In the circle of his arms, the rest of the world fell away, and I could finally breathe easy.

      Maddox smelled of coffee and musk, a scent that I would gladly get used to.

      What was I thinking? Had my panic scrambled my brains? This man wanted to accuse me of murder. I couldn’t smell him and indulge in thoughts like that. There were other men in this city. Other men wouldn’t accuse me of killing my twin from another mother.

      But other men wouldn’t save me from a zombie raid. They wouldn’t charge into a room of monsters and face them down without flinching.

      I had to admit, as we walked back to the road, that Maddox had a core of steel. Even Ness had panicked the first time she’d come face to face with a zombie, and Ness was nigh unflappable. Maddow, however, kept his head high and his head in check.

      “How are you taking this so well?” I asked, my voice nothing more than a whisper in the dead quiet of night.

      Maddox grunted.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He turned his head ever so slightly to glare at me. I waited for him to turn that flashlight on me and blind me out of sheer pettiness, but he never did.

      “Do you think Cerri is okay?” I never should have brought those zombies to her doorstep.

      I would have to pay for her to get that window replaced. Windows that big were likely specially made to fit the old, converted warehouse. That meant I would be paying quite the sizeable bill to replace it.

      That was if I survived this. I had no idea who was after me, but it was clear that someone with powers a lot like mine was intent on killing me. Now I had two reasons to get to the bottom of this mystery. Maddox wanted to pin that woman’s murder on me, and it seemed that the murderer wanted me dead.

      If I was going to take the fall for the killer, why would they come after me? It made no sense. They were better off waiting for me to get sentenced for their crimes. There had to be another reason.

      The woman in the ravine had looked a lot like me. While it made sense that a killer would have a type, a kind of victim that they preferred, I never would have expected to come across one with my specific skill set.

      Which begged the question: where did they get the energy to summon so many zombies?

      When I raised the dead, I pulled the life-force from nearby things, be it plants, animals, or humans. To summon that many zombies would take a village’s worth of energy. I shuddered to think of those whose lives had been stolen just to hunt me down.

      Back at the road, I stopped before approaching the car. Maddox got a few steps ahead of me and paused when he realized I was no longer following him. He turned, and this time he blinded me with his flashlight.

      I covered my eyes with the back of my hand until he sighed and dropped it. The man must have thought that would break me, but tonight had already taken everything out of me. I had no more panic, no more fear left to give.

      Only determination.

      “Do you believe me now?” I asked.

      “On which part? I need you to be more specific.”

      Despite everything, I laughed. It came out a little manic, but a tightness in my chest eased. Tonight had been a wild ride, but I’d survived despite everything.

      “Do you still think I’m responsible? Or do you think I went through all this to deceive you?” I put my hand on my hips and waited.

      Maddox’s lips twisted to the side like he was thinking.

      My jaw dropped. “You really think I would throw myself out a window to prove my innocence?”

      The roll of his eyes told me that yes, he really thought I could have been behind this. But that also told me that he no longer thought this was a weird trip. The zombies weren’t hallucinations. They were very much real, and a big threat no matter where we went.

      I sobered. “Whoever is behind this knows where I live. I don’t know if I can go back home.”

      “You’ll be fine when the sun comes up. They did this at night to hide…” Maddox shuddered, likely thinking of the rotten zombies.

      I didn’t want to tell him that I could make better ones. Perhaps the killer spread themselves too thin by raising so many zombies, but the ones that I’d made had always pulled themselves together before long.

      Did that mean that I was stronger? Or was I being cocky? It honestly didn’t matter when I wasn’t going to use my arcana in the first place. I refused to sacrifice the life force of others to use this power.

      “So, where do we go until the sun comes up?” I asked.

      Maddox’s lip curled like he hated his own idea. “Let’s drive out a little further and get a motel room for the night.”

      That’s how we found ourselves at a place called the Rainbow Motel in the middle of nowhere. It sat at a crossroads that would have been ripe for demon activity had it not been for Vi’s reputation. Honestly, I would have welcomed a few demons over the horde of zombies from earlier.

      Maddox kicked open the door of our room to reveal one bed. I glanced up at him in question. He wasted no time in kicking the door closed behind him. While I cringed at the loud sound, he marched into the bathroom and flung himself into the tub. The bedraggled sigh that he let out betrayed his absolute exhaustion.

      That was my fault. I’d had a moment in the car. My arcana had gotten out of hand. Overexcited, it’d reached for everything in the nearby vicinity. I’d accidentally pulled on some of Maddox’s life force. When I realized what I’d done, I’d gotten out of the car to put distance between us while I calmed down.

      Now, he quickly passed out in order to reclaim some of that lost energy.

      I was left alone with the single bed. As guilty as I felt for letting him sleep in a bathtub of all things, I still climbed onto the bed and curled around a pillow.

      Every small noise startled me. I jumped at every moan of the wind, thinking that it was another zombie come to drag me away.

      Sleep was a distant dream.
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      Addie left a note on the table that a friend had come and taken her home. I stared at it and tried to ignore the churning emotions flowing through me. They wouldn’t help me get to the bottom of this mystery. I had to be objective. My concern for the woman wasn’t going to solve anything.

      Instead of going home, I returned the key for the room and went to work, so I could comb through old cold-cases. My mind should have been on my current case, but recent events had opened my eyes.

      Monsters were real.

      And I wasn’t just talking about remorseless killers. No, the world had been hiding a lot more from me, and I was frustrated that I hadn’t noticed it sooner. Monsters lived in my district. They filled the city. There was no escaping them.

      I leafed through case file after case file in search of clues, but I didn’t quite know what I was looking for. While I knew that zombies were real, apparently, I didn’t know if werewolves or vampires or witches were real. What clues would they leave behind? Would I notice them if I came across them?

      I wouldn’t know unless I asked someone who had more information. The only person I could think of was Addie. While I’d met her friend, the blonde in the warehouse apartment, I knew nothing more than her address. Addie, however, I had reason to visit again.

      The door to file storage opened and a large form filled the exit. Bastien Vance took his hat off and rubbed his forehead before fitting the cap back onto his head. He put his hands on his hips and looked down at me.

      “What are you doing holed up in here?” he asked, a teasing note in his voice.

      Bastien Vance and I had entered the precinct at the same time. While I’d climbed up to detective, he’d been comfortable in his beat-cop position. He had no real desire to climb the ranks. It made him an easy-going friend who I could turn to most of the time.

      I couldn’t right now. This new information would make me sound insane, and I already had to fill out paperwork for my discharged weapon. If they caught me talking about monsters living beside us, I would lose my job for sure.

      “Just trying to see if this new case connects to some of the unsolved ones. You never know where you’re going to find a new lead.” I packed the files back into their boxes.

      Bastien tilted his head and lifted a brow. “That’s not how this usually works. Is it? From what I’ve seen in your career, it’s always a boyfriend. How many times has that happened? About ten, I’d say.”

      I grunted in response. This case wasn’t like any other I’d been on. For a moment, several heartbeats passing, I considered telling Bastien what’d happened last night. The words caught in my throat, though. They were trapped there like some sort of spell kept me from spilling the beans.

      That was fine. Bastien wouldn’t believe me. He was as normal as they came. We drank beers every Saturday night. We took turns bringing coffee into the office. I knew his burger order like the back of my hand. If I brought magic and monsters into this, I would ruin the last normal thing I had left in my life.

      After shoving the cold-case file box back onto the shelf, I shoved past him.

      “Where are you headed? Did you think of a lead?” Bastien followed at a leisurely pace as if he had nothing else to do.

      At my desk, I paused. “Did that background check on Adeline McCauley come back?”

      Bastien, brows lifted, lifted a thick finger for me to wait. He bounced away and returned with his long gait. I rolled my shoulders in an attempt to shake the feeling of all eyes on me. I glanced to the side, but no one was looking at me. Yet, I still felt as though people were waiting for me to break down and start screaming about zombies. Bastien snapped me back to reality when he slapped a manila folder into my outstretched hand.

      I lifted it in thanks and fled the office. Bastien called out to me, but I couldn’t stand one more moment trapped in there. The normalcy was too much to bear after last night. I could have shut down and forced myself to push through the day, like I had to a few years ago, but I didn’t want to venture into that level of numb again.

      If I shut down, I would be of no use to anyone. As it was, I knew that I’d barely crawled my way out of that dead feeling. I had just enough feeling to do my job, and that was it. If I allowed anything more…

      There was a case on my desk that needed to be solved. I didn’t have time to think about my emotional state or the causes behind it.

      The background check on Addie gave me exactly what I needed. The drive out to the city was pleasant until the city came into view. It was grimy, nothing like the mountains that I’d escaped to. The crime rates here were wild. Unsolved cases piled up one after another.

      Yet, this small café stood out as a shining pearl amongst the grime. I parked at the curb and looked Bad Moon Café up and down. Behind the big glass window, Addie wiped over a narrow counter before disappearing deeper into the café.

      I grinned, triumphant. Before I could enter, the front door opened, and a tall woman stepped out. She looked me up and down with hooded eyes. At first, I thought her black hair had been cut short, but when she tilted her head, I noticed the bun tied at the back of it.

      While her hair was distracting, it was her eyes that caught me off guard. A cold shiver ran through me, making me take a half step back as my core stiffened defensively. My hand was halfway to the weapon at my hip before I stopped myself.

      The woman grinned, a sharp tooth at the corner of her smile. Before long, the smile fell away, and that deadly stare returned. This woman had killed before, and now she was deciding whether or not I needed to die, too.

      “Detective Greene,” I introduced myself as a warning.

      The woman’s demeanor didn’t change. I expected her behavior to shift into a guise of innocence, but she didn’t bother. She saw no reason to hide her true nature from me, which raised even more questions.

      “If you came here to cause trouble for my employees, I will make sure that your superiors strip you of everything you have ever been given.” She smiled, a toothy warning.

      My hackles rose. Lip curled, I said, “If you’re hiding something here, I’ll find out. You won’t be able to get away with murder.”

      She…laughed. “There has been blood on my hands for far longer than you’ve been on this earth. Though, I will admit that my hands have been clean for the past few decades. The crimes I have committed were done long ago in cities thousands of miles away from here.”

      Not human.

      My body made the connection before my brain. I realized that when my feet moved against my will. It was as if the force of her presence had sent me running. What the hell is this woman?

      The bell over the café’s door chimed and Addie leaned out.

      “Ms. Miura, please excuse him. He’s an asshole. He can’t help it. But I promise he’s a good man.”

      My jaw dropped, but neither woman gave me room to defend myself.

      Without looking away from me, Ms. Miura addressed Addie. “You’re sure of this? He isn’t a threat to you or anyone else under my protection?”

      Addie smiled softly, as if warmed by Ms. Miura’s words. “He’s here to help.”

      The woman nodded and pushed past me without another word. I expected her to issue one last threat, but it seemed as though she felt her job here was done. To be fair, I found her threatening as it was. She didn’t have to say more.

      Once she was gone, I sidled up to Addie and whispered, “What is she?”

      “We can’t figure it out.” Addie moved aside to let me into the café. “We all have running bets. Ness thinks she’s some sort of Alpha shifter. Cerri thinks that Audra is a fae from another country. Vi has called her a spirit, but I know she’s not a ghost.”

      I narrowed my eyes at all these unfamiliar names. Addie spoke plainly, like I should recognize these people. If I’d done my job better and taken more than a glance at the background check, I might have.

      “You met Cerri last night.” Addie gestured to the two other women behind the coffee counter. “Meet Vi and Ness.”

      A tall, athletic woman with short blond hair grinned wide and waved. The sunlight outside shifted and cast a glow over her skin, but I quickly realized that the same didn’t happen to the brunette beside her. The glow had come from within the tall woman. Upon sensing that I’d noticed, her grin became goofier. She wiggled her brows like we had some sort of inside secret.

      Beside her, a short brunette with her wild curls confined to a messy bun glared at me. She crossed her arms over her chest in a clear show of defensiveness.

      All three women had that same look in their eyes. The same one I’d first seen in Addie’s eyes. The same one I’d noticed in Audra Miura, too. They had all killed before. Yet none of them were behind bars.

      What was going on here?

      

      Addie

      

      Maddox stiffened at the sight of my friends. I wondered what he saw in them. While Vi was warm and welcoming, I noticed a bit of light leak out of her. Her fire had turned into divine light recently, and she was still struggling to keep it contained. We’d shoved her into the walk-in cooler more than once today.

      Ness was Vi’s polar opposite. Darkness surrounded my fellow friend with one foot in the grave. She directed all of that darkness at Maddox like he’d pissed in her bed or something.

      “He’s here to help,” I reminded them before grabbing Maddox’s arm.

      I led him to a table in the back and promised that I would return with coffee. While I didn’t ask him how he liked to drink his coffee, I figured it couldn’t be all that hard to figure out. If you paid attention to a person, you could tell what they needed.

      Back at the counter, Ness grabbed me and pulled me into a huddle with her on one side and Vi on the other. Between the Barghest and the demi-angel, I felt ridiculously safe. I let out the breath that had been burning in my lungs.

      “Are you sure he’s going to help?” Ness asked.

      I opened my mouth the assure her that he would, but I hesitated. There was no way to know for certain.

      “I can get the pack together. We can go hunting. With the pack’s ability to track scents and our ability to stumble into trouble, I’m sure we can track down whoever is behind this.”

      Vi wiggled her fingers, light flashing between them. “Let us at them. We can make sure no one bothers you ever again.”

      I glanced back at where Maddox was waiting. The young woman that I’d found in the ravine needed justice. Ness’s previous Alpha had killed so many human women, and, while they’d all been recovered and returned to their families, none of them had found the justice they deserved.

      That left so many of their ghosts restless. They were human, and that made them crave a human kind of justice. I couldn’t let this woman go without that, too. Her ghost might not be here, but I could help her find the kind of end that she might want.

      I shook my head. “Both of you have other priorities now. You have mates. I’m sure you’re thinking about starting families and all that.”

      Vi gaped at my suggestion, but it was Ness who fidgeted nervously. She tucked a piece of hair that wasn’t there behind her ear, likely because she needed an excuse to move. We’d known her so long that we knew what she was thinking, even if she was trying to hide it.

      “You’re pregnant?” Vi shouted.

      Other patrons lifted their heads, all their attention now on us.

      Ness quickly hushed Vi. “No! No. It’s just that…we’re trying.”

      That was even more reason to keep this problem off Ness’s plate. She and Ryder deserved happiness after all they’d gone through.

      Ness grimaced. “We’re worried that the number of times I’ve died might be a problem.”

      It’d happened twice now. Once before we’d met her, and more recently when Ryder had to go through Ness in order to kill Alvin. Death refused to take Ness. It kept shoving her back into the world of the living as if she had a duty that she could not escape.

      Vi gave a half-shrug. “Ask Cerri to make you some sort of fertility potion.”

      I nodded in agreement, though I was startled with how easily we’d switched topics. This was nothing new for us. We all walked a fine line between danger and normalcy. None of us had ever known a moment of peace. We simply had to find the sparks of life in the brief moments we had available.

      Ness’s shoulders didn’t relax until I told her that she was, for all intents and purposes, still very much living. Though she had died, she wasn’t undead. I would know if she was.

      I waited for Vi to give me a suspicious glare, since I’d never quite explained my arcana to her. Instead, she wore a knowing look that unnerved me more than I wanted to admit. Vi had a touch of the divine in her since her father was Lucifer himself. It made me wonder what kind of information she had access to.

      There wasn’t time to ask. I set about making two coffees, one for myself and another for Maddox. I’d left him waiting long enough. By the time I returned, he was very clearly disgruntled. His upper lip curled with disdain at the sight of me.

      I stifled the urge to console him. Though I lived in the cool grasp of death, that didn’t make me an ice-queen. If anything, I craved warmth and the ability to spread it around. I wasn’t sure Maddox would appreciate the gesture, though.

      He seemed cold and removed. Any hint at emotion made him pull back. I wanted to crack him open and let out everything that he kept in, but that wasn’t my place. His business was his own.

      “It’s about time,” he grumbled when I set his coffee in front of him.

      I nearly snatched it back. The only reason I didn’t was out of fear of burning myself.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “That’s a free coffee. You could be a little more grateful. Or are you used to having donut shops kiss your boots just because you’re a cop?”

      He narrowed his eyes and glared up at me, but I noticed the slight lift at the corner of his mouth. Oh, I got it. He wanted someone to take his frustration out on. This was a verbal sparring match, and he would give as good as he got.

      But I wasn’t going to take part. At least, not in the way he expected. I pulled out a chair for myself and sat in preparation for the rug-pull I was about to perform.

      “So, how does it feel to be nothing more than a small human in a world of supernatural beings?”

      Maddox’s hint of a smile disappeared completely. He looked away from me while his jaw tightened. For a breath, I felt bad. Then, Maddox had to go and open his mouth again.

      “I could ask you the same thing. I’m guessing you’re not that powerful in comparison to some of the things out there. You didn’t do anything to protect yourself last night. If all you can do is see ghosts, then you’re in the same boat as me.”

      I pressed my lips together. Maddox didn’t need to know what I could do. That was best left unspoken. The others treated me the same way. They left me out of their trials. No one came to me for help because they were afraid their troubles would get me hurt.

      And, in a way, I was grateful. Ever since I’d helped Ness find Alvin’s victims, I’d learned to keep my power to myself. The others didn’t need me.

      No one did.

      I jumped off that train of thought and shook myself. Maddox grinned, perhaps thinking that his comment had worked. I didn’t roll my eyes, but I really should have.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      He opened his mouth, then shut it again. He took a long moment to contemplate the real reason behind his visit. I was sure that it wasn’t because he missed me. He had another ulterior motive, but my boss and friends had distracted him.

      “I need to know everything.”

      I sighed. “We’re going to have to go somewhere else for that. I don’t get off work for another hour.”

      “The two of you are scaring people!” Vi shouted from the front. “You can clock out an hour early and take your doom ‘n gloom aura out of here.”

      Vi let out a small oof. I assumed that Ness elbowed her.

      “What?” Vi whispered at the counter. “I’m uncomfortable. I imagine everyone else is, too.”

      Ness sighed. “Go ahead and take the afternoon off. We have you covered.”

      I stole a glance at Maddox. He kept his expression carefully guarded. If he was glad to have me all to himself, he showed no sign. I waited for him to start hauling me off to his car so he could drag me back to the precinct interrogation room. When he didn’t move, I took off my apron and ran to the computer to clock out.

      Much to my surprise, Maddox brought my coffee up to meet me at the door. I took it from him with only a little bit of suspicion. He was a cop, though. He wasn’t going to poison my drink while I wasn’t looking.

      Almost immediately, I regretted leaving work. Outside, the drone of the dead wandering the city crashed upon me. My head throbbed in response. Spirits wailed in the middle of the street, where they’d likely been hit by drivers. Some shouted at buildings they’d fallen off of.

      “Are you sure that boss of yours isn’t the killer?” Maddox asked as we walked.

      I stopped in my tracks. He got a few steps ahead of me before turning. His expression was unreadable. Whatever he was thinking, it was trapped behind that blank mask he wore so often.

      “Not a chance,” I said. “If you even think about accusing her of this, then I’ll personally see to it that you are haunted for the rest of your life.”

      He snorted. “Too late. I’m already haunted.”

      Taken aback, I didn’t know what to say. There was a story there, one that I wanted to get to the bottom of, but I knew I wouldn’t get anything out of him now. I had his name, though. The internet was a wonderful thing, full of information. I would look him up later.

      For now, I had to make sure he understood that we weren’t looking at my friends like they were suspects.

      “Everyone I know is a good person.” I explained what Vi and Ness were.

      When Maddox asked about Cerri, the best I could offer was a shrug.

      “We aren’t sure. I don’t think she really knows. Her arcana involves making potions, but no one knows why. She was born to shifter parents, but she has no animal form. She seems more like a witch than anything.”

      Maddox grumbled under his breath.

      “Excuse me?” I prodded.

      “You keep interesting company for someone who says they’re innocent.” He eyed me. “Audra Miura confessed to murder when I met her. The woman you call ness is Vanessa Blackford, who was last seen with three missing people.”

      I gave him a tight yet sad smile. “You just don’t understand. This is what it’s like being a supernatural. I’m not the only one followed by death.”

      The grim twist of his lips and the unimpressed glare he leveled upon me said that wasn’t enough for him. This was a man of the law, devoted to justice. To Maddox, if there was a will, there was a way. He thought that he would be able to rise above the murder, above the violence of it all.

      At an intersection, I punched the crosswalk button and turned away from Maddox while my mind churned. My coffee warmed my hand, so I tried my best to focus on that. It did little to ground me. My thoughts flew in every direction, from the ghost at the opposite corner to Ness’s recent death.

      The crosswalk buzzed. Without thinking, I stepped forward.

      A chill tiptoed up my spine. I shuddered. Death was nearby.

      “Addie!” Maddox shouted.

      Time slowed. I lifted my head, and the world came into focus. A bus bore down on me. I swallowed and tried to jump out of the way, but my body refused to move. Every muscle stiffened, ready for impact.

      The bus driver would see me, though. He would stop. This bus wasn’t going to hit me full speed. Right?

      The bus showed no signs of stopping. Time was speeding up. Every part of me rioted. I wanted to move. I knew I had to move, but my body wouldn’t respond.

      A pair of hands grabbed me around the middle. My coffee flew from my hands when my feet left the ground. The world spun. I let out a cry. My feet touched the ground again. The hands slid along my body until arms encircled me.

      “Shh, you’re safe,” Maddox whispered into my hair.

      My heart thundered. Teeth chattering, I slowly registered what had happened. I was safe. The bus flew past us. It raced right through a red light. The sounds of blaring horns filled the air, but there was no crunch of metal and fiberglass to signal an impact.

      It was over. The bus was gone—vanishing at a forked intersection that led between several buildings. The cars stopped honking.

      I slumped in Maddox’s arms. He held me tight. In the circle of his arms, I could hear his own heartbeat thumping wildly. He’d…he’d been afraid for my safety. He stroked my hair gently. I wasn’t sure if it was to calm me or himself. He seemed just as shaken up over this as I was.

      When I looked up at him, I expected him to be staring in the direction of the long-gone bus. Our gazes connected. A nervous spike made my stomach flip. My breath hitched. His eyes were dark and strangely comforting. When he looked at me, I felt like I was being surrounded with a heavy blanket in the middle of a calm night.

      It was a feeling that I could get used to.

      His brows furrowed. He touched my cheek with a bent knuckle. “When was the last time you slept? Did the monsters keep you up all night?”

      When did Maddox become such a softie? My heart pattered at the brush of his knuckle against my cheek. I put my hands against his chest as my breath quickened. I had every intention of pushing him away, but I found myself stuck. No part of me wanted to move. Instead, I had to fight the urge to melt into him.

      Here, with Maddox, the world seemed softer. The volume around me wasn’t so loud. I couldn’t hear the cries of ghosts around me so long as Maddox had ahold of me. This was a feeling I could quickly get addicted to.

      Which meant that I had to push him away. I shoved, and his embrace vanished. Regret set in almost immediately when the cacophony of ghosts hit me all over again. I sucked in deep breaths while I struggled to balance myself again.

      If I let Maddox bring me comfort like that, I would be overwhelmed every time I stepped away. I would want to be around him at all times, and that wouldn’t ever happen. He wanted something very different than me. If Maddox had his way, he would put me and all of my friends behind bars for things they couldn’t change.

      He wasn’t a potential lover. He was an ally of convenience. The moment we solved this mystery, I would put real distance between the two of us. Maybe I would take some time off from work and backpack across the country.

      “I mean it,” Maddox said, his voice gruff again. “When was the last time you slept? You look like—”

      “Shit?” I supplied.

      His upper lip curled into a mocking sneer. “No. That’s not what I was going to say.”

      But he didn’t finish his statement, which led me to believe that’s exactly what he’d been about to say. I didn’t blame him, though. I knew I looked like shit. My concealer must have worn off. That’s what happened when I bought the three-dollar makeup from the clearance racks.

      My gaze fell on my coffee, splattered all over the street. I sighed and clenched my empty hand in grief.

      “That happen often in this city?” Maddox asked.

      No, it didn’t. Syracuse might be an awful city, but buses didn’t try to mow people down every day. Right before it’d happened, the chill of death had crept up on me. My initial instinct had been that someone must have passed away. The feeling had distracted me and blinded me to the bus that’d been rushing towards me.

      Now, I wondered if that had been on purpose.

      I looked up and down the street for signs of whoever might have been behind this, but several minutes had passed since then. The bus was long gone. The street was nigh empty. There were only a few people mingling about, and they were busy minding their own business—at least it seemed that way.

      “Someone wants me dead,” I said.

      Maddox grunted. Couldn’t he provide any other response? Was he a freaking caveman?

      “Use your words,” I snapped.

      Maddox looked me dead in the eye and grunted.

      I threw my hands in the air and spun away from him. This is why I didn’t invite men into my life. They were nothing more than a nuisance. At best, they were nice to look at. At worst, they left scars that required several years of therapy to heal.

      I wasn’t sure how Vi or Ness got so lucky. It seemed that fate favored them, despite what they might say. Both had gotten mates, destined lovers who would do anything for them. As someone who wasn’t a shifter, there was no promise of a mate for me. I would have to deal with men the same way everyone else did.

      Maddox caught up to me. He grabbed my arm and gently pulled me to a stop.

      I threw a glare back at him. He didn’t flinch the way I expected. The cool power of my arcana danced along my skin. When I exhaled, my breath was icy. Yet, Maddox looked me in the eye without showing even the barest hint of fear.

      “Do you want a twenty-four-hour detail?” he asked, his voice tender.

      I reeled away from him. His concern surprised me more than I expected. It was…unwelcome. He crashed between hot and cold without warning. My head was spinning, and I couldn’t bear another minute of it.

      Shrugging off his grasp, I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m going somewhere no one will be able to find me.”
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      Maybe going back to the mountains wasn’t the best idea, but I had little other choice. The killer knew where I lived. My house wasn’t safe. At least, out here in the wilderness, I could move around and keep the killer guessing.

      Night had fallen. It whispered with the soft sounds of life trying to return to a winter landscape. I closed my eyes and tried to sink into the comfort of it, but my mind kept returning to Maddox.

      He lived in my head, much to my annoyance. I couldn’t help but think about his floppy hair or his wrinkled shirt. The scent of him crept up my nose again, without even needing to be near him. My core clenched tight with a kind of need that reminded me just how long it’d been since I’d last let a man into my life.

      The only thing that pulled me out of my thoughts was the distant howl of a wolf. Its song was beautiful and hollow all at the same time.

      Then…I remembered that there were no wild wolves in the Adirondack mountains.

      I bolted upright, heart racing. Memories of Ness’s old pack came racing back to me. Alvin had them hunt her relentlessly. They’d roamed the wilderness of New York with the intent to kill.

      But Alvin was gone. I didn’t have to fear a dead man. He was rotting somewhere in the ground where no one would ever find him again.

      Exhaling, I flopped back onto my sleeping bag. What was howling out there? Was Ness running? That didn’t make sense. I was too far away from Syracuse to be hearing Ness’s howls. That meant there was another shifter in these mountains.

      I just hoped that they weren’t hunting.

      Morning came before I realized. The first light of the day snuck in, bright even through the tent. I groaned and lifted my hand over my face. But when I moved, there wasn’t a sleeping bag beneath me. There was only earth, hard and grating.

      I jerked upright, heart pounding. The tent was gone. I found myself in a hole—no, a grave. Leaping to my feet, I scrambled to climb the six-foot high walls of the grave. The dirt gave way beneath my panicked fingers. It crumbled and sent me sliding back into the grave.

      A whimper rose to my lips and made it out before I could stifle the sound. I backed away and wrapped my arms around my middle. This wasn’t right. I’d fallen asleep in my tent. The sound of the zipper or the tent tearing would have woken me.

      There was no way I would have slept through a kidnapping. I would have woken up at some point. Right?

      The sun bearing down on me from above made my head spin. It wasn’t warm, though. While the light was blinding, it wasn’t baking me. I knew what the winter sun felt like, and it was often oppressive.

      When I exhaled, my breath gathered into a small cloud.

      Pull yourself together, Addie.

      This was a dream. It wasn’t the first time I’d had dreams like this before. Most of the time, I woke in a casket or a wood coffin. An open grave was new. I lifted my face to the sky above and wondered why I was here.

      And why was I lucid?

      A feminine hand appeared above the grave. The faceless person reached down to help me out. I grabbed the person without thinking. The feminine hand turned into a calloused one. Thick, familiar fingers wrapped around my wrist and hauled me up, out of the grave.

      Free of my nightmare, I staggered. Blinding light blocked my vision. I covered my eyes with the back of my hand again. Yet, when my vision cleared, the world was dark.

      I inhaled sharply as my senses came crashing back. My eyes flew wide. My campsite appeared around me, the nearby field stretching towards the shallow mountain peaks in the distance. Behind them, the soft glow hinted at the rising sun to come.

      I wasn’t asleep anymore. The ground beneath my feet was real. The air smelled of mud and crisp winter. Twisting, I looked back at my still-closed tent. How had I gotten out without unzipping it? And—more importantly—when did I start sleepwalking?

      The chill of death gripped my spine. It dragged my attention towards the field. There, in the distance, a figure watched me.

      I fumbled back, alarmed. The stinging pain when I pinched myself didn’t wake me like I’d hoped. My heart jumped right up into my throat as if it could claw its way out and run away on its own. I swallowed the bastard back down and looked back to the figure at the end of the field.

      They didn’t move, which was creepier than if they’d run directly at me.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      Maybe they were a lost hiker who’d stumbled into my camp just in time to watch me sleepwalk. I’d be stunned if I watched that, too.

      The person didn’t move or speak, though. When the cold chill of death rose, my fear spiked. I’d known that coming out here would be risky, but I’d thought that finding another campsite would keep me safe.

      I knew now that I’d been wrong. The killer could track me, somehow. And now I was alone.

      My arcana moved without being summoned. It saw the threat and responded in kind. I felt it shove into the earth and flood in every direction. My power washed over all sorts of bones for hundreds of feet all around.

      Chest tight, I thought about pulling it back. I would destroy this entire field if I let my arcana take ahold of all the dead things under my feet. There would be a barren crater in this valley. However, it could be the thing that allowed me to leave here alive.

      No. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I didn’t want to think about creatures crawling their way out of the ground when they should be left alone. I didn’t want to think about the sacrifice this valley would have to make just to save me.

      While I panicked and yanked back on my arcana, it slithered out of my grasp like incorporeal fog. It washed between my fingers and continued to spread out in all directions. More and more unfurled from me. I wondered if it would ever stop. I reached the foothills of the shallow mountains and felt the arcana climb to find things long trapped beneath fallen rocks.

      No. Come back. We can’t do this. I don’t want to hurt anything!

      In my distress, I forgot about the figure. Head snapping up, I scanned the field, but they were gone. I breathed a sigh of relief until I saw the tall grass move. Death whispered along the field.

      My arcana refused to waste any more time. It took ahold of every bone within its grasp and shoved life into it. I cried out, desperately trying to pull back. I couldn’t get ahold of my own power, though. It refused to obey. My life was in danger, and it would do whatever it thought necessary for my survival.

      I didn’t want to live at the expense of others, though. This had gone on long enough. I was tired of stealing life from those around me. I didn’t deserve it.

      I wasn’t worth it. I wasn’t worth it…

      The ground broke open. It made an awful tearing sound that tore at my heart. I let out a whimper at the sight of the bleached bones breaking the earth. As the creatures put themselves back together, the foliage around them dried and crumbled. Death spread in every direction.

      No. Stop.

      This isn’t right.

      In my fear, I’d forgotten about the threat coming my way. The tall grass split and out stepped a rotting monstrosity. It shambled towards me while my own risen beasts were bursting with new flesh and fur.

      Breath quick, I turned and ran. I paid no attention to the direction. All I knew was that I had to leave. I had to put distance between myself and this valley before everything died.

      The thunderous footsteps of the beast followed until a buck’s bellow filled the air. I didn’t stop to look back at the fight. I knew that the creatures held by my arcana were fighting for me. It broke my heart. They were whole only to fall all over again.

      

      Maddox

      

      When the call came through, I jumped out of my chair and ran for the door. I shouldn’t have been so ready to run to a suspect’s help, but Addie needed me.

      My phone rang again once I was on the road towards the state park. Bastien’s number flashed across the screen. When I didn’t answer, a message came through. I gave it a quick glance, but I cared little for whatever my friend needed while Addie was in trouble.

      There was another emergency. A hit and run had resulted in a death. I didn’t know why that required me, though. Maybe it was in my wheelhouse, but I had other things to deal with. I knew my priorities weren’t in the right place, but I decided to ignore it.

      I flew into the parking spot beside Addie’s old sedan and leapt out of my seat. Halfway to the park trail, I stopped because I heard the sound of sobbing near Addie’s car. I doubled back and found her crouched near the ground, her face in her hands.

      Without thinking, I dropped to my knees and pulled her into my arms. She threw herself at me. A rosary in her hand, one that she must have been praying over, made soft chime-like sounds when she flung her arms wide. Her sobs tugged at me more than I expected. I clutched her tight until she steadied herself enough to talk. When she pulled back, her eyes were red and puffy. Distress still wrenched her features.

      I ran a hand along her cheek, pushing her hair back and wiping away any tears that didn’t get soaked up by my shirt.

      “There were so many. I—I didn’t…” She cut herself off and shook her head. Her fingers dug into my arms where she held me.

      “This isn’t your fault,” I told her.

      She pressed her lips into a grim line but nodded anyway. The circles under her eyes had darkened even more since I’d last seen her. I got the sense that the tremble in her body might have been more from her lack of sleep than her fear—or perhaps both had crashed together to make her quake like a scared toy-sized dog.

      Maybe she didn’t believe me, but I wouldn’t allow her to blame herself for the actions of others. Whoever was behind this had it out for her. We would be able to find them if she told me why they wanted her so badly. Until then, we would be fumbling in the dark, waiting for the one hunting her to strike again.

      I’d rather be prepared for the next fight than sit on my laurels and wait.

      “Can you take me back to where it happened?” I asked.

      I expected her to say no. Instead, Addie wiped at her nose and looked past me. A film of white crossed over her eyes like it had in the interrogation room. I would never get used to that. This new world full of monsters continually took me by surprise. Every time I thought that I had a handle on what was going on, Addie would look past me at something that wasn’t there, and I would feel lost all over again.

      A part of me was waiting. She had to be here still. There was no way that I could escape her, even in death. I looked over my shoulder every time I saw Addie because I was waiting for the medium to see her. It would happen, and Addie would hate me for what I’d done.

      I hated myself for how things had ended with her. We’d been awful together. I refused to try with anyone else, convinced that I’d been the problem in the equation. No one else needed to deal with me the way she had.

      “I think…I think it’s safe now,” Addie said, pulling me back to the moment.

      I stood and held out a hand to help Addie back onto her feet. She didn’t take my offered help and instead put her hands on her thighs as she pushed herself up. I noted that she made a point to keep her hands to herself.

      The hike back to the field where Addie had left her camp reminded me to pick up a pair of more comfortable shoes later. If we were going to be in the middle of nowhere every time she needed me, then I would have to invest in shoes that wouldn’t gnaw at my heels.

      Addie’s camp remained untouched save for the…

      “What the fuck happened here?” I blurted out.

      The field was dead. What should have been sprouting with brushes and new grass was a gray wasteland devoid of life. Spotted here and there in the dead growth were bodies in various states of decay.

      This was what Addie had run from. I suddenly understood the state that I’d found her in. She had every right to fall apart when this was what’d chased her down. Everywhere I looked there were more corpses. They ranged from massive bucks to skunks and beavers. The only reason I exhaled was because there were no human bodies among them.

      This time.

      I shuddered to think about the other night when Addie had nearly been thrown out that warehouse apartment window. The zombies that’d attacked her that night had almost all been human. I had no idea where the killer had gotten that many corpses.

      Addie had mentioned a ghost’s frustration with his missing body, though.

      I turned to her. “That man—well, that ghost back at the precinct had complained about his missing body. Do you think our killer is harvesting corpses from the morgues? Could we catch them trying to steal more?”

      Addie let out a nervous laugh. She scratched the back of her head. That’s when I noticed that her usual braid had slipped free of its constraints. Her long, black hair fluttered in the winter wind. I wondered what it would feel like to run my hand through it, to let the silken strands glide between my fingers.

      Then, Addie answered. “You’re not finding Mr. Murphy’s body. It was taken by a demon, one that was Vi’s close friend until he sacrificed himself to save her and her mate. The body didn’t make it out.”

      I blinked. “Demon? A…friendly demon?”

      “There’s not many. Trust me. He happened to be one of a kind. I’m thinking about getting Vi a pet rat to name after him, but I think her weird fire-cat might try to eat it.”

      With corpses all around me, I tried to wrap my head around the idea of demons and fire-cats. None of this could permeate my thick skull. It hit me and bounced right off, much to my relief. I shook myself free of the strange thoughts and turned back to the task at hand.

      I would process this later, when I had a bottle of whiskey at hand.

      “So, we’re not going to find this killer poaching morgues. How did they get so many bodies then?”

      “These ones came from the earth,” Addie pointed out.

      “Ah, but the human ones didn’t.”

      She tilted her head. Her gaze slid back towards her tent. That white film washed over her eyes, only for the barest of moments. The air between us chilled.

      Something in the grass rustled. My hand went to the weapon at my hip. Addie yelped, but it wasn’t a sound of fear. It was one of shame. I tucked the information away while keeping my attention on the rustling grass. It stopped moving.

      I wanted to ask Addie why she felt responsible for the sound in the grass, but she spoke before I could.

      “I had a dream that I was in an open grave. Is it possible that the killer raised those zombies from a cemetery?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “We would have heard about it by now. There’s no way that they could have done this,” I gestured to the field, “without being noticed.”

      “There’s a lot of private family lots outside of the city. You work for a rural precinct. You should know that the locals have been here for many generations. Old estates have private family lots from before zoning laws were put into place. This killer could have raised them from hidden graveyards.” She looked me in the eye.

      I cocked my head to the side. “You’ve called some people shifters and others demi-angels. What do you call those that can see ghosts or raise the dead? I’m assuming those are two different things.”

      Her face drained of color. Gaze sweeping over the wasteland around us, Addie swallowed. That told me that she was hiding something, but I couldn’t quite figure out what it was that she hid.

      “I don’t know what I am,” Addie said softly.

      I wanted to argue, but she turned and made her way towards the tent before I could say more. Instead of prowling after her, I decided to do a perimeter search. Addie mentioned that she saw a figure across the field, so I had to head out that way first.

      It would put space between us for the time being. That way, she could calm down. I figured if I pushed the matter right now, she might snap. Without sleep or safety, Addie was probably close to breaking. Though, that went for any normal person.

      Addie wasn’t normal by any means. And I didn’t mean that only because she could see ghosts. As part of this vast world of supernaturals, she had a tolerance for horror that nearly matched my own as a homicide detective.

      It was both impressive and worrying.

      At the other end of the field, I scanned for a spot where the grass would be flatter, giving away where someone might have stood for a while. I found the spot and a small trail that led up to it. Reaching into my pocket, I rummaged past straw wrappers and crumpled notes to get to my phone.

      I needed to clean out my pockets, but that would have to happen later. Right now, I opened the camera feature and started snapping pictures with the hopes that I would find something of importance.

      Instead, I found nothing more than a crumpled note that must have fallen from my pocket. I knew it had to be mine because it matched the notepad from the office supply closet back at the precinct. I snatched it up and shoved it back into my pocket so I wouldn’t taint the scene.

      Still, nothing jumped out at me other than the smell lingering in the air. I was glad that this wasn’t happening in the midst of summer where the sun’s heat would accelerate the deterioration of the dead things all around us, but the area still stank of rot. Even the winter chill couldn’t fight off the bright sun warming the dark flesh.

      I found nothing of importance, not even on my way back to Addie.

      There were so many animals, all falling apart at record rates. It made me wonder how Addie had escaped them. If the killer had sent this many after her, they should have overwhelmed her before she could reach the park lot.

      Yet, none of them had given chase, not the way they had the other night when they’d climbed Cerri’s apartment building to get to Addie. Something about this wasn’t sitting right with me. Why change methods?

      Did the killer want to scare her? It didn’t make sense when they’d openly tried to kill her before.
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      I refused to tell Maddox that this, all these rotting creatures who’d dug their way out of the ground, had been my fault. I’d let him believe that the killer had done this in their effort to reach me. It was easier than explaining that my arcana sapped the life from things around me in order to put it into dead bodies.

      I didn’t even like thinking about it. If Maddox knew, he would never come near me again. He would know that I’d started pulling on his lifeforce the other night. He would accuse me of trying to kill him, which I didn’t want to do.

      In fact, I liked him. Maybe he was a bit of a mess and could be gruff, but he was steady and soft in ways that surprised me. Earlier, when he’d found me crying to myself, he hadn’t hesitated to comfort me. That had been his first priority, not the crime scene or the killer who’d been getting away.

      He’d thought of me, first.

      I wasn’t used to that kind of care, and it made me feel for him. Not in a way that was romantic. I knew better. Only my friends would get mates. They had shifter partners. Neither I nor Maddox was a shifter. The mate bond would never bind us together.

      There was no point in yearning for something I didn’t know if I would ever get. As a non-shifter, Vi had gotten lucky. I had no way of knowing if that same luck would strike me. As far as I could tell, lightning didn’t land in the same place twice unless there was a supernatural behind it.

      Maddox returned with his brows knitted together and his gaze firmly on me. I swallowed and turned back to disassembling my tent even though the clanking poles gave away my shaking hands.

      Had he realized that I’d summoned the undead animals? I really hoped he hadn’t. What was I going to tell him? That I had no idea how to control this monstrous power that my mother had given to me? It wasn’t like she’d stuck around to tell me how to use it. She’d left me with a couple of ways to deal with it and a rosary that’d supposedly been passed down from parent to child for generations.

      “W-what did you find?” I couldn’t help the quake of my voice.

      I could have kicked myself with how frustrated I was. I should have kept my mouth quiet. Maddox surely would have noticed my shaking nerves. He likely had questions, and I didn’t know how I was going to answer them.

      “I didn’t find anything,” Maddox said.

      He looked back over the field. I thought his attention would fall on the corpses again, but his gaze seemed to be somewhere far off. I followed his line of sight and realized that he was looking to where the figure had been.

      “Nothing?” I asked.

      His upper lip curled.

      The figure had brought an undead creature with them. I remembered seeing it move among the dead grass and brush. There had to be some remnants of the creature…but it was all lost among the things that I’d raised. And I couldn’t tell Maddox what to look for without outing myself.

      Tent packed away, I stood and asked Maddox if he was ready to leave. This meant that I would have to go home alone, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that. However, I didn’t want to stay here a moment longer.

      My arcana slithered like cold smoke inside me. It asked if I could put the creatures back into the earth, but if I did that, I would give away my secret. It was bad enough that Maddox wanted to pin this crime on me. If I gave him any more reason to suspect me, then I would never see the light of day again.

      It would be orange jumpsuits and metal bars for me. I didn’t really like orange all that much. It looked okay on me, but I preferred to blend into the background…I guess I would blend in if everyone else was wearing orange. That wasn’t a future I wanted to think about.

      Maddox put a hand on my shoulder and gently led me away from the field. As we walked, I reached into my pocket and pulled out Mom’s rosary. I pulled the beads between my fingers, pinching them one by one until my stomach settled.

      Were my ancestors watching over me? Was that what this meant? It seemed unlikely. I would have caught sight of one of them by now. Instead, my life was filled with ghosts who were killed by their dominatrices.

      Back at the parking lot, I stared at my car. Maddox stood beside me. I thought he was waiting for me to leave first, so he could keep an eye on me until the very last minute.

      “I’m coming home with you tonight,” Maddox said.

      I recoiled. “Excuse me. What? This isn’t a date. I didn’t invite you back to my place.”

      To my surprise, a soft flush reached Maddox’s cheeks. He turned his gaze away from me when he spoke.

      “It’s obvious now that you’re being targeted. I should stick around. I’ll be able to catch this asshole next time they come for you.”

      I spun to face him. “Now you believe me?”

      His lips twisted to the side as he glared down at me. I didn’t back down. Though his eyes were intense, the darkness emanating from them, I wasn’t going to let him live this down. He’d made a mistake, and he needed to apologize for it.

      But that wasn’t Maddox’s style. I would have to get used to that. He brushed past me and climbed into his Lincoln. The roar of the ancient car’s engine drowned out anything I would have said in argument. He knew that, too. He’d planned on shutting me up with that rust-bucket he called a car.

      That was fine. I would make him pay for it later.
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      Even though Addie’s couch was more comfortable than anything else I’d slept on in years, I couldn’t find the blissful release of sleep. Something kept brushing my cheek. I’d swipe at it only for the creeping sensation to return a few moments later. I turned on my phone’s flashlight to search for whatever spider seemed to have it out for me, but there was nothing there.

      That’s when I heard the soft laughter echo through the room. When it faded, it lingered in the back of my mind as if I’d imagined it. Immediately, I knew exactly what was going on.

      I threw my feet off the couch and stomped upstairs to Addie’s bedroom. I strongarmed the door open.

      “Tell your ghost friends to leave me the hell alone!”

      Addie yelped and pulled her blanket up to her chest. Though I could see nothing in the dark, my face still warmed. I threw myself out of the room and turned my back to the door. Heart thundering, I wondered what I could have seen.

      What a horrible line of thought.

      Not because Addie was ugly—she was quite the opposite, in fact. I appreciated her dark hair and pale eyes, and the way they contrasted prettily. I couldn’t help but admire her strong frame, made curvaceous by her love for hiking.

      No, this wasn’t where my mind should have been going. I shouldn’t have been thinking about the woman I’d just walked in on or what I could have seen in the process. Addie was being hunted by a supernatural killer. The last thing she needed was some creep busting into her room to peep at her body.

      I buried my face in my hands and tried to ignore the pull tugging me back into her room.

      She groaned and got out of bed. I could tell from the way the floor squeaked with every step. This old house was a ghost all by itself. I wondered if that was why she loved it so much. Though the house seemed devoid of use, I could see the love and care put into the antique woodwork and the well-loved furniture carefully placed here and there.

      Thinking about the house kept my mind off the beautiful woman behind me.

      The beautiful woman who was likely responsible for the ghosts tormenting me downstairs. I understood that I deserved it after accusing her of murder, but I would be of no use to anyone if I couldn’t get some sleep. Should something happen, I wouldn’t be able to protect either of us.

      It was bad enough that I was only human. Not for the first time in my life, I realized just how useless I was. The best I could do was grab Addie and run from any threat that might come our way. If I could pinpoint the person responsible for these attacks, then I might be able to get a shot off to keep them from summoning zombies.

      That required near perfect circumstances. While I could make the attempt, there was no promise that I would do what needed to be done. That meant I had to prioritize Addie’s safety over capturing the culprit.

      I didn’t like making sacrifices, but I wasn’t a stranger to them. This kind of life required sacrifices. I wouldn’t let them come out of someone else’s flesh, though.

      “What are you on about?” Addie asked.

      There was no grogginess in her voice which meant that she hadn’t been sleeping. Knowing that, I surmised that she very well could have orchestrated a bit of ghost pranking.

      “Perse? What are you doing? I was wondering why it was so quiet up here.” Addie grumbled under her breath.

      I half turned before remembering that Addie had rushed to cover herself earlier. However, she was fully clothed when I saw her. I put my hands on my hips and stared her down until I got an explanation.

      Addie’s attention remained on someone who wasn’t there—a ghost.

      “Perse, you’re not helping him sleep. You’re creeping him out.” Addie sputtered. Her jaw dropped as her gaze tracked something moving unseen across the room. “Not you too! This isn’t a convention! My bedroom is not a meeting place!”

      Addie sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      

      Addie

      

      This was how I found myself crowded in my own bedroom. Sleeping alone in the city was always a struggle. I was never truly alone, but tonight seemed to be a special instance. Not only did I have two—no, three—ghosts in my bedroom, but there was a homicide detective without a shirt standing in my bedroom doorway.

      I don’t think Maddox realized that he was shirtless. I couldn’t look directly at him or else the spread of golden hair across his defined chest would make my face turn warm. He might not be able to see the flush in the dark, but Perse always caught on.

      Now I had Hector Valdez and Jaden Jones making themselves comfortable in here, too. Hector grinned and elbowed me suggestively, like a father who saw good prospects in the man I’d brought home. I shook my head at him, but Hector wasn’t in the mood to listen to my protests.

      “Good man,” Hector said in a thick Spanish accent.

      I groaned and buried my face in my hands. Thankfully, Maddox couldn’t hear any of this.

      “He seems like a cop,” Jaden said with clear suspicion.

      “I mean, yeah. He is a cop. He’s trying to keep me from being murdered, though.” I didn’t want to explain why I was letting a cop spend the night in my house. It would get awkward really fast.

      Hector nodded. “He’s protecting you. I like that. A man should always protect their woman.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “He’s not my man!”

      I froze. Those words never should have left my lips. Maddox cocked his head, his eyes wide as he stared me down.

      “I’m almost scared to ask what is happening in there.”

      “Please don’t.” I whimpered.

      “We’re trying to get our neighbor laid, that’s what’s happening in here.” Perse lifted her chin victoriously even though Maddox could neither hear nor see her.

      “Get out of my room.” I put my hands on my hips to stand my ground.

      That meant nothing to the gossiping ghosts. Perse and Hector started talking about their long-lost lovers. Perse’s husband had died years before she had. Hector’s wife was still alive and had moved on to his best friend, which Hector approved of, much to my surprise. Jaden stared at them wistfully.

      While Hector and Perse were older and had lived fuller lives, Jaden had been only seventeen when a drunk driver ended his life. Jaden stuck around because a bitterness at everything he could no longer have still festered inside his soul.

      The lights flickered on and off. I cast a wary glance in Jaden’s direction. His form flickered, darkening. If his jealousy went on any longer, I would have a poltergeist on my hands.

      Maddox gaped at the ceiling lights. “What’s going on? Is this another attack?”

      No. This is just another night in the McCauley residence.

      All I had to do was recognize the portal to the afterlife, and it appeared as if it’d always been there. I flung my hand outwards, pointing towards the exit.

      “Go. Move on. You could have everything you want on the other side. All you have to do is go.” My breath shook.

      Jaden’s bright gaze snapped to me. His brows were knotted together in fury. An inhuman light flickered in his eyes. The tables around him shook, their contents rattling like the warning of a snake’s tail.

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Maddox asked.

      He closed the distance between us and put a hand on my hip like he might pull me out of the way of danger should it come my way. Unfortunately, Jaden noticed. He saw the tender touch and the intention to protect. Jaden’s mouth split wide. A horrid roar left his maw.

      I grimaced and covered my ears with my hands. The sound tore through me, pain carving me in half. Maddox shouted, but I could barely hear it over Jaden’s anguish. Though Maddox grabbed ahold of me before I could fall, I wrenched myself out of his hands, so I could stagger towards Jaden.

      Lurching forward, I caught myself on the arms of the chair that Jaden sat in. Face to face with the howling ghost, I shook. The sound still hurt. It threatened to tear me to pieces. Every part of me wanted to shatter and fall apart. I kept myself together through sheer willpower.

      “You are no longer welcome here, Jaden Jones.”

      It broke my heart to tell him this. I’d wanted him to feel loved. It was the least he deserved after his life had been taken from him too early. Jaden couldn’t come in here and throw tantrums at two in the morning, though. I refused to sit by and let this happen.

      Jaden reached out. He shoved his incorporeal hands through my chest. I gaped, my breath frozen. Though I tried to suck in air, nothing happened. Mouth flapping like a fish out of water, my breath refused to move. My lungs started to burn.

      “Addie!” Maddox made a move towards me.

      Jaden’s attention moved to Maddox. The detective was human. Like hell would I let Jaden lay a hand on Maddox while I was around.

      When Jaden flew out of his seat, I did the one thing that I never wanted to do. I grabbed ahold of my arcana and asked for its help. Of course, it answered with vicious glee. The cold smoke blossomed and flooded in every direction.

      Perse and Hector gasped. I pulled the power away from them, but it took all of my strength just to do so. The rest of my arcana rolled towards Jaden. It washed over him and swallowed him whole.

      Jaden’s howl died. I could feel my arcana like an extra limb. It wrapped around Jaden and moved through him. If I let it go on much longer, it would rip him apart. I didn’t even know that I could do this. Jaden would become nothing. He would cease to exist.

      That wasn’t what I wanted. I cried out and begged my arcana to stop.

      Perse and Hector fled. I didn’t blame them. Dropping to my knees, I did my best to pull my arcana back before it could tear into anyone else. All the while, I could feel the arcana working its way through Jaden. It had infiltrated him. He was trapped within my control.

      I could pull the strings, or I could tear him apart. There was tremendous power in my hands, and I wanted nothing to do with it. This terrified me. Jaden had been a living human being. He’d been ripped from the world of the living far too early. His torment was undeserved. I had no right to hold him like this.

      But the same also went for him. He shouldn’t have attacked me or Maddox.

      “I’m so sorry, Jaden.”

      I didn’t want to pull this trigger. It broke my heart to think about doing it. He deserved another chance. So many things had been taken away from him. He could have one more chance…

      But my arcana acted without hesitation. It yanked and carved through Jaden like a hundred knives. His mouth opened in shock. When his eyes slid towards me, the betrayal in them nearly destroyed me. My lips trembled. Tears burned my eyes.

      I watched the young man’s spirit fall to pieces and fade away. He would never visit me again. I would never be able to convince him to head to the afterlife. Jaden Jones was no more.

      And it was all my fault.

      I collapsed into the chair Jaden had occupied and gave in to my sobs. My arcana still moved through the room like a prowling snake in search of more threats. I didn’t have the energy to pull it back. There was no point when no other ghosts lingered.

      Poor Maddox couldn’t see what was going on. This whole time, he’d been helpless in the face of the dangers around him. Had Jaden gotten ahold of him, there was nothing he could have done.

      I never wanted to put Maddox in this position. Being around me was dangerous. No one should love me.

      The thought made me sob harder. Maddox didn’t say anything. He didn’t try to comfort me or even ask what had happened. Instead, he lifted me from my chair and carried me back to the bed. There, he buried me in blankets and pillows until I found myself in a nest.

      I laughed through my tears. He had no idea what to do with me. This was all he could think to do. It was sweet, honestly. I never would have thought to ask for this, but it helped more than I expected. Reaching for the nearest pillow, I pulled it tight to my chest.

      Too bad it wasn’t a living person, but I couldn’t risk letting anyone get too close to me.
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      I was surprised to find Maddox still here in the morning. He stood with his back to the counter, a mug of steaming coffee under his nose like the scent alone would be enough to energize him. I bowed my head nervously as I pushed past him to make tea.

      “Can you ever shut them out?” Maddox asked without preamble.

      I remained silent for a long while. “No.”

      Thoughts of last night made me reach for my rosary. I wanted to pull a hat over my head so I could veil, but I figured it would look odd in my kitchen at this hour of the day. Maddox wouldn’t understand, not really.

      The hard beads of my rosary were enough for now. I pinched them between my fingers and stared at the star-like light in the very center of the beads.

      Not all of them had that light. I’d wondered if the rosary had different stones, but I couldn’t tell the difference between the beads other than the little bit of light that seemed to sit in the very center of some.

      “Why couldn’t you tell me more?” I asked under my breath.

      “Hm?” Maddox raised a brow.

      I shook my head and mumbled, “It’s nothing.”

      I knew why Mom hadn’t shared more. I’d only been a child when she was taken away from me. Our arcana was dark. Had she told me everything I needed to know now, I would have suffered from nightmares for years. As it was, I didn’t start having them until my pre-teen years. Puberty did all sorts of evil things to my arcana, causing it to act up in horrible ways.

      “I hate to be this person, but you really live like this?” Maddox set his coffee mug aside.

      I looked around my kitchen. It was clean and well decorated. Everything was neatly organized, making navigation so easy that even he could make himself coffee without having to ask where the ingredients were. I couldn’t believe that he was chiding me for my clean kitchen…

      He wasn’t.

      I could have face-palmed, but that would have given away my naïve train of thought. Maddox’s question had wildly different intentions. After last night, his meaning should have been clear. To be fair, I hadn’t gotten much sleep.

      Jaden’s true-death haunted me. I hadn’t wanted to do it. His soul would live on forever in my conscience.

      “Yeah. I live like this.”

      I took my cup of tea and slipped out of the kitchen. There wasn’t much of a back yard behind the house, but I had a neat little deck with comfortable chairs. The chill morning fog kissed my cheeks like the touch of death. It was more welcome than I wanted to admit.

      The first sip of coffee warmed me from the inside out. I craved a little shot of whiskey to give it a little more punch, but I would have to work later. Maybe no one would blame me for drinking, but I wasn’t about to stroll into work with a buzz.

      Belatedly, I realized that the air outside was warmer than I expected. That cool wind hadn’t been from the early hour of the day. Someone nearby would die soon.

      I cocked my head and scanned my surroundings. Perse’s house had been purchased by a young couple with twin toddlers. They had a family rabbit, though. I wondered if I was feeling the little thing passing on, but then the cool touch just…vanished.

      I physically recoiled. It had never worked like that before. When death came, it took what it was after. I could normally feel the soul leave the body. There was always a moment where the spirit decided whether it wanted to stay or move on. I expected all small animals to move on seamlessly.

      However, nothing happened. There was no spirit. No portal to the afterlife opened to let someone through. I lowered my teacup and gaped. My heart rate kicked up a notch every second until it was pounding thunderously. My ears echoed with the drum of my heart, so I couldn’t hear the door when it opened behind me.

      I startled when Maddox put his hand on my shoulder. Tea sloshed over my hand, making me hiss and curse.

      He jerked back. I started to apologize, but the truth of what I’d felt hit me out of nowhere. The teacup slipped out of my hand.

      Maddox snatched it out of the air. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Someone died,” I said in a panicked rush.

      Maddox stood, teacup in hand, and raised a brow. He’d become so accustomed to my abilities already that he didn’t understand the problem. I grabbed ahold of his shirt and tugged.

      “You don’t get it,” I whispered. I glanced at the yard and the houses beyond my fence.

      They were there, so close that I was waiting for a zombie to crawl out from under my fence and come running at us. When a burn started to spread through my chest, I realized I was holding my breath in anxious anticipation. I had to exhale and force myself to suck in a fresh breath before I keeled over.

      Maddox put a hand to my upper arm. I was swaying on my feet. Panic had me in its grasp, and I didn’t know how to keep it from rendering me useless. My knees gave out, forcing Maddox to catch me and take me to a nearby chair.

      He knelt in front of me, but I couldn’t look directly at him. Like a scared rabbit, I kept my attention on my surroundings.

      “Is there another ghost?” Maddox asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “No. That’s the problem.”

      Had I told him about the way the girl’s ghost had been missing, too? Or had it slipped my mind? I couldn’t remember. My mind refused to work. Adrenaline scrambled my thoughts, turning the inside of my head to a sloshy mess that I couldn’t control. No matter how I tried to wrangle myself, I slid out of control again.

      They were here. They were close again. Why? Would they come for me in the middle of the day? I didn’t understand where the spirits were going. Why did the killer take another life nearby? Nothing made any sense.

      I needed to know what I was. If I had answers, then maybe I would be able to understand what was going on. Instead, my hands were empty.

      “Addie!” Maddox gave me a gentle shake. “Get ahold of yourself.”

      “I-I-I can’t…” My breath shuddered out of me.

      Maddox didn’t sigh or roll his eyes. Instead, he lowered his voice. It was as gentle as a father’s. “You’re safe right now. I promise you that I will do everything in my power to keep you out of harm’s way. But I can’t catch the person hurting you until you tell me what’s going on.”

      Maddox understood. Despite my panic attack, he somehow saw through it to the problem underneath. I tightened my grip on his shirt and tried to control my breathing. I needed him. Only he could help me through this.

      The thought that I wasn’t alone forced fresh air into my lungs. Though I had the ladies at Bad Moon Café, they didn’t know much about my arcana. Not the way that Maddox did. He’d been there through it all, through the worst.

      No. I had too much faith in him. The moment that he learned that I could raise the dead at the expense of the living, he would walk away from me, too. He would turn his back on me. I couldn’t let myself develop feelings for him or lean on him too often. If I did, I would collapse when he left.

      “Killer nearby,” I managed to say.

      Maddox jerked upright. He spun, likely searching for someone. His hand went to his hip, but there was nothing there. I yanked on the back of his shirt to get his attention.

      “Not here. S-somewhere.”

      Maddox did a doubletake back at me. I grimaced apologetically. As it was, I struggled to speak. This was the best that I could manage in the moment. I wished I could tell him more, but that was all I had in me.

      

      Maddox

      

      I sat with Addie until she could calm down. After seeing her face down an angry ghost last night, I knew that anything that could make her react like this had to be bad. She’d been so calm and determined last night. Now she was a shaking mess that could barely form words.

      We didn’t have time to waste, though. The moment that she was in working order, I dragged her through the neighborhood. She swore up and down that she wouldn’t be able to find the ghost.

      According to her, there hadn’t been a ghost last time. The girl in the ravine hadn’t left a spirit behind. The implications made me shudder. Addie explained that some spirits moved on without hesitation. It was nice to know that there was an afterlife waiting for us, but Addie doubted that the girl went into it.

      “Spirits of those who’ve been killed before their time are usually pretty grumpy. They don’t want to give up on the world of the living until their demands are met. That’s what happened last night.”

      Addie told me the story of a young man by the name of Jaden Jones. At first, I thought to ask her to send an anonymous tip to the local police so that Jaden’s killer could be caught. But Addie’s silence worried me.

      “I had to kill him last night.”

      “I thought he was already dead.” I cast a wary glance in Addie’s direction as we walked through her neighborhood.

      I didn’t like where this was going.

      “Jayden tried to hurt you because he was jealous of your life. He would have killed someone last night had I not…I destroyed him. Jayden Jones will never see an afterlife because he no longer exists.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

      I stopped dead in my tracks. She didn’t get far ahead of me. Back to me, Addie paused and lifted her head like she was beseeching some higher power. After a moment, she shook her head and sighed.

      “I keep forgetting that it’s a mess up there. There’s no point in praying to a God who isn’t listening.”

      Blinking in surprise, I shook myself. “What? You talk like you have some sort of inside knowledge.”

      We were putting off finding this body. We both knew that’s what we were searching for. After this long, the killer would be gone. All we were going to come across was a corpse and the possibility of a few clues. Neither of us had high hopes anymore.

      “Vi, the blonde at work, is a demi-angel.” Addie went on to explain her friend’s involvement with Hell, Heaven, and Archangels.

      The story kept us busy until we finally found the house that gave her a chill. Addie stopped and shuddered. When she declared that death was still lingering, I cautiously approached the house. I couldn’t enter without reasonable suspicion, and Addie’s ability to sense death wasn’t going to hold up in court.

      That meant peeking through windows. If I could see the victim through the window, then I would have every right to enter. However, I wasn’t that lucky. A thick, light-blocking curtain hung over the window, blocking my view.

      “You know everyone in town,” I said to Addie. “Do you know who lives here? Can you give them a call?”

      Addie raised a brow then a lightbulb seemed to go off over her head. “I know every dead person, but I typically don’t meet my neighbors until then. Perse and I didn’t have more than a few short exchanges before she died.”

      It was a reach, I knew. Still, I had to ask. There was no way I’d know otherwise.

      “That woman, Perse? Would she know?”

      Addie bit her lip, her brows arching in indecision. “Maybe? I felt someone die and there’s no ghost here. I…I don’t want to involve Perse in something that could be dangerous for her. What if this killer can, like, eat ghosts or something? I don’t want her to end up like Jaden. Not if I can help it.”

      That sounded like a bunch of excuses to me, but I didn’t have time to push. We didn’t have proof of death yet. If we acted fast, there was a chance we could save someone.

      Grumbling, I moved around the side of the house. This could get me in trouble, but there had to be a way to find out if everyone inside was okay. Behind me, Addie had another idea.

      She walked right up to the door and knocked. The sound rang in my ears like a gunshot. I hadn’t realized just how quiet it’d gotten until just now. I’d been afraid to make a sound in case the killer was still around.

      Addie didn’t have that same fear. That, or she was trying to bait the killer into coming out. She knocked again. Every rap of her knuckles against the door announced her presence while I was hidden from sight at the side of the house.

      Nervously, Addie wrung her hands. She bent to peer through the nearby window, but I doubted she could see any more than I could.

      Until a creature launched itself at the inside of the curtain and tore it away from the window. Addie let out a shrill shriek. I slapped my hip for my weapon only to remember that I’d left it back at Addie’s house. I’d been in such a rush to head out that I hadn’t even thought to grab it.

      Then again, I knew that the thing was damn near useless against zombies, anyway. Should anything happen, my only option was to grab Addie and run. These human hands were useless in the face of supernatural danger and my thumping heart knew it.

      However, the creature wasn’t a threat. Tiny claws ripped the curtain from the wall. A cat in the rough shape that I could only call a fluff-ball hopped onto the table beneath the window and meowed at us. The little thing showed us every tooth in its mouth when it cried, but I paid it no attention.

      My gaze went to the body beyond it.

      Another woman who looked surprisingly similar to Addie. Cold rushed through my veins. I went to Addie’s side and grabbed her hand just to remind myself that she was still warm and alive.

      Quickly, I released her before she got any weird ideas.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped, likely thinking that I’d grabbed her to keep her from running off like she had the night in the car.

      I wasn’t about to tell her the real reason I’d grabbed her. Instead, I cautiously approached the door and used my shirt to test the doorknob. I might smear any fingerprints there, but at least I wasn’t adding to them. To my surprise, the door swung open.

      Inhaling in a soft hiss, I gently pushed the door and peered through the yawning crack. The inside of the living room was dark, but I could make out just enough to see that there’d been a struggle. Tables had been knocked over, their contents scattered across the floor.

      A basket of scarves had been tipped. The fabric spilled out like guts leading towards the victim who had one tied around her neck. From the purple gathering in her lifeless face, I could tell that the scarf had been the murder weapon.

      The longer I stared down at her, the more unsettled I became. I didn’t want to be this useless. There were lives that I could have been saving, but I had no real power here. I couldn’t sense death coming. I couldn’t fight off the things this killer sent after us.

      Over and over, I found myself lacking.

      I had to step up. I was done crying about my faults. One way or another, I would turn them into my advantages so that I could stop this killer.
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      Another one who looked like me.

      I couldn’t help but see myself on that floor, the scarf too tight around my neck. Already, I could feel it tightening. I scrabbled at my throat, but it was no use. I couldn’t fight the invisible force choking me.

      This killer wanted me, and he was going through every woman who even slightly looked like me. If I didn’t do something soon, he would keep killing others. How many would have to die because of me?

      My arcana stirred. It rose and rushed outwards in all direction like a bomb cloud. I inhaled sharply as the power brushed against the cold cat before reaching for the corpse. If I let it go, my arcana would steal the cat’s life force to reanimate the woman.

      No. I refused.

      I turned on my heel and ran. Everything I’d said earlier turned to lies because I had to put distance between myself and that house before my arcana acted without permission. My breath came quick, making my chest burn and my head swim.

      My arcana kept reaching, back, back, back. It tugged me towards the woman on the floor in that house, but I wasn’t going to turn around. If I went back, my arcana would do awful things.

      “Stop. Stop. Stop.” I begged my arcana to give up.

      Why couldn’t it behave for once? I needed a moment of peace, but I couldn’t find anything close to silence. Here, at the end of the street, the voices of thousands of ghosts descended upon my head.

      I clutched at my ears, as if that could drown out the sounds. If only I had a hat or a scarf…

      The cat had felt cold to my arcana. The pieces all fell into place now that I was away from the house. Those scarves hadn’t been for fashion purposes. She’d had a whole bucket of them to choose from because she needed to veil, too.

      That woman had been like myself. And, to my surprise, she’d lived only a few houses away.

      By the time I got back to the house, there were police cars outside. Maddox was in the living room, speaking to a scowling man in a cop uniform. The cop seemed displeased to find a detective from another precinct on his turf, which confused me. Shouldn’t he want help?

      I approached Maddox and tugged his sleeve to get his attention. When Maddox cast a glance in my direction, I tilted my head away from the cop so that Maddox would understand that I needed to talk privately.

      “Excuse me,” Maddox said to the cop. “This is a witness from one of my cases. I need to speak to her to see if that case has anything to do with this one.”

      While Maddox pulled me deeper into the house, the cop called out for him to stop. Maddox paid him no mind before shutting us in the bedroom. I found myself surrounded by the life of another woman, a life that was so similar to mine.

      Except for the cat, which hopped onto the bed and let out a frustrated meow. Tentatively, I reached out towards it. I expected to meet rotten flesh, but the cat seemed surprisingly lifelike as it rubbed its cheek along my outstretched hand. The cool brush of death whispered along its fur, though, so I knew that I hadn’t mistaken it for the dead woman in the living room.

      “What is it? What’s going on?”

      I tore my attention away from the cat to look Maddox in the eye. “That woman was like me. We have the same arcana.”

      He cocked his head. “Arcana?”

      I hadn’t explained arcana to him. Quick and rough, I gave him the run down. Arcana was a blanket term for the innate abilities in every supernatural. Some had more than others. While shifters had just enough to change shapes, some came with a little more like Ness. Her arcana was her ability to deliver undeniable commands. Vi had her fire—I mean, her light.

      My arcana was…death.

      “Alright, what makes you think that this woman had the same arcana as you? What’s your proof?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him about the cat, then thought twice about it. If I wanted to keep Maddox from knowing about my other abilities, then I couldn’t tell him that this woman had raised her cat from the grave.

      Swallowing, I remembered the scarves. “She veiled. Those silk scarves by the door were her veils. I like to use hats, but you can use anything that covers your head.”

      “I don’t know. That feels like a reach.”

      Footsteps stomped down the hall outside the closed door. I grabbed ahold of Maddox’s shirt and tugged, forcing him to look at me.

      “Trust me,” I said.

      We had barely a moment, time suspended as we stared one another down. I watched the gears move behind his dark eyes. Finally, he gave in and nodded, but he said no more. The door opened and the cop appeared with a scowl across his face.

      “Go spend the rest of the day with a friend,” Maddox said to me.

      He didn’t want me to be alone. I appreciated the sentiment, but the cat winding between my legs needed attention. There was no way to know how much longer it had left without its master, and I wasn’t about to bring it to Cerri’s apartment only to have the poor thing die in her living room.

      Maddox led me back to the living room with a hand at the small of my back. To those around us, the gesture looked gruff. I knew better, though. Maddox’s hand was warm at my back. A bit of tension bled out of me, and I foolishly let my guard down.

      Of course, the moment I set foot in the living room, my arcana used that as an opportunity to wander a bit. It slipped out of me and flowed across the room in search of dead things. I tried, futilely, to pull it back. The power wanted to touch the woman’s corpse, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      I swallowed my curse. Panic lodged itself in my throat. My power clawed its way toward the woman. I inhaled sharply as the deathly power pulled at the investigators filling the room. One by one, their faces drained of color. Their shoulders slumped, whispers of exhaustion dancing in the air.

      The woman’s finger twitched. I let out a small squeak in alarm. Investigators glanced my way, but the dead cat saved me by leaping at the other curtain still hanging on the window. The sound of tearing fabric was followed by the clang of the curtain rod on the floor.

      The cops yelled in unison, their words turning into a dull roar while the cat spun out on the hardwood floor. I slipped out of the room just as the cat ran out the open door.

      My power still reached towards the dead woman. I could feel the life draining from the room and slipping into the woman. If I ran, I would save the investigators from my power, but there would still be a dead woman trying to move on the floor. I couldn’t let them see.

      “Who let that cat in here?!” the police officer shouted.

      Maddox snapped back at the man.

      While the two argued, I snatched up a potholder with trembling hands. My power slowly sank into the dead woman. I could feel it filling her muscles with new life, even as I turned the ignitor on the stove burner. Every click of the lighting mechanism made me flinch. The smell of gas reached my nose.

      Finally, the burner flared to life. I slapped the potholder onto the open flames and made a dash for the backdoor. It wasn’t long before smoke filled the kitchen and poured out after me. I could hear the investigators shouting in alarm.

      Thankfully, they were distracted while I pulled myself and my power away from the house. Before long, the cat found me again. It rubbed up against my leg. I looked down at it while listening to the chaos I’d caused.

      “Why is this so hard?” I asked the cat that couldn’t respond.

      Together, the cat and I slipped out of the crime scene. It spared one last glance back at its dead master. I wondered what the feline was thinking. Did it have regrets? Once we were away from the house, I bent and picked the cat up. With it in my arms, I studied its paws. There was a bit of blood in its claws, but I had no way of knowing if that belonged to the killer or if the dead cat simply…leaked from time to time.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me,” I said to the cat.

      The cat rubbed the top of its head against my cheek. I sighed. I never wanted a cat. How was I supposed to keep this thing alive when I barely wanted to use my own power? The thing’s rattling purr made me forget all about the horror movies about pet burial sites. A bit of warmth blossomed in my chest as I cuddled the little creature with messy gray fur.
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      With how close the killer had come earlier, I didn’t feel safe going home. Instead, I made my way into the city and went to Bad Moon Café. The others would be there. I would feel safer surrounded by them if only because that might make the killer think twice about making a move.

      I couldn’t bring the cat inside, though. A pang tugged at my heart when I looked down at the fluffball in my arms. The thing should have scared me. It wasn’t alive, but it had a spark that seemed so lifelike. I ran my knuckle along the creature’s whiskers and savored its purr before setting it down.

      “I’ll be right inside,” I told the cat. “Don’t go too far. Okay?”

      It probably couldn’t understand me, but it had helped when I needed a distraction earlier. This creature was smarter than the average cat.

      The thought made me pause halfway through the café door. I glanced back, but the cat had vanished.

      Was…was it the soul of a person trapped inside a cat? Was that why it wasn’t rotting? I had no idea how this worked, and the damn cat couldn’t tell me. This wasn’t a sitcom about a teenaged witch. The cat’s jaw and tongue couldn’t form human words.

      I shuddered and stepped inside. Though I desperately wanted a shower, I was still dressed and ready to take on my shift. I tied up my hair and got to work. No one mentioned that I was starting my shift early. If anything, it seemed like my friends tried to always be around. If one left the room, the other stayed nearby.

      When Vi got off her shift, she called Morgan and had him come hang out. Their back-and-forth bickering filled the air with a bright energy that made me laugh despite everything happening. I was sure they all knew, but I didn’t know what to tell them.

      I’m being hunted down for the arcana that I never told you about.

      Was that even the truth? I had no way of knowing if the first woman had a power like mine. The second woman’s arcana could have been a coincidence. There were no ghosts left behind for me to ask.

      I hadn’t expected this one to have a ghost, either. When I felt death collapse on itself, there and then so suddenly gone, I knew something would be up.

      Vi leaned on the counter, her elbows bent so she could rest her chin in her hands as she grinned up at me.

      “So, what’s the deal with the cop? Are the two of you banging yet?”

      Morgan growled at his mate. “Do you have to be like this?”

      Vi’s grin split wide. Her eyes flashed with bright light. “Absolutely. Addie doesn’t have her arcana threatening to set everything on fire every time her emotions get too high. She can fuck whenever she wants.”

      I blinked at Vi’s choice of words. “Why are you?”

      “Well, you see. It all started with Lucifer. He came to the mortal realm and had a night of lovemaking with my mom.”

      Everyone cringed. Thankfully, the café was empty. There were no humans, and even if they had overheard her, they would have assumed that she was joking. Vi wasn’t, though. She really was the daughter of the most infamous fallen angel.

      Vi and Morgan drove me home after my shift. I awkwardly asked them to wait while I searched the dark parking lot behind the café for the cat that I’d stolen from the dead woman. Explaining it was far easier than I expected. Both of my friends took my story at face value.

      They’d lived through weirder.

      I cradled the cat all the way back to my house. To my disappointment, there was no Lincoln waiting at the curb. I’d hoped that Maddox would show up at the café at some point, but he hadn’t. That made me think that he would be waiting here. Yet, there was no sign of the detective anywhere.

      “Are you going to be okay on your own?” Vi asked.

      My smile was weak, but they didn’t turn to look at me, so my cover wasn’t blown. Cat in one hand, I got out of the Jeep. I didn’t want to be a burden on my friends.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured them when I stepped around to the driver’s side window. “I’m going to get a couple hours of sleep while the cat stands guard. I’ll be fine.”

      “That cat didn’t save—” Morgan started.

      Vi cut him off with a backhanded slap to his chest. His lip curled as he turned away from us. Vi’s smile remained thin. I could tell she wasn’t convinced either, but she wasn’t going to force her presence onto me.

      I appreciated it. After they left, Morgan grumbling about my safety the whole time, I retreated inside and turned on every light switch I could find. Once I was sure that every closet and cupboard was empty, I locked all the doors and went upstairs to my bedroom.

      Sleep came quicker than I thought. I was dragged kicking and screaming into a dream.

      No—this was a nightmare. Cold, bony hands around my ankles dragged me towards a hole in the ground. I kicked, but the undead thing’s grip on me was stronger than it should have been. Undead things were fragile. Their rotting forms made them fall apart easily.

      Not this one. It tightened its grip on me, bones digging through flesh and into my own bone. I screamed, my throat turning raw in the process.

      More hands burst from the earth. They grabbed me and kept pulling me towards the hole. At the edge, I looked down into the black maw of a grave. It had no bottom, only an endless darkness that roiled with the cool smoke of death.

      “No, no, no!” I scrabbled at the dirt.

      Soil gathered under my nails as they threatened to break. I winced, but I didn’t stop. Adrenaline chilled my blood. My breath came quick, and my head spun. This didn’t feel like a dream anymore. The hands on me were too real. My reactions rocketed through my body.

      “Addie! Wake up! Addie!”

      The familiar voice made the world stop. Even death stood still for a heartbeat.

      I looked up, expecting to find Maddox standing over me. There was nothing more than the gray expanse above. I reached out, hoping to touch something real. I wanted out of this nightmare. If I didn’t escape soon, it would claim me, and I wasn’t ready to go.

      “Addie! There’s something in the house. I need you to wake up.”

      The cold smoke of death didn’t come from the grave. This time, it burst out of me and flowed in all directions. Somehow, I could feel the walls and halls of my home as the arcana slithered through it. There, in the kitchen, my power touched something undead.

      For a heartbeat, I thought about taking hold of it. Then the undead beast gnashed its teeth, and my connection to it snapped.

      Gasping, I lurched upright. I came out of the dream like it was water. Air rushed to greet the cold sweat covering my skin. Tendrils of hair were plastered to my forehead. Maddox stood over me with a weapon in one hand. I could have told him that would do nothing against the thing downstairs, but I didn’t dare speak.

      He was dead. Ness and Ryder had made sure of that. But someone with my ability had brought him back. My arcana knew him intimately, because I’d gone back to his shallow grave time and time again to make sure he was still there for everyone’s sake. I’d been distracted by everything going on, and in that time, someone brought Alvin Combs back from the dead.

      I grabbed Maddox’s sleeve and pulled him close. Though I wanted to chide him for shouting my name, I knew that Alvin would be able to hunt us through smell. Even an undead wolf shifter would be able to smell us.

      This bastard had found Alvin Combs of all people. I didn’t understand what kind of game this killer was playing. He wanted me dead, that much I knew. Why, though? Why send all sorts of undead monsters after me in an effort to kill me?

      What made me so special?

      Maddox helped me out of bed. We quietly padded towards the door. He leaned forward and peered out. What was he doing here? He’d been distant all day, and then suddenly, he was in my bedroom? I became acutely aware of the oversized shirt slipping off my shoulders and the bike shorts riding up my butt-crack. My hair had to be a mess with how much I’d sweated.

      This was not a good look, and I shouldn’t have cared in the moment. There was an undead wolf shifter prowling the first floor of my house. We had bigger problems, yet here I was nervously fiddling with my hair.

      My arcana would have clucked its tongue at me if it had one. My power cared little for appearances. Once more, it spread out in a net with the intent of finding Alvin. I recognized him so easily, even in death, after coming across him too many times in life. He’d been a vicious monster. Now he was a terrifying weapon.

      And my power wanted to steal him. My arcana wanted to pry into the magic binding him to another supernatural. If I pushed hard enough, I could break the control and take him over the same way that I had with the detached hands the first night the killer came after me.

      But the price for this power didn’t come out of nowhere. Life had to come from the things around me. I reached out to touch Maddox, then thought twice. I didn’t want my power to draw on him.

      Hesitation cost me. While I froze in the face of my own power, the sound of claws clicking along hardwood slowly approached. Alvin had found us.

      I clamped my hand over my mouth to muffle my whimper. Inside, my arcana fought me. I kept it close even though it wanted to lash out furiously. I couldn’t…I refused to risk hurting Maddox.

      Alvin paused. Maddox shoved me behind him before lifting his weapon. The door burst open and slammed against the wall. Even in the dark, I could see the horrid thing that Alvin had become. His flesh dripped from his body before reforming. Every step had a soft sucking sound. He was slick with a liquid that I didn’t want to identify.

      Lowering his rotting head, Alvin growled. The sound wasn’t right. Part of his throat was missing.

      Whoever was raising these creatures didn’t have the power to make them whole. Or so I thought. The room dropped several degrees in temperature, and Maddox swayed on his feet. Death sucked life from the room.

      The killer only partially raised Alvin so that he could use Maddox’s life force to finish the job. And I had no idea how to stop it. My own power pulled on the life of others. If I tried to stop the killer, I would pull on Maddox, too.

      We needed to get out, but the rotting wolf shifter stood between us and the exit. I glanced back at the windows. There was another exit, but I didn’t know how well that would work. Could I make the leap? Probably, but there was a chance that one of us would land wrong and hobble ourselves.

      Then we’d be sitting ducks.

      I had to use my arcana. If I didn’t, horrible things would happen.

      Alvin prowled closer. He seemed to laugh, the sound keening and manic.

      “Don’t take another step,” Maddox shouted with his weapon raised.

      I grabbed his arm and yanked it down. “If you shoot and miss, you could hurt someone nearby. You and I both know a bullet isn’t going to stop Alvin.”

      “It has a name?” Maddox shouted.

      “Long story.” I flung out my hand.

      My arcana spilled out of me. It rushed forward with more glee than I’d ever felt. I shuddered at my own power. Not only did it take the form of an indomitable wave, but it had teeth.

      I didn’t mean that literally. My arcana felt hungry in a way that I couldn’t quite describe. It saw Alvin’s hobbling form and knew that a meal was in store. I only had to loosen the reins and let it take its meal.

      My breath trembled. I wasn’t used to this. I had no control of it.

      Alvin’s broken wolf laugh echoed in my room. He crouched low to leap. I tried to lash out with my power, but it spiraled away from me. Our breaths fogged in the air. Maddox groaned and swayed.

      I should have known that Alvin wasn’t the meal. My arcana didn’t see death as sustenance. No, it needed life force.

      I cried out as Maddox tumbled backwards. Alvin saw weakness and leapt—not at Maddox, but at me.

      The detective threw himself in front of me despite his exhaustion. Alvin hit him and sent him crashing into me. Together, all three of us hit the floor. The impact sent my breath rushing out of my lungs. My chest lit on fire as I gasped beneath Maddox’s inert form.

      Alvin stood atop him. Rancid breath washed over us both. Alvin lowered his head and sniffed. The growl that left him chilled my bones.

      Hunger.

      He was so hungry.

      My arcana grazed him, and the feeling echoed back at me. It was so familiar that I nearly mistook it for my own at first. The stomach-pinching sensation made my head light. My vision blurred.

      I needed sustenance. I needed…

      Life.

      A creature burned bright in the room with me. He was so warm and bursting with life. My arcana swam around him. It licked at his energy like a hungry cat. Something told me that I shouldn’t take it, but the memory was far away.

      If I took this energy, then I would be able to do anything. I would be able to break the killer’s hold on Alvin. The undead Alpha wolf would be mine. I would make him bow to my control.

      “You don’t get to hurt her,” Maddox growled.

      I snapped back to reality and realized that I’d been about to eat Maddox’s life force. I yanked back on my power, but not before weakening my friend. Alvin saw the opening and took it.

      Jaws wide, Alvin struck. I moved to put my arm between the two of them, but I was too slow. Alvin’s fangs sank into Maddox’s flesh. Alvin flung his head back and forth to tear through Maddox’s shoulder.

      Maddox’s scream dragged me out of my arcana daze.

      Do it, my arcana whispered. Take the dog. Make him yours.

      I had to. There was no other way out of this. I’d already taken enough of Maddox’s life to do what needed to be done. If I didn’t take charge of the situation, it would get worse. It was on me to step up.

      Fear made me shaky, but I took ahold of my arcana and slapped it at Alvin. The force of it made him recoil. Maddox hissed in pain. I flinched and almost pulled back, but I couldn’t stop now. If I did, Alvin would kill Maddox.

      This was my fault. If I hadn’t weakened Maddox, we wouldn’t be in this situation. I needed better control. Now wasn’t the time to learn. I should have done it years ago. If I had, then no one would have gotten hurt tonight.

      Stop. Focus.

      

      Maddox

      

      My shoulder burned with an unholy pain. That reeking, fetid thing had bitten me. I didn’t have the energy to even think about what kind of infections this would cause. Everything had been sucked out of me before that thing even leapt at me.

      I’d been surprisingly slow putting myself between Addie and the beast. If I had even half my normal strength, I would have stood my ground. Where had it all gone? What was this weakness tugging at me out of nowhere?

      Addie thrust her hand out and the beast flinched. I jammed my hand between myself and the beast. My fingers sank into the putrid flesh, but I didn’t stop. I shoved the thing away from us.

      The air in the room went cold again. I shivered. The beast pushed back, and I lost all the ground I’d gotten. The thing snarled and lunged again.

      “Stop.” Addie’s voice echoed endlessly.

      The creature froze mid-lunge. Its body heaved with its quickened breath as it fought the command. I twisted to stare at Addie. She shook, but not from effort. Her hand trembled when our eyes met. The way her brows arched in the middle, sorrow filling her eyes, told me everything.

      “I never meant for it to be this way.”

      The beast tossed its head back and howled. Addie dropped her hand to cover her ears. Her attention wavered, dropping her control over the dead beast. Before it could lunge at us once again, a gray stream came out of nowhere. The little cat hissed and swiped at the wolfish monster.

      The beast recoiled. The cat, standing its ground between us and the beast, hissed once more. The beast took one look at the both of us and turned tail, disappearing out the door before I could gather the energy to get up.

      When Addie called me at her campsite, the field had been devoid of life and filled with all sorts of dead things. I’d chalked her reaction up to the trauma of seeing so many zombies in the light of day.

      Body heavy, I realized that those creatures hadn’t belonged to the killer. They were Addie’s. She’d drained the life from the field the same way that she’d drained the life from me today.

      I pressed my palm to the bleeding wound on my shoulder. “You didn’t tell me,” I hissed.

      Addie scrambled to her knees and reached for me, her hand falling short. “I didn’t tell you for a reason! I knew you’d be afraid. Everyone is!”

      “I’m not afraid.” My lip curled. “I’m pissed you used me.”

      “I never wanted to!” Addie’s expression broke. Tears gathered in her eyes.

      The temperature in the room dropped as a white film raced across her eyes again. Then, inexplicably, the room turned hot. My skin beaded with sweat. I opened my mouth to ask if the heat had turned on, but all that came out was a croak.

      My vision darkened at the edges. A tearing pain flared within me. I hissed at the sensation of…claws? The talons struck again. I clutched my middle and bent double as the world went dark.

      “Maddox!” Addie’s shout was distant.

      What the hell was in that beast’s mouth?
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      Maddox collapsed on my bedroom floor. His blood pooled beneath him, but it didn’t spread. I reached to lift him up and found the wound in his shoulder closed. It gave me pause.

      That couldn’t be right. Alvin might have been a shifter in life, but the form that’d attacked us had been very dead. I never thought that a dead shifter could pass on the beast. I barely knew anything about my own power, let alone what a dead shifter’s bite could do to a human.

      Already, sweat covered Maddox’s brow. He groaned. I inhaled sharply and froze, expecting him to wake and curse me out again. I mean, I deserved it. If I’d told him everything from the beginning, we might not have gotten into this situation. I could have saved us from this. Instead, I’d doomed him.

      Now was time to do something. I was done hiding.

      Since I couldn’t lift Maddox onto the bed, I grabbed pillows from my mattress and tucked them beneath him before I reached for my phone. Ness and Ryder had a witch in their employ. If anyone could give me the information I needed, it was that creepy witch.

      Calling to get Bianca’s number meant explaining everything that’d happened to Ryder. I could hear the apprehension in his voice. He didn’t like the idea of leaving me alone with Maddox.

      “What do you think is going to happen? He’s unconscious.” I didn’t understand Ryder’s concern.

      “Well, for one thing, he could wake up as a feral shifter. We don’t know what’s happening to him. If he wakes and isn’t himself, you could get hurt.”

      There was a slim chance that I would be able to control Maddox since it was an undead shifter that’d bitten him. If not, then I deserved whatever happened to me. He was only in this position because I’d kept my power hidden. If I’d done more, then Maddox would be safe.

      Still, Ryder insisted on coming over while I called Bianca.

      The witch answered the phone. She didn’t sound the least bit sleepy. I couldn’t hear even a hint of exhaustion in her voice. Instead, I heard the clank of ice in a glass in the background, like she’d been up late, drinking.

      When I told her what happened, she slammed the glass down.

      “What?” she asked, her voice cracking ever so slightly.

      I scratched the back of my head. “He was bitten…by an undead Alvin Combs.”

      Downstairs, the front door opened. I flinched, even though I knew it was only Ryder. I wasn’t going to leave Maddox’s side to go check, either. Maddox’s skin was pale, and he’d stopped sweating. I wasn’t going to take my eye off him even for a moment.

      The killer could come up here and get their just desserts for all I cared.

      My cold arcana swirled inside my core. It agreed with me. A wrathful kind of chill filled me. I’d never known anger like this before. It fueled me. It whispered secrets to me. An anger like this might be enough to raise a whole field of undead without drawing on the life of those around me.

      It should have scared me. However, I wasn’t in the mood for fear anymore. The wrath shoved fear down and put a boot on its neck.

      “I don’t know what you’ve done,” Bianca said. “But I know someone who might be able to help you. There’s a massive coven out in Salem. Their High Priestess, Amaranth, is familiar with all sorts of shifters. She might have the answers you need.”

      Bianca rattled off a number that I jotted down with an oddly steady hand.

      “When you figure out what’s going on, I’d like to know. This could be useful,” Bianca purred.

      I cringed. “You’re really creepy. You know that?”

      She laughed and hung up on me. I didn’t trust the pack witch, but she’d been good to Ryder and Ness, so I had no reason to raise any alarms.

      The Salem High Priestess, on the other hand, left me unsettled in a way that I couldn’t begin to describe.

      “This better be an emergency, Adeline McCauley,” the witch said groggily.

      “I…I didn’t introduce myself. How do you—”

      She groaned. I could almost hear her rolling her eyes at me. “It’s my job to know everything. However, I don’t know why you’re calling me unless you tell me.”

      “Then…that’s not everything.” I couldn’t help myself. I should have kept my mouth shut.

      “Your power is an abomination, an affront against Mother Nature. You are lucky that I am even stooping this low. I should send someone to strip you of your arcana. However, I am in a mood to be kind. Ask your question and I will overlook your atrocious arcana for tonight.”

      I expected my heart to leap into my throat. Instead, that cold wrath rose again. Death swirled around me. There was so much of it, but it wasn’t overwhelming this time. Instead, it felt like an extension of my own hand.

      A hand that I wanted to wrap around Amaranth’s throat.

      Why did she have to be so damn condescending?

      After I explained our situation, Amaranth guffawed. The sound made my core clench. My arcana snapped, like skeletal fingers slapping the floor in anger.

      “So, the monstrosity made a monstrosity. That will teach you to raise things better left dead. Don’t go meddling with the natural order of things again, Adeline. However, should your beau wake, I would very much like to know what becomes of him.”

      My lip curled. “I didn’t raise the monster! Alvin is someone else’s weapon right now.”

      “So?” she asked, flippant. “It matters little to me. You’re still capable of the same horrors. Take this as a learning opportunity. Don’t make the same mistakes as your assailant.”

      Furious, I hung up. I’d gotten nothing out of this call. I couldn’t believe someone with so much influence and respect could be so crass. This wasn’t a science experiment. It wasn’t karma coming back to bite me in the ass for my own hubris.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I looked to Maddox, growing paler and paler by the moment. His gold hair had dulled to a pale silver. Blue stained his lips. I lifted myself up to check his breath. Warm air spilled over my outstretched hand when I placed it near his mouth. I didn’t dare touch his skin for fear of finding it cold and dead.

      The gray cat brushed up against me. It leaned its body into me as Ryder stepped into the room.

      “How’s he doing?” Ryder asked.

      I buried my hand in the cat’s messy fur and kept my gaze on Maddox. “He’s alive.”

      Cautiously, I let my arcana cradle him. Through it, I could feel his strong hold onto the world of the living. Maddox wasn’t ready to go yet. Despite his ghastly appearance, Maddox refused to give in.

      “What I want to know is how this person found out about Alvin,” Ryder said.

      I swallowed. There were many ways. The killer had been stalking me for a while, I guessed. If that was the case, then they would know about Ness—at least, to a certain degree. Her connection to Alvin wasn’t immediately obvious, but it didn’t take a whole lot of brain power to put two and two together once she and Ryder rose to the top of the Pack.

      “They likely used their arcana like a metal detector, but instead of looking for metal, they went looking for Alvin’s body. After that, they would have full control of it.”

      “Why didn’t you tell any of us that you could do this?” Ryder growled.

      Maddox’s lip curled. My breath hitched. I leaned forward, thinking that he was about to wake. His fingers twitched. That was it, though. Maddox didn’t wake from this deathly unconsciousness, much to my dismay.

      “Ness knows.” My heart sank.

      This was what I’d been trying to avoid. The metaphorical witch hunt would begin soon. My friends would lose trust in me. Once they learned how my arcana worked, that I needed a sacrifice to raise the dead, then they would never be able to look at me the same. And when they learned that I couldn’t control it, they would cast me out.

      They would treat me the same way that Amaranth had.

      I appreciated Ness hiding the truth for me. It’d bought me a little bit of time. I would miss her…and the others. They’d been great friends. I didn’t blame them for wanting nothing to do with me. They had to put themselves first. It would be for the best.

      “Of course, my mate knows and didn’t say anything. The four of you are thicker than thieves. You would all take a bullet for one another.”

      I wanted to argue that he was wrong, but he’d proven himself right in one breath. Ness had kept my arcana a secret. She’d backed me up without me even asking. And Cerri knew, to a certain extent. We’d used the opposite natures of our arcanas to rip a curse in half before.

      Then there was Vi, who had a direct line to the divine. She knew something was up with me, but she never asked.

      My friends weren’t going to turn their backs on me. They saw me for me and stood beside me.

      Shit, I was going to tear up again. The gray cat meowed, a raspy sound that drew my attention away from this conversation. The creature pawed at Maddox, who was finally beginning to stir.

      He convulsed, his muscles spasming in waves. Ryder cried out. Maddox’s first shift had begun.

      I turned to Ryder in a panic. “Help me carry him out of here!”

      Ryder scooped him up and raced to the exit. I had to sprint to keep up with them. We couldn’t let Maddox shift in the middle of town. I was close to Lakesedge, but not completely within its protected boundaries. Not to mention the fact that Maddox was about to become something completely new and unheard of. We had to find somewhere that no one would see him.

      There was a stretch of woods at the edge of the neighborhood. It was thin and barren from the recent winter, but it was enough to hide us from immediate sight. We dove into it just as Maddox began to thrash in Ryder’s arms.

      “What have you done to me?” Maddox howled.

      His voice was filled with pain. The cool breath of death lingered around us. It swirled close to Maddox. I stopped in my tracks and watched the power follow him.

      What had I done to him?

      He kicked off Ryder’s chest and landed on all fours, still in a mostly human form. His muscles were changing, though. They roiled, trying to find new form for the first time. It was a horrid sight to behold as his body undid itself right before my eyes.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said over and over.

      Ryder stayed quiet. He was tense, his arms spread wide, and his feet planted firmly on the ground. Before my eyes, claws burst from Ryder’s fingertips. They sky overhead opened, and thunder boomed.

      I launched myself at Ryder and grabbed at his shirt. “Don’t hurt him! This isn’t his fault.”

      Ryder didn’t throw me off, but the force of his glare was enough to shove me back. I staggered away from him. My heart raced. When a ragged growl reached us, my gaze slid towards the source.

      Maddox had become a ghostly white wolf, larger than Alvin had ever been. He shook out his fur and it went flying in every direction like snow. His form wasn’t stable yet. Patches of fur fell away only to reform a heartbeat later. He stared down at the fallen fur before turning his attention on me.

      Though his lips curled into a furious snarl, I wasn’t afraid. The cool power of death still flowed around him. I could feel it washing around his feet like water in a shallow pool. It rippled with every step he took. It made him beautiful. This ethereal wolf wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t alive either.

      He was somewhere between the two states of being.

      

      Maddox

      

      Her.

      The reason for my pain.

      Beautiful. Dangerous. Liar.

      I howled in confusion. Hand outstretched, she approached me. I snapped at the air, so she would flinch back. Stupid woman barely reacted. Her eyes stayed on me. Those eyes were filled with sorrow and regret.

      I wanted none of it. She’d lied. This was her fault. I wasn’t me. I wasn’t right.

      This hurt. My body wouldn’t stop. It wouldn’t settle. My fur sloughed off and washed away in the wind. My skin shuddered every time. It made my breath rattle out of me.

      Not. Right.

      Another howl caught in my throat. There, it became a mangled snarl. Still, that damn woman kept moving towards me. I could have killed her. I could have made her pay for what she’d done to me.

      No. Damn beast. We’re not murderers.

      I crushed the human voice. There was no need for it anymore. As far as I was concerned, the human part of me had died in her bedroom when that beast bit me. It hadn’t been right. That beast wasn’t normal. It’d turned me into something wrong.

      I’m not dead! And I won’t let you hurt her!

      As angry as I was, I had no real desire to kill the woman. I wanted her to feel my pain, but I wouldn’t inflict it physically. Instead, I spun and ran.

      The man shouted for me to stop. I owed him nothing. Even if he was a great beast of the sky, he was no master of mine. I would be a free wolf with allegiance to no one.

      Or so I thought. Before I knew it, a set of massive claws shoved me into the earth. I snarled and twisted to bite at the dragon’s claws. My teeth were useless against talons. No matter how I thrashed, I could not escape the dragon’s grasp. Panic rose and filled my body with cold adrenaline.

      Before I knew it, I was free. I staggered, confused.

      There was no time to waste, however. I couldn’t stay and try to figure out what’d happened. I had to use this time to run. If I wound between the trees, then the dragon would struggle to catch me.

      The trees opened onto a street, though. I burst out into the open road and found myself uncovered. Run. I had to run. The dragon would grab me again. However, the woman’s scent hit me. It wrapped around me, bringing the smell of incense and earth.

      My knees trembled as my heart raced.

      I glanced back at her standing at the edge of the trees. The wind toyed with her unbound black hair. Immediately, I wanted to bury my muzzle in the crook of her neck and breathe deep. The magnetic pull that drew me back to her terrified me.

      A part of me knew that I wasn’t quite alive. This enchantress had power over death. If I stayed, I would become her thrall.

      Was that so bad, though? Was it so awful to live for a mistress? I would destroy all those who dared come near her, like the killer hunting her down. Unlike my human counterpart, I would never let the killer get close to her.

      The thought roused my human side. He thrashed deep within me. It seemed that I could not kill him with the force of my will alone. He was me, and I was him, which made us perfectly matched. Neither of us would come out on top for long before the other rose up.

      He scrabbled for power over this form. I had to run before he got what he wanted.
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      I watched Maddox disappear into the night. He’d escaped Ryder’s claws right before my eyes. One moment, Maddox had been pinned. The next, he stood outside of Ryder’s grasp. It seemed that not even Maddox knew how he’d done it.

      Ryder had been just as confused as Maddox, but my arcana showed me what’d really happened.

      Maddox had opened a portal to the afterlife and slipped through it. At first sight, my heart had lurched in fear. I’d fumbled forward to stop him. Then the portal had opened again, and Maddox had reappeared.

      What had he become? The question still lingered in the back of my mind. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was any precedent for undead shifters before. If Luca’s library hadn’t been buried under a ton of concrete rubble, then I would have asked Vi if she could get me in.

      I wasn’t going to call Amaranth again, that was for sure.

      Ryder shifted back to his human form. “Do I hunt him down?”

      Maddox hadn’t attacked me, but his form hadn’t seemed stable, either. I couldn’t help but fear the possibility that this could backfire. While he’d seemed alright, there was a chance that his form could rot from the inside while we were standing around doing nothing. We wouldn’t know if he was alright unless we followed him.

      It felt like a violation of privacy, but I couldn’t just sit around and wait for him to return. Whoever had sent Alvin after us could return to strike again at any moment. I didn’t want to get Ryder involved in this. He had a mate, one of my best friends.

      And they were trying to start a family.

      The realization smacked me like a hand across the face. My breath rushed out of me. I couldn’t get him involved. I had to do this on my own.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I lied. “I’m going to go home and sleep while he blows off some steam.”

      Ryder’s brows furrowed. He seemed displeased with the idea. I had to convince him that Maddox wouldn’t hurt anyone. That’s what was on Ryder’s mind. He wasn’t concerned for the man he didn’t know. Ryder was thinking about the fallout that the supernatural community would face if Maddox went on a rampage.

      That wasn’t going to happen, though.

      “He’s a murder detective. The man has dedicated his life to solving horrible crimes. He would never commit one. Even if he’s confused and enraged, there will always be a part of him that will pull back should things get hairy.”

      I hoped Ryder believed me. For the most part, I believed my own words. I had a kind of faith in Maddox that was almost unreasonable. We didn’t know each other that well. Yet, I had no doubt that Maddox would know the difference between prey and person.

      It wasn’t like I planned on leaving him alone, either. With my arcana, I would be able to track him. He left a cold trail in his wake. The cool smoke of death responded to my arcana and told me where he’d gone.

      Ryder seemed to understand what I wasn’t saying. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “The last time I left you alone, an undead Alpha wolf broke into your house.”

      “Yeah,” I said, summoning a bit of Vi’s cheeky nature. “That was last time. That probably won’t happen again.”

      I really hoped that was the case. However, I knew that with a bit of focus, I could take control from the killer. Any zombie that the killer raised could be stolen.

      All I had to do was trust my own power.

      I shuddered at the thought. Never before had I ever considered using that part of my power. Sure, I spoke to ghosts and helped them cross over into the afterlife. That was the better part of my arcana. This, however, scared the hell out of me.

      While I didn’t feel ready in the least, I knew that there was no point at which I would ever really feel prepared. This power scared me, but I would have to face it at some point—especially if I wanted to keep going.

      This killer couldn’t have me. I would make sure of that.

      “Go home,” I told Ryder with more conviction than I’d felt in a long time.

      He hesitated for a long moment. It stretched, but I remained unmoving. He wasn’t going to come with me. I would call his mate and have her command him to go home if I had to.

      Ryder seemed to sense that. He groaned, rolled his eyes, and uttered a grumbling, “Fine.”

      As soon as he promised he wouldn’t follow me, I ran after the rail of death. The arcana still floated in the air. If I pulled my own power up and let it reach my eyes, I could see the smoke floating ahead of me. It’d been a long while since I’d run, but the thought of Maddox at the end of this trail gave me the energy I needed to keep going.

      “I’m on my way,” I promised though he couldn’t hear me.

      

      Maddox

      

      Shit. It’d been a long time since I’d visited the city. I wasn’t quite sure where I was; however, I did have human hands again. So, I had that going for me. Everything else sucked.

      The city was too loud. The sirens blaring in the distance hurt my ears and made my skull throb. No matter where I turned, the smell of trash haunted me. Everything reeked. Here and there, I would catch other smells, but they were never good. It was always car exhaust or old vomit or stray cat piss.

      Nothing was as it should be.

      There was a new voice in the back of my mind. Its raspy voice chilled my bones and made me stiffen. The thing was beastly, always ravenous and filled with rage. There was only one thought that calmed the creature.

      Addie.

      I groaned and ran both hands over my face. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that I wasn’t human anymore. There’d been moments where I’d wished that I could go toe to toe with these supernaturals, but I’d never had this in mind.

      “You’re alive!” Addie appeared, almost out of nowhere, and threw her arms around my neck.

      Immediately, the scent of her hit me. It was so much stronger than anything around me. The aroma of earth and incense covered something more sinister. Though I could tell that the scent came from her dark power, it comforted me.

      I held her in return despite the lingering anger still burning in my core.

      If it hadn’t been for the power she’d hidden from me, then this never would have happened. Addie had drawn on my life force. She’d drained me in order to save herself. I didn’t know if I could forgive her for that any time soon.

      However, I knew that, in time, I would eventually forgive her. That raspy voice in the back of my head adored her. The beast wanted to bow at her feet. It wanted to roll over so she could pet my stomach.

      I jerked back at the thought.

      Lip curling, I stiffened. Addie noticed the change in my demeanor. She jumped away from me. A flush crept up her neck and darkened her cheeks. The soft pink on her pale skin made me want to reach out and see if her cheek would be as tender as a rose petal. Instead of touching her, I tightened my hands into fists.

      Too much had happened. Already, I could feel that second presence within me rising and growing. It hated how I’d pushed her away. It wanted me to run my hands all over her. The creature’s dedication to her terrified me. It would kill for her. All she had to do was ask.

      I’d become the very thing I worked to put behind bars: a killer.

      The potential had always been there. My heart had always been cold, warming only for a select few. I could disconnect and do anything. To keep myself from turning into a killer, I’d chosen to hunt them.

      This new presence, the creature lurking deep within me, only amplified that part of myself.

      I needed time to sort myself out. I hoped that, with a bit of solitude, I could come to some sort of treaty with the beast inside me. The creature could be reasoned with, I figured. Together, we would discuss my terms of existence.

      And if the beast didn’t agree, I would find a way to end it for the both of us.

      The beast growled at me. The sound hit so fast that it rattled my bones for a moment. I stiffened and shoved it back. The creature thrashed. I could barely keep it down. Something about it made it hard to grasp, even if it was only a voice inside myself. The beast seemed to slide between my fingers like a ghost.

      “I’m not sure what I’ve become,” I said, my eye twitching.

      Addie snorted. “Me either.”

      I glared in her direction. “You’re really helpful.”

      She shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I don’t even know anything about myself, let alone whatever is going on with you. This arcana came from my mother, and she died before I was old enough for her to tell me how to exist.”

      Her attention seemed to hop from place to place, never staying put for long. I tried to see what she was seeing, but the world of the dead was still hidden to me. The ghosts that surrounded us were veiled to all but her.

      When her eyes started to widen and she quickly dropped her gaze to the ground, I knew that a ghost had spotted her.

      “Ready to go home?” I asked.

      Not that her place seemed like a good idea, but I didn’t have any other options at hand. And it wasn’t like my new beast would let me leave her. It would fight me at every turn. I didn’t stay to take the easy route, but to avoid losing control again. I would use her as an anchor until I could get a handle on this.

      Should she betray me again, though, it would start a war that I would be sure to win.
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      When nowhere was safe, I chose the place that I knew I would find the most comfort. Some would call me crazy, but I loved the peace of nature, where spirits knew better than to linger.

      I didn’t expect Maddox to tag along, but I was grateful to have his company. Not just because I felt safer with him around, but because I wanted to keep a closer eye on him. And having him away from humanity would be better for everyone. We had no idea what would happen next.

      “Have you ever heard of a hotel?” Maddox grumbled on his side of the tent.

      I wanted to be sassy and remind him that he was the one who’d followed me, but I didn’t want him to realize he could go anywhere else. I needed him nearby for so many reasons.

      “Are…are you mad at me?” I didn’t look at him. Instead, I kept my gaze fixed on the tent roof.

      Maddox growled in response. That growl betrayed the mix of emotions that he must have been processing. It was too early to ask how he felt, because not even he knew what was going on in there.

      He had a whole new being inside him now. I didn’t know what it was like to adjust to having a beast. Ryder or Ness would be more helpful than me, but I didn’t want Ryder to decide that Maddox was a threat to his pack’s safety.

      Without thinking, I found myself reaching towards Maddox. I jerked my hand back and shoved it into my sleeping bag.

      Maddox grumbled and got up. He said nothing before unzipping the tent door. I sat upright and opened my mouth to call him back. My voice left me before I could stop him. However, he didn’t go far.

      I could feel him with my arcana. He was a beacon like every other dead thing nearby. I could feel him the same way I could feel the dead rabbit under the fallen log in the woods. He burned cold, like dry ice. That same kind of smoke rolled off him.

      He’d slipped out of Ryder’s grasp earlier by using a power that no other shifter had. I’d never seen anything like it before. Maddox could enter the afterlife and use it to teleport. Could…could I do the same? Or was that something only he could do?

      What else could he do?

      Did Maddox have a time limit?

      He stood in a place between living and dead. I held my breath, waiting for death to come and fully claim him. The thought struck me in the heart, a lancing pain filling my chest.

      While I clutched my chest, a soft muzzle nudged me. Maddox whined with a concern that I didn’t expect. When I looked to him, a pair of pale eyes looked up at me. They were nothing like Maddox’s dark eyes, but they still somehow showed exactly who I was looking at.

      I buried my hand in his white fur. It no longer sloughed off. Instead, his form seemed more stable. I breathed a sigh of relief and ran my hand along his ruff.

      For him, I would get myself in order. Though I was still terrified of my own power, I had to get it under control. If I didn’t, then he could get hurt again. I couldn’t allow that to happen. My fears wouldn’t ruin anyone else’s lives.

      We slept, side by side, through the whole night. It had to be the first time I’d gotten a proper sleep in years. While my camping sleep was always refreshing, there was something even more invigorating about having a shifter nearby.

      I thought about offering him a steak dinner, because I figured that’s what a new shifter would want, but his phone went off before I could ask. He disappeared for a few minutes, only a few muffled grunts betraying the fact that he was shifting back.

      His control was impressive. I knew very little about new shifters, but Maddox seemed to be getting ahold of this too quickly. He had a force of will that was both admirable and terrifying. I was grateful that he no longer thought I was the prime suspect for these murders, or else I might be behind bars already.

      Of course, he had to have a strong sense of will for his job. There was no way that someone could get up and do what he did every day without it. He likely had to force himself out of bed in the morning. Who would want to go into work and look at pictures of dead people over and over?

      I sure as hell didn’t want to look at dead people.

      Maddox came back dressed and ready to go. He grabbed his phone and held it between his shoulder and his ear. I could hear the soft ringing from here, but he looked back and met my gaze.

      Though it felt like there was something he wanted to say, the person on the other end of the call answered before he could speak. Maddox quickly turned away from me, so he could focus on his call.

      Instead of eavesdropping, I lifted my face to the sky and savored the silence of the open wilds. This wasn’t the same camping spot as last time, but I couldn’t help but see the field that I’d destroyed in my fear. Every field looked the same. They all felt the same. Dead things sat just beneath the ground’s surface no matter where you went.

      I shook myself free of my memories and went about starting a fire, so I could make some coffee. Not for the first time, I wished I had access to Vi’s arcana because starting fires was a pain in the ass.

      “There’s a situation that requires my presence,” Maddox said just as the coffee began percolating.

      My stomach dropped unexpectedly. I glanced out over the field like the killer hunting me would show up out of nowhere. Of course, nothing happened. Yet, I was afraid of being alone. I wasn’t going to say it, but my inability to speak might have given it away.

      “Hmm,” Maddox’s said as his lips twisted to the side. He also looked out over the field. “Do you want me to send someone out to watch over you?”

      Actually, this would be a good time to practice my control. My arcana simmered around my feet. It reached towards every little dead thing, grazing the corpse before moving on in search of more. I had to get this under control once and for all.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      Maddox snarled. He caught himself and whipped his head to the side. The snarl turned into a growl as he clutched his fists at his side.

      “I’d feel better if you were protected.” He kept his face turned away from me.

      I raised a brow. “Why do you care so much? Yesterday, I was worried that you were going to kill me for what happened. Now you want to keep me safe?”

      Shaking his head and grumbling, Maddox turned and stomped away from me.

      “Really?” I called out. “You don’t have a response?”

      I laughed to myself. It was the only thing keeping me from having a meltdown. I knew what I had to do, but I didn’t want to do it. This power inside me wasn’t good. The Salem High Priestess had called me an abomination, and I was tempted to agree with her.

      But if I didn’t learn how to use this arcana, then I would never be able to protect myself from whoever was hunting me. They’d already killed one woman with my power. I wasn’t going to let them have me.

      Pulling the coffee off the heat, I set the pot aside so it could cool before I poured it. I didn’t feel like burning my tongue.

      While the coffee cooled, I turned away from the fire and sent my arcana rolling out. Like fog coming in off the endless ocean, it spread over everything. Signs of death lit up like will-o-wisp flares. If I focused, I could almost see the little blue-green flames waiting to be summoned.

      This time, however, I didn’t want to pull on the life around me. That’s what scared me. I didn’t want to be the cause of something else’s death. If I could pull on the anger I’d felt the other night, then maybe I could use that to fuel my power.

      I just had to reach for it.

      In theory, it seemed simple. However, finding that kind of rage again proved to be difficult. Whenever I thought about last night, all that came up was guilt. It weighed me down and dragged the life out of everything around me.

      Literally.

      I thought that the world seemed gray because of my feelings, but I quickly realized that I was pulling the life force from the earth around me. Hissing a curse, I jerked back. I yanked on my arcana and shoved it back down, though it refused to be constrained.

      My arcana fought back, pushing at every angle so it could find a weak spot in my control. My breath trembled. The arcana threatened to spill out of me, but I managed to keep it back despite my fumbling attempts to hold it.

      “You belong to me,” I whispered. “Not the other way around.”

      It couldn’t understand me. My arcana wasn’t sentient…yet it still seemed to have a mind of its own. As if it heard my declaration, it settled back into me. The well of power refused to sit still, but at least it was contained.

      With shaking hands, I poured a cup of coffee and brought it to my lips. The bitterness of the black liquid brought me back to the moment. While I didn’t need the caffeine, the warmth helped push back the chill of death. Within a few sips, I felt more like myself again.

      When I felt better, I set the mug aside and turned back to the field. I thought of the cat back at my house, and how it seemed real enough to be alive. Man, I hoped it was still okay. We’d left without checking on the poor thing. Did it need constant upkeep? Or would it stay that way even without someone like me around?

      I reached out to the rabbit’s corpse under the log. It was further away than I thought, but my arcana could still reach without exerting any effort. How much of this power rested inside me at all times?

      Now wasn’t the time to wonder. I had to focus. I had to think about the two women who’d lost their lives. Their faces, so similar to my own, made me angry. This killer was breathing down the back of my neck, and people I liked were getting caught in the fray.

      That was enough to evoke the cold anger again. It suffused my body with a burning chill. I gritted my teeth and pushed that feeling through my arcana. I expected it to have an electrical sensation, but it flowed just like my smoky arcana. It found the rabbit and wrapped around it before squeezing tight.

      My chest cinched. For an instant, I couldn’t breathe. It was as if a part of me was being torn away. Then, the anger left, and I was standing in the dark. Blinking, I glanced around. The space was dark and infinite. I doubted it was the afterlife, but death still moved along the ground like smoke.

      It swirled around something hopping among the low-lying clouds. With a wave of my hand, the smoke cleared to reveal a brown rabbit that looked up at me for direction. My breath hitched.

      This meant…

      No.

      I didn’t want it to be this way. I didn’t even know this was possible.

      Feet tangling together, I spun and fell flat on my face. I didn’t hit the dark floor of this strange realm. Instead, I fell and fell until I crashed back into my own body and woke with a gasp.

      Solid earth and bright sunshine brought me back to the world of the living. I pushed myself up and savored the feeling of tiny stones digging into my palm. It meant that this was real. I was alive.

      Movement caught my attention. A little brown rabbit hopped in front of me and cocked its head. My heart dropped. I reached out to the creature but let my hand fall before I touched it.

      Now that I knew what I’d done, guilt turned my limbs heavy again. I hadn’t meant to pull the little creature’s soul out of the afterlife, but I’d done it, nonetheless. The small thing had been enjoying a world that was safe and carefree, and I’d yanked it back here.

      That’s what happened when I didn’t draw on the lifeforce of the things around me. When I used the power within myself, I opened a portal to the afterlife and plucked the creature’s soul out of it. The thought left me even more unsettled than I’d been to begin with.

      “What have I done?” I whispered.

      The rabbit didn’t care. It was still waiting. It would do nothing unless I gave it a command. The thought made me choke back a sob. The creature’s soul was trapped in a body that was completely under my control.

      It was a horrid thing. Why was I capable of such horrors? Mom, why didn’t you tell me that this was so awful?

      Why didn’t you stay to help me?

      Mom had known that we shared the same arcana. That meant I would have been able to see her ghost. Had she stayed to help me in death, then I wouldn’t be doing such horrible things on my own. I would have a better handle on this.

      I reached into my pocket and drew out the rosary that she’d left for me. I pulled each bead between my fingers until I calmed enough to think clearly again.

      “Be free,” I commanded the rabbit.

      Its eyes snapped wide. A bit of confusion flickered across its inhuman face. The rabbit didn’t know what it meant to be free. So, I had to give it another command—one that would truly set it free.

      “Die.”

      The word hurt to say. It caught in my throat and tore its way out of me as I forced it upward. Yet, the moment that it reached fruition, the rabbit collapsed. Its body quickly returned to the earth.

      This wasn’t how I’d expected to spend my day. I never thought that I would be able to reach into the afterlife and pluck a spirit from their rest. It seemed wrong. I shouldn’t be able to do it. No one should be able to disturb the dead so thoroughly. It was one thing to raise a corpse. It was another to do what I’d done.

      I stood and went about packing up my campsite. Once the firepit was cold, I stared at the dead embers and wondered what had happened to get me to this point. It wasn’t so much about where I was, but that I was willingly exploring this power.

      There’d been a time when I’d promised myself I would never raise the dead. Now, here I was, practicing it willingly. This wasn’t right, but I couldn’t go back. Danger still crept in the shadows behind me. If I wanted to live, I would have to learn more about my own arcana so I could protect myself and Maddox.

      I hoisted my pack high on my shoulders and began the trek back to the park lot. A tingling on the back of my neck gave me pause. I didn’t stop or look back, though. Instead, I let my arcana roll out behind me in search of undead minions. There was no way the killer would come at me without a weapon, and their choice of weapon had been undead so far.

      When I felt nothing, I thought I should feel some sort of relief. My tension didn’t go away, though. That sensation of being watched never left. I rolled my shoulders to try to ease the knots tightening between them, but it did nothing.

      An idea struck me. If I could reach into the afterlife to pull spirits back into their bodies, then maybe I could send an S.O.S. to someone. Pausing to open a portal to the afterlife cost me precious moments, but I did it anyway. I sent my power into the portal and thought about my mother.

      However, my mind quickly turned the tables. Thoughts of my mother slipped away. No matter how I tried to focus on her, my mind kept shifting to Maddox. The great, white wolf made me feel safe in the middle of the night, and now I wanted him back.

      I shouldn’t rely on him to protect me, especially since his new form was my fault. I couldn’t use him when I was the one to destroy who he used to be.

      I felt the air change before I heard them. I lurched forward just as a knife cut through the air where I’d been a split-second ago. My palms hit the ground, and bits of gravel cut into my skin. I wanted to drop the rest of the way and roll, but the giant pack on my back kept me from being able to.

      Behind me, a man in a…a Halloween rabbit mask? Seriously?

      He towered over me, a knife in his grip like he was some sort of slasher flick villain. My heart lurched. Barely a breath later, my arcana responded and rolled out. It brushed against his arcana and made his seem like a puddle compared to my ocean.

      The man snarled and reached down towards me. I was distracted by a flicker of motion and color. The sunlight caught on a set of beads—no, it was a rosary. A necklace similar to the one that my mother had given me slipped out of his shirt and dangled over my head. I noticed the tiny spark o flight in nearly every dark stone in the chain.

      Adrenaline slapped me across the face and broke me out of my thoughts. Time jumped back into motion. I threw myself to the side to escape his grasp. However, that sent me sliding into a ravine much like the one the first body had been found in.

      I cursed at myself as I slid over rocks and branches, each one jabbing at my soft skin. However, it put distance between us. This was my terrain. I came out here so much that as soon as I picked myself up, I was speeding through the messy ditch while the man was still fumbling down the hill.

      My arcana still drifted around me. I trolled across the ground in search of dead things to raise. If I didn’t direct the power, it would raise an army again. I had to get ahold of it and find somewhere to direct it.

      If I did that and sent the undead monster at the man, then there was a chance I would escape.

      But I heard his booming laugh behind me right before his own arcana thundered out of him. It was overwhelming. The tables had turned. I was the puddle compared to his ocean, now.

      

      Maddox

      

      I arrived on the scene and raised a brow. The beat cop gave me an apologetic shrug.

      “There…there was a body here ten minutes ago. I don’t know where it could have gone!”

      I narrowed my eyes and stifled the rising growl of the new beast within me. “You’re telling me that you lost…a body? It didn’t just get up and walk away on its own, kiddo.”

      That was a lie. I knew that bodies could, in fact, do just that. If that was the case here, then there was more at play than a simple hit and run.

      The dispatcher had told me that this was a case of a hit and run. At least, that’s how the anonymous caller had described it. It didn’t take a genius to put these clues together. This was nothing more than a distraction to pull me away from Addie.

      My beast rose and clawed at me. Furious, the creature demanded that I go back to her. I swallowed the beast back down and redirected my attention. I still had a job to do, and I couldn’t allow Addie to pull me away all the time.

      She could protect herself. The woman had powers that were dangerous in the wrong hands. She didn’t need me.

      My beast disagreed. It tore at me from the inside. I sucked in between clenched teeth when the searing pain radiated through me. The beat cop glanced warily in my direction.

      On the outside, I likely looked the same as ever. I’d stopped trying to look put together when my ex-wife passed. There was just no point anymore. I didn’t want to give people the wrong impression. They deserved to know just what they were dealing with when they spoke to me.

      On the inside, I was a new kind of mess. The fight with this beast made my knees shake. I’d never known pain quite like this before. No matter how hard I shoved, the beast came charging back at me. It slammed into me like it was trying to break the bars of a cage.

      The damn thing wanted to break free of my body and run right back to Addie like some sort of trained dog. I wasn’t going to allow that to happen, though. I refused to be at her beck and call.

      She’s fine.

      The beast growled and snapped its teeth.

      “Detective Greene?” the beat cop asked nervously.

      My head jerked upright. I realized that I’d been trapped in my internal struggle. I hadn’t been paying attention to anything outside of myself.

      Addie, the beast roared inside my skull.

      The beat cop spoke, but I couldn’t hear anything he said over the roar inside me. When the beast leapt, it shook me. I staggered on my feet. The beat cop’s lips never stopped moving. Everything he said was lost.

      I refused to let this monster change me. I wasn’t going to run. This was my job, and I would stay here and see it through to the end. No beast would tell me what to do.

      But I could feel my grip on sanity slipping. The beast’s voice grew louder and louder. Its howl hit the back of my throat and filled my mouth. I had to clench my jaw to keep from letting it out.

      All the while, the beat cop watched me with wary eyes. He put a hand on my shoulder to steady me.

      “Are you sure you don’t need me to call someone else? If you’re drinking on the job again, I’ll keep it quiet as long as you promise me you’ll go sober up in the car.”

      I’m not drinking on the job again.

      Not seriously. Not like when my ex-wife passed. I hadn’t even been able to confront her about how she’d cheated on me. Death had swiftly claimed her, leaving guilt and anger simmering in my gut with nowhere to go.

      I needed to stop letting women ruin my life. They were exceptionally good at it. One broke me as a man while the other turned me into a monster. Women were not worth the strife.

      The monster in me pawed at the ground…at my soul? At my bones? It was a strange feeling, this vibration rumbling along my entire being. It gave away the beast’s restlessness. The thing would fight me tooth and nail until I returned to Addie.

      I should have been more worried about her. My anger over what had happened to me was blinding my view. I wanted to be pissed at her. The beast’s adoration for the woman who’d gotten me into this trouble rubbed me the wrong way, but she still deserved protection.

      Since it wouldn’t destroy my reputation, I lied to the beat cop. “You’re right. I did have a little too much whiskey in my cereal this morning. I think I’m going to go sleep this off in the car. When you find that body, you let me know.”

      The beat cop mouthed whiskey in your cereal?

      I chuckled and left the man on his own. The body wasn’t going to come crawling back. The killer didn’t want that kind of attention. They wanted confusion, not alarm. The cop would be safe on his own, so I ran back to the car.

      I’d told the cop that I’d been drinking. If I got in and sped away, he might call one of his buddies to stop me. I couldn’t risk getting pulled over. It would be a waste of time. There had to be another way to get to Addie quickly.

      A memory hit me out of nowhere. When that dragon shifter had me pinned, I’d managed to escape. My beast laughed inside my head. It promised me that we could do something that no other wolf could do.

      My skin crawled. Goosebumps rose like a wave in a stadium. This meant trusting the wolf. This new creature, a presence inside me that had spent nearly all of its life rioting against me, wanted me to trust it.

      Unfortunately, I had no other choice right now. My options were limited. Every moment away from Addie was another moment that I left her vulnerable. Maybe she could protect herself, but that didn’t mean I should leave her alone.

      “Fine,” I begrudgingly told the wolf. “Let’s do this your way.”

      Immediately, the creature slammed into me. I raced out of sight before the thing could claw its way out of my body. Breathing hard, I collapsed onto all fours. Already, fur spread along my body. My bones popped and my muscles tore.

      I would never get used to this.

      The air around me turned cold. In my new vision, sharper and clearer than ever with a tinge of blue light haloing everything, I saw a portal open before me. It showed me nothing but darkness. This was a leap of trust.

      And I had to have faith.

      Since when did I start believing?
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ADDIE

        

      

    

    
      A portal burst open before me. I jerked back, afraid that I’d accidentally reached into the afterlife. Now that my arcana knew how to properly raise the dead, it could do it without my permission. But the white form that darted out of the portal wasn’t a ghost.

      Maddox leapt past me. He hit the ground and let out a howl that chilled me to my bones. I fumbled, catching myself on the muddy bank of the ravine, and turned to look back at Maddox. Hackles raised, he growled at the man sliding down the ravine.

      The man hit the bottom of the ravine and paused. He cocked his head curiously. The man’s arcana spread out to touch Maddox. A wave of anger hit me and sent my own arcana out in response.

      How dare he touch Maddox?

      The man recoiled when my arcana hit him. He recovered quickly and clutched the rosary around his neck. When he did that, the force of his power doubled in pressure. It came thundering back at us.

      His power was strong, but it had to do with the rosary. So, I grabbed my own and tried to figure out how he was doing it while Maddow issued a warning growl. At first, I shoved my power into the rosary. When my arcana sank into it and began to tug at my core, I flinched and pulled back.

      Except, when I pulled back, I found more power coming with me than I’d originally put in. I inhaled, excited. There was magic stored in this, somehow.

      Not that I needed it.

      The cool touch of death surrounded me. I lifted my gaze up to meet the man in the rabbit mask. I couldn’t look him in the eye, but he could see me, and that was all I needed.

      For once, I didn’t hold back. I wasn’t going to shy away from my power. I released my grip on it and let it rush forth. Out and out, my arcana poured. I could feel every dead thing for miles all around. Oddly enough, the rosaries both glowed with pale blue light.

      His burned brighter than mine. The small beads of light turned into tiny suns that seared my eyes. I had no idea what I was looking at. There was no time to decipher this now. I had to show him that I was not someone who could be hunted for sport.

      Instead of letting my power hover near the ground, I shoved it all at Maddox. I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like the right idea at the time.

      The blue light flared around him. The fur shed off his tail to reveal bone that lengthened and sharpened. His talons did the same, turning into bone-like razors. He even seemed to grow in size as he soaked up my power.

      We were bound, the two of us. Though we hadn’t wanted to admit it, this was obvious proof. The way he accepted my power like a conduit had to mean something. I just hoped that it didn’t mean that I was shortening his lifespan.

      No one should have that much death in them—no one other than me, I guess.

      I expected another show of force from the man’s arcana, but he changed his tune. When he spun and ran up the ravine, I gaped at him. However, he must have known he wouldn’t get far on his own.

      All that power that’d been swirling around us was forced in every direction. The impact hit me in the chest and stole the breath from my lungs. Before my eyes, I watched portals to the afterlife tear open.

      Ghosts poured out of the rips in the veil between the two worlds. From the earth, corpses clawed their way out and began clambering towards us. I gave everything I had to Maddox. When I searched inside myself, there was almost nothing left.

      Had I not given my arcana to Maddox, I would have been able to turn the corpses on the man. The ghosts were another problem. I didn’t want to tear their souls apart. I didn’t want to be the reason that those souls no longer existed.

      Maddox didn’t hesitate. He slashed at the first ghost to rush toward him. I expected his claws to go through the incorporeal spirit, but he made impact. His strike ripped the spirit to shreds before he slammed his tail into a corpse.

      I stood there, stunned. I could do nothing to stop this madness. These were people. They weren’t weapons or tools.

      They were people!

      “Stop!”

      Everything came to a standstill. My command took ahold of everything, the same way it had to the rabbit that I’d summoned earlier. My heart thumped nervously. I didn’t know how long I could hold them all.

      Maddox glared at me with hatred in his eyes. He’d come here to protect me, yet I’d once again betrayed him with my power. Surely, he understood why I’d done it. I refused to let these people become sacrifices. Even if they were already dead, they had a chance to find peace in the afterlife.

      They would have nothing if we destroyed them the same way I’d destroyed Jaden.

      “Go home.”

      The command was simple. I had no idea if everything in the vicinity would be able to understand. The rabbit hadn’t been able to comprehend the idea of freedom. But the ghosts seemed to release a unanimous sigh as they slipped back through the rips in the veil.

      I sighed, too. All that was left were the corpses.

      And Maddox.

      He was already stalking away, his tail lashing in the air. I wondered where he was going until I realized my command had an effect on him.

      Like releasing a breath, I let go of my control. Maddox stopped in his tracks. The corpses, however, started crawling towards me again. I had enough power left in me to turn them away.

      I didn’t like how easy this was becoming. A few days ago, I’d had no idea how to harness my own arcana. Now, I was using it like I’d been doing it forever. I couldn’t help but feel like I was treading dangerous territory.

      Released from the power of my command, Maddox shook himself. The hatred gleaming in his eyes was at odds with the way he sauntered over to me. He nudged me with his muzzle, but he didn’t seem happy about it. When I ran my hand along his nose, he pushed into my touch and growled in warning at the same time.

      I jerked back.

      “Shouldn’t you follow the killer? You could hunt him down…” I glanced in the direction the masked killer had fled.

      Maddox sat at my feet. He looked down at his body with clear confusion and growled again. When he tossed his head, I realized he was trying to pry himself up off the ground. Maddox and his body were at war. While one part of him wanted to stay, the rest of him refused to sit still.

      He lifted his head and glared at me. The look was so vicious that I couldn’t help but back up a step. I knew, in that moment, that what I’d done had violated him. That hadn’t been my intention. When I spoke, I’d meant to grab at the undead attacking us. I never meant to give him a command.

      “Be…be free?” I said with the hopes that I could release Maddox from this.

      His expression flattened. He was not amused.

      I threw my hands in the air. “I don’t know what you want from me! I didn’t mean for this to happen. It would take us hours for me to explain why I had no idea how to use my arcana, and Maddox didn’t need to know the ins and outs of my complicated childhood.

      That left us at an impasse. I didn’t know how to release him. It seemed…maybe I was mistaken, but it seemed like this wasn’t my doing. I got the sense that Maddox’s new beast was the one fighting him.

      When his body relaxed and his expression became more animal, his tail wagged, and his tongue lolled out of his mouth. He looked more like a giant dog than a wild ghost-wolf taller than me.

      Man, Maddox made a huge wolf.

      “Thank you,” I said softly as I patted his head.

      He pushed into my palm again. His back foot thumped against the muddy ground and splattered his white fur with speckles. I brushed them off as if he wasn’t going to shed the fur in a little while when he shifted back.

      Speaking of which, I needed to know if he planned on shifting back. He wasn’t the kind of wolf that I could put a collar and leash on. No one would believe he was a normal dog. One look at him, and people could tell that he was something born out of nightmares. His tail was still made of sharpened bone. Blue-white light blazed in his eyes.

      “You can’t go back to civilization like this,” I said.

      The beast ignored me. He shoved me to the ground and climbed into my lap. When he closed his eyes, I realized he wanted to cuddle. I knew that shifters liked to gather in dog piles, that they needed touch, but I never thought that Maddox would want to cuddle me.

      This wasn’t Maddox, though. He was a new shifter. Ryder had warned me that the divide between man and beast would be drastic. It would cause problems more often than not because the human part of Maddox wasn’t used to the new animal urges yet.

      I’d assumed that the animal urges would include hunting for sport, not cuddling. My life had taken an odd turn as of late. I’d hated it before, but now I was stuck at an odd impasse. I didn’t hate everything, but it certainly wasn’t great either.

      The man hunting me down had a rosary much like my own. I peered at it in the sun and tried to figure out why some beads flickered with little sparks of light when others were dark. I wouldn’t figure that out just by staring at it, though. To get to the bottom of this, I would have to delve into my arcana again.

      I shuddered.

      Looking to the beast, I asked, “You’re not going to give Maddox control, are you?”

      The beast pretended not to hear me, but I could see the slight wag of his tail. The beast was perfectly happy in this form. That meant we couldn’t go back to the parking lot any time soon.

      Instead, I pushed the beast off my lap and stood. “Let’s go for a hike.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My hands shook. The rosary jingled in my grasp. Behind me, the soft trickle of water from a melting waterfall filled the air with a sound that should have been soothing. The sound had no such effect on me, unfortunately.

      It was Maddox’s presence that comforted me. He walked through the shallow water to come sit with me on the dry rock I’d found. This would have looked like something out of a training montage in a movie were it not for the terrifying shifter sleeping beside me like a housecat.

      I shook myself free of the present moment and tried to sink into myself. Gripping the rosary tight, I explored it with my arcana. Skeletal fingers clicked along the beads, one by one. My power hit the rosary and rebounded outwards, much like it had before. It reflected my arcana and amplified it so that my senses could reach for miles.

      That wasn’t an exaggeration. I could feel every dead thing, every small creature that’d given itself up to the circle of life, every person laid to rest, every last sigh, for miles. For a moment, I wondered if I could reach from these mountains all the way back to Syracuse and Lakesedge, but I was too afraid to try.

      I was afraid of what that might mean for me.
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MADDOX

        

      

    

    
      The beast let me come back to the surface. The world yawned around me as I surged out of the dark hiding place that the beast had shoved me into. I heard the sound of Addie’s soft breath first, then the trickle of water falling behind her. My consciousness was attuned to her in a way that scared me.

      What scared me more was how the color drained from the world around us. At first, when I came to, our surroundings were green and filled with life. Then, right before my eyes, it all turned gray. It bent and fell, turning to dust that the wind whipped away.

      Addie’s brow furrowed. Her eyes were closed while she pinched the rosary between her fingers. Her lips parted and another stretch of nature fell to her power.

      My stomach flipped.

      Without thinking, I leapt to my feet and nipped her hand. She yelped and jerked back. The rosary plummeted into the shallow water. Addie gaped at me with horror before looking at her hand. While the skin was red, I hadn’t broken it.

      I knew from experience what a beasty bite could do to someone. I wasn’t going to do that to her. All I’d wanted was to stop her before she destroyed even more of the landscape around us.

      Her awareness must have expanded beyond me because I watched her eyes grow wide as she took in the scene around us. Her jaw dropped before she covered it with her hand. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

      Collecting herself, she pulled her hand away from her mouth and rolled her shoulders back. She made a gesture with her hand. A cold power rolled through the area. Life surged all around us, the earth turning green once more. However, it didn’t last long before it crumpled and faded all over again.

      Addie choked back a sob. I watched her curiously. Though I’d been angry at her for hiding things from me in the first place, it seemed that not even she knew what she was doing. She held her fisted hands tight to her chest before falling forward. Forehead pressed to the cold stone, she cried.

      “I-I-I w-wish I could…b-be different,” she said between sobs. “I wish I could brew potions like Cerri. I wish I could make rainbows like Vi.”

      She screamed into the stone.

      Silence settled in after the echo faded. I sat back and watched her. How was I supposed to comfort her with these talons on my paws? I was useless for now. Even if I wasn’t, I didn’t know where to begin. How does one comfort a necromancer capable of such horrors?

      “All I do is hurt people. I hurt the living and the dead. I’ve wrecked lives and destroyed spirits. It doesn’t matter what I do to make things right. All I’ve ever done is make things worse in the end.”

      Movement caught my attention. I glanced around and noticed several small bodies appearing. Rabbits rose from the earth and shook themselves, their ears popping up. Small mice climbed onto the rock around Addie. I watched fish and frogs flow out of the earth and start to swim around the rock while Addie cried.

      Though she mourned for her destructive power, it’d created a burst of life that all looked to her. It was all at once beautiful and devastating. I imagined the small creatures were waiting for orders. Addie had control over all these little lives. They could do nothing on their own. Yet, here they were without a care in the world.

      It mattered little to these creatures that they had no autonomy. They had no souls, no reason to fight back. They weren’t suffering. They were happy to please.

      I couldn’t decide how I felt about this. While it was beautiful, it was also terrifying. I’d watched bodies claw their way out of the earth to attack me. This was nothing like that, but it was somehow worse. Addie didn’t just raise zombies, she brought forth fully formed creatures with no will of their own.

      I would have understood why the killer was hunting her had the killer not displayed power like her own. People would see this and run scared. They would want to stop her any way they could to keep her from turning against them and their beliefs.

      This killer was just like her, though. I didn’t understand why he wanted her dead. They could have been allies. Instead, he sought to kill her before she became stronger than him.

      That was a weak man’s prerogative. He was threatened by Addie and her sheer power. Instead of taking it for his own, he sought to kill her so that she could never stop him. I understood what was happening now.

      If only I’d chased him down earlier. Addie’s command had kept me from running after him. My beast berated me for not tracking the man’s scent. I hadn’t thought to sniff him. To be fair, that wasn’t something I would have done normally. Who sniffs a person?

      Addie finally looked up. While wiping at her tears, she took in the small creatures gathered around her. She extended a shaking hand to touch the head of a rabbit. Still trembling, she dipped her hand into the water so the fish could swim around her.

      “This is wrong,” she whispered sadly.

      My heart lurched. Her pain was my pain in a way that I could hardly understand. I jumped to my feet and padded over to her so I could press my body against her shoulder. I leaned into her too hard and nearly knocked her into the water.

      Without thinking, I caught her with my teeth on her shirt. She came to a halt right above the shallow water. With a tug, I yanked her upright and offered an apologetic look.

      “I see you’re back to yourself again,” Addie said.

      I tilted my head. She must have noticed when my beast took control. I huffed, annoyed that I couldn’t be in the pilot’s seat at all times. This was my body. I should always be in control. But the beast laughed at me.

      Perhaps I should talk to that dragon that Addie had sent after me. He would have answers that I needed, but I wasn’t about to admit weakness to someone larger and stronger than myself. Until I understood this man and his stance, I wasn’t going to trust him with anything.

      Oddly enough, I couldn’t tell if that statement was something I would say, or something this new beast might say. There were moments where we were oddly similar. It made me think that the beast was an extension of myself until the damn creature wrested control from me.

      Addie’s head snapped up. Her eyes went wide. She stared at her empty hands before shrieking:

      “Where is it?”

      Instinctively, I knew what she meant. I plunged my muzzle into the water and nosed around until I found the beaded chain she’d dropped. When I rose with it in my mouth, she let out an audible sigh of relief and extended her hand. I placed it in her palm and watched her entire body relax.

      The piece of jewelry meant a lot to her. It was more than a tool, it seemed. She clutched it tight and held it to her chest. I watched her lips move, forming a silent word:

      Mom.

      Her shoulders slumped. She was clearly exhausted. If we were going to get out of here, we were going to have to rely on me. I had an odd burst of energy still thrumming through me. I tried not to think about where it’d come from, but the click of my bony tail reminded me of what she’d done earlier.

      I was a vessel for Addie’s power. Something about the undead creature that had bitten me had turned me into a beast unlike any other. I remembered the way the dragon had paused at my escape trick the other night. That wasn’t normal.

      I wasn’t normal.

      Addie had turned me into a monster, but I was her monster. Together, we would figure this out. Once we did, then we could go on our separate ways. We just had to survive until then.

      

      Addie

      

      Maddox lowered himself before me and tossed his head to gesture that he wanted me on his back. I would have argued, but exhaustion hit me like a freight train. My chest tightened from all that I’d done. Breathing hurt, and my muscles responded stiffly. I was in no position to argue, so I climbed onto Maddox and gripped his fur tight.

      He showed no sign that my weight was too much for him or that I was sitting oddly. His gait was even and assured. For a while, I wondered if the beast had taken over again. This was too nice for Maddox. It wasn’t like him.

      But when we reached my campsite and I climbed off his back, I could see Maddox in his expression. Nothing had changed, making me think that he’d been in control all along. He wandered away from me only to return a few moments later has his human self—his naked human self.

      I quickly turned away. My face burned with embarrassment. He’d been naked the other night, too. That’d been under the veil of night. Now, with the sun shining high above us, I could see absolutely everything.

      Maddox was endowed…well endowed. Maybe he was a show-er, not a grower. Maybe I shouldn’t have been thinking about Maddox’s dick or how my body responded to the sight of it.

      What was wrong with me? I’d dragged this man into a nightmarish fight for my life only to have him turn into a ghostly shifter. He wasn’t ever going to be interested in me the way I was interested in him right now.

      I needed to get myself in order.

      Palms pressed to my heated cheeks, I kept my back to Maddox until he touched my shoulder. I jumped and let out a yelp. He raised both brows before his gaze dropped to my red cheeks.

      “Do you have some oversized clothing that I could borrow?” He gestured to his dick, which did not help me.

      Not in the least.

      “Oh. Ah—” I scrambled for my backpack with shaking hands.

      All I had was a pair of women’s athletic leggings and a state park sweatshirt. Maddox didn’t hesitate to take them. He tugged the leggings over his defined thighs. Were they always that muscular? Or had the change from human to shifter toned them?

      Stop staring, Addie!

      I spun away from him. The leggings made his butt way too round. They looked better on him than they ever did on me. I could have bounced a quarter off his glutes.

      What was I thinking? I’d been possessed by the spirit of the horniest man ever. Maddox gave no fucks over the fact that he was now wearing women’s clothing. His masculinity was perfectly assured. No piece of fabric could threaten that, and it was oddly hot.

      “Let’s go,” he said, his voice deep and rumbling. “Give me your keys.”

      I didn’t even argue. I was so tired and incapable of thinking straight. Clearly, if I was thinking about all the ways I wanted to touch Maddox, I wasn’t in my right mind.

      He finally noticed where my eyes kept going. A small smile curled the corners of his mouth.

      “How’s the view? I feel like everything is on display.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but only a moan came out. Embarrassed, I clapped my hand over my mouth. Maddox just laughed and led the way back to the parking lot—which was a two hour hike. With every step he took, he let me know his bare feet were killing him despite his newfound shifter healing keeping them pristine. By the end of it, he regretted shifting so soon.

      “You’ll be fine. I’ll take you outback when we get home. I have a hose and some flea shampoo with your name on it.”

      The mood remained light all the way back to the car. We packed my camping gear into the trunk, so I could climb into the passenger seat and steal a few minutes of peaceful sleep. I never knew how nice it could be to sleep in a moving car where ghosts couldn’t find me and my arcana couldn’t grasp at the dead things in the earth.

      When we reached my house and Maddox gently shook me awake, my stomach sank with disappointment. The urge to ask if we could drive around a bit longer nearly reached my lips, but I swallowed the request and unbuckled my seat belt.

      “Do…Are…” Words tangled in my mouth where they turned into a knot that I couldn’t spit out.

      Maddox raised a single brow. His hair still hadn’t taken on its usual golden glow. It was still pale and wispy, like he might fade from existence at any moment. He would never be the same man again. Now, he was an unusual shifter at war with the new beast inside himself.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Maddox said. “I’ll crash on your couch tonight. In the meantime, I’ll have someone bring me some clothes to change into. I don’t know how you deal with clothes this tight all day. I’m going to lose my mind.”

      I stifled a chuckle. Relief eased a tightness in my chest. I shoved my door open and stepped out into the somewhat-fresh air of the city. Ghosts kept their distance from me. Perhaps they’d heard what I’d done to Jaden. I should have felt guilty, but I couldn’t help but savor the silence that came with their fear.

      It was about time I got a break.

      Before I could reach the door, Maddox threw his arm out to stop me. I ran right into it while lost in my thoughts. When I lifted my head to complain, I noticed the stillness that had come over him. Maddox’s nose twitched.

      “Someone has been here recently.”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper and leaned in close. “What do you mean?”

      His nose twitched again. A growl rumbled inside him as his upper lip curled in annoyance. “There’s a scent in the air. I’m…I’m not used to this. All I know is that something is off.”

      Maddox’s instincts were working. Maybe he didn’t know how to react to them, but I knew I could trust a beast’s gut feeling. However, that trust sent my heart racing.

      Nervously, I reached out with my arcana. I sent it through the house. My skeletal fingers touched everything and found only the cat waiting for us. The cat was distressed, though. I should have waited for Maddox to clear the house, but I jumped past him to fling the door open.

      The cat launched itself out the door and into my arms. I caught the gray fluffball in my arms while Maddox burst into the house with a growl. My feet were glued to the ground until I realized I was a sitting duck outside.

      A chill ran down my spine before I lurched inside and kicked the door shut behind me. Maddox reappeared in a flash.

      “The house is empty.”

      I blinked, surprised. “You searched every room already?”

      He nodded. “And the closets.”

      “You’re going to have to learn to hide your speed when you’re around humans again.” If he didn’t control this, he would expose himself almost immediately.

      Maddox just grunted. That clearly wasn’t a high priority for him right now. There were other things on his mind. The bright, ghostly light in his eyes told me as much. The thought of someone invading my house upset him more than he wanted to admit.

      I shifted the cat’s weight to one arm so I could reach out and touch Maddox. “It’s all right. Like you said, the house is emp—"

      My gaze moved past Maddox to a small piece of paper taped to the counter that separated the living room from the kitchen. The paper hadn’t been there when I left. Unfamiliar handwriting caught my attention.

      I stepped past Maddox, but he stayed right on my heels. Heart pounding, I reached for the piece of paper. He moved to stop me, probably for fingerprints, but I paid him no attention. My arcana urged me forward. It screamed, like there was something breathing down the back of my neck.

      Surrender.

      Or lose something important to you.

      The cat was already in my arms. Maddox was right behind me. I shuddered to think of what else the killer could possibly take from me.

      The realization hit me. I dropped the cat, which thankfully landed on its feet without issue. Immediately, I reached for my phone.

      “What? What is it?” Maddox snatched the paper from my fingers.

      The phone rang in my ear while Maddox read the note. His jaw clenched so tight that I could see the muscles twitching from the effort.

      My friends were all powerful in their own right. I couldn’t imagine someone with my power going up against Ness or Vi. The killer would have to swarm them with undead in order to even get close to them. Vi would burn through the corpses with her divine light. Ness would find the killer and command him to stand down.

      That left one person vulnerable. Like me, Cerri’s power wasn’t offensive. If this were a video game, we would be what some might call squishy.

      “She’s not answering.” My panic rose and filled the back of my throat with bile. “She’s not answering!”

      Maddox took both of my elbows in his hands and forced me to look at him. “Who? What’s happening? I can’t help you unless you tell me exactly what you think is going on.”

      “You read the note!” I snapped.

      My stomach churned like the ocean. I dropped to a crouch and wrapped my arms around my middle. The world around me tilted back and forth. My vision darkened at the edges. A chill crept in and sank deep into my bones. When I exhaled, I could see my breath on the air.

      “Shit,” Maddox grumbled above me.

      He fell to his knees and pulled me into his arms. Immediately, the warmth of his body eased the rising panic that had been dragging me away. I gripped the front of his shirt and inhaled deep. His scent permeated the sweater I’d given him. I was tempted to ask him if I could have it back now just so I could wrap myself in his scent.

      “Cerri is in danger again,” I said into the sweater.

      I’d led the killer to her last time when I’d run to her for help. He knew about her, and he likely knew about her arcana from the potions we’d pulled out that night. She wouldn’t be able to defend herself from a surprise attack. I had to go to her now, but I couldn’t bring myself to move yet.

      “I’ll call wo—” Maddox cut himself off.

      He couldn’t send a human cop over to check on Cerri. It’d be a death sentence if there were zombies there.

      “Hm, I’m going to have to figure out who is and isn’t human in my precinct.”

      That didn’t matter to me right now. I threw myself out of Maddox’s grasp. This wasn’t happening fast enough. We needed to go.

      Now.

      Maddox rushed past me. He snatched the keys from my shaking hands. I opened my mouth to argue, but he was right. I was in no shape to drive right now. He had capable hands and a clear head.

      This was his job, I realized. Maddox knew how to act in emergencies. Nothing shook him, not even becoming a shifter. He’d taken it all in stride, as if this was how he expected life to be. While I broke down, he held it together.

      Soon, that hard exterior would break. I didn’t have the time to tell him that now. We would have to deal with his impending break soon, though. If we didn’t, Ryder might have a feral shifter on his hands, and I would be to blame.

      

      Maddox

      

      I didn’t reach for my weapon. For one thing, I didn’t have it. I’d lost it when I shifted in a rush to get to Addie. I would have to find it later. For now, the beast’s claws would be enough. The creature filled me with strength. I climbed the stairs up to the warehouse apartment in great leaps, clearing five stairs at a time.

      Addie struggled to catch up, but the scent on the air was strong, and I wasn’t about to lose the trail. It struck me that I was becoming more animal than man. I would have to deal with this change later. There wasn’t time for it now.

      But I could feel the mounting tension from putting it off. Dread built deep in the pit of my stomach. It grew and grew, turning into a ticking time bomb. I could ignore the soft click of the countdown for now. I had to.

      I didn’t bother knocking on the door when we reached it. I shouldered it open and sent it flying onto the wall because I no longer knew my own strength. A part of me half expected to find Cerri lounged on her couch with a romance novel in hand. However, the apartment was empty, just as Addie expected.

      “God. Damn. It!” Addie stomped her foot in frustration.

      She was close to another breakdown. I could smell it on her. Even though she hid the tremble of her hands behind her clenched fists, I could smell the adrenaline hitting her system. It was oddly sour, which I didn’t expect. My beast thrashed at the smell.

      “Get yourself together,” I said to her as I scanned the apartment.

      There was broken glass on the floor. I crouched and took in the spread of the shards. What could have been broken? It didn’t look like a vase. There was a small cork that made me think it wasn’t a cup, either.

      “I-I-I don’t think I can do this,” Addie said, her voice cracking.

      My head jerked up. We were three stories above the ground. I highly doubted there was anything dead that she could accidentally summon—unless she could pull meat from the freezer.

      I doubted it. “You’ll be fine.”

      She grumbled under her breath. I noticed her lower lip quaking as she breathed in. While I wasn’t concerned about her arcana, I was worried about her mental state. A panic attack would help no one, certainly not Cerri.

      “We’re going to find your friend. Give me time to do what needs to be done, though.”

      My beast hated how I spoke to Addie, but I remembered the way she’d held me with her command. I wouldn’t be her servant. Her power could turn me into her plaything. If I allowed myself to let my guard down, she would have me in the palm of her hand.

      The beast wanted me to be kind to her. It wanted me to roll over for the woman. She had ahold of a part of me, already. I wouldn’t give her more, even if I wanted to be kind to her. I had to hold her at a distance.

      “Adeline! Pull yourself together!” I yelled when I shouldn’t have. Lowering my voice, I gestured to the glass on the floor and asked, “Do you know what this could be?”

      A wave of cold pooled around me. I could feel Addie’s arcana trying to dig its bony fingers into my flesh. My beast answered like the power wanted to scratch behind my ear and not lock a leash around my throat.

      “Stop. It.”

      Addie turned white eyes on me. Her jaw clenched tight. A cold fury enveloped her, turning her into an inhuman being. Her pale skin turned translucent for an instant. The visage of a skull flashed over her face.

      Unafraid, I stalked up to her and gripped her chin in my hand. Her jaw was clenched tight, but when I pressed my lips to hers, it slackened in surprise. I meant to pull away, but something in me pressed harder.

      Her lips parted, and I deepened the kiss. I pushed my tongue into her mouth and heard her groan in response. She grasped for the front of my sweater like she was clinging to life.

      Finally, I jerked back. Our chests heaved. The tension in the room was gone. Addie’s shoulders slumped and color returned to her face. In fact, she blushed again. Realizing that she was holding onto me, she suddenly released her grip on the fabric and stared at her hands in disbelief.

      “Good. I’m glad that’s over.”

      I couldn’t fall for her. I refused to. The power imbalance between us was one thing, but I had other reasons for wanting to keep all potential partners at an arm’s distance.

      Addie sucked in a deep breath, held it for a moment, then said, “The glass on the floor is probably from a potion bottle.”

      I raised a brow in question. When I turned to Addie, her face was still a dark red. For a heartbeat, I allowed myself to wonder what was going on inside her head.
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      I shouldn’t have been thinking about the wolfman’s mouth while my friend was in danger, but I couldn’t get that kiss out of my head. The taste of his tongue haunted me like a pleasant fragrance in another room. I leaned into it in search of the source even though I knew I wasn’t going to find it.

      Cerri needs me.

      She must have caught the killer in the act. From the glass on the floor, I guessed that she must have had time to run for her potion stash. There weren’t many left, though, and when she missed, nothing would happen. In her panic, she must have misjudged her throw and missed him.

      Maddox stalked around the room. He flipped over everything. When he paused, staring at a slip of paper, his head tilted to the side.

      “What? What is it?” I leapt in excitement at the thought of a clue.

      Finally! Something we could go on.

      Was it another message? Could we get Cerri back?

      “It’s a piece of paper from the notepads at the precinct.” Maddox’s lips twisted to the side. “I must have dropped it the night this apartment got swarmed with zombies.”

      I gave a shrug. “Where else could it have come from?”

      Already, my anxiety festered again. My arcana swirled around me in search of corpses. I didn’t want to find my friend’s corpse. That was the last thing I needed today. I had to believe that Cerri was okay, or else I would lose control again. We might be in Lakesedge, but I doubted the neighbors wanted their cremated pets crawling out of their urns.

      My arcana found something odd, though. That cold smoke slithered along the floor and traced the outline of Cerri’s spilled potion. I sucked in a sharp breath and pulled the power back, but not before it revived the herbal component.

      Maddox grumbled and rolled his shoulders as I pulled a bit of lifeforce from. I opened my mouth to sheepishly apologize, but tiny green sprouts caught my attention and dragged me away from him. The herbs in Cerri’s potion grew new tendrils. They reached upward, unfurling into a wave of green life that led towards the door.

      “Maddox! It’s a trail!” I ran for the door and skidded into the hallway.

      My arcana rolled down the hallway. The blanket of green life spawned in a wave leading away from the apartment. Maddox caught up to me. He gave a nod and pushed past me to take lead.

      “Wait,” I said softly. “If we do this, I’m going to need a battery. Are…are you okay with that?”

      He paused and looked back. His eyes were shadowed from the way he bent his head. It made his expression hard to read. I doubted anyone wanted me to feed on their life force. This was too much. I had no right to ask this of him, and I knew it.

      “I’m more than I used to be. Take whatever you need. You’re not going to kill me.”

      My heart thumped double-time. There was no way that he was right. I knew, deep down, that if I pulled too much energy from him that I would be the end of him. However, there was no time to waste right now. We had a hot trail and a surefire way to follow it.

      I had to be careful and show some constraint.

      As we thundered down the stairs, tiny blue and white flowers blossomed and died in our wake. We were preceded by these tiny heralds that led us towards the lake. The beauty of Cerri’s potion trail made me marvel at my own arcana.

      Why was it that I could only see this miracle in the direst of moments? It didn’t seem fair. My power proved beautiful in its own way, but I didn’t have the time to stop and take it in. My friend’s life was in danger, and if we didn’t run, then she would get hurt.

      And it would be all my fault.

      Maybe I should just give in. This killer wasn’t going to stop until they got what they wanted from me. In that time, they would do everything in their power to make sure those around me suffered. So long as I was alive and safe, others would be in danger.

      It had to end, but there was only one way out that I could see.

      Two forms stood near the edge of the lake. One stood tall, the silhouette of that rabbit mask still obscuring the man’s face. The other was on their knees. He had his hand in Cerri’s voluminous curls, yet she still found a way to glare up at him.

      All around her, flowers bloomed. They didn’t blossom and die like they had at the touch of my arcana. These flowers unfurled, growing larger and larger with every rise and fall of Cerri’s chest.

      Beyond her, the lake took on a glow deep with its waters. Something strange was at play here.

      “Hand over the Reaper,” the man said, a voice modulator under his mask distorting his voice.

      The low, manufactured rumble of the killer’s voice made my ears hurt. I cringed and felt my power flare in self-defense. The arcana rushed along the ground in search of something it could raise to protect us. However, I hit the killer’s wall of arcana. It flung my own arcana back at me.

      “No games. Submit, and I will give you the human.”

      Cerri laughed, but it was drowned out by Maddox’s growl. This would be his second shift of the day. I had no idea if he’d eaten anything. If he didn’t have enough energy to pull this off, then he could lose control, too. It would be way worse if Maddox lost control. Unhinged shifters were capable of bloodshed on a terrifying level.

      I reached out and touched his shoulder before he could change shapes. When he looked back at me in surprise, I shook my head. This was it. We’d reached the end of the line. I wouldn’t let anyone else endanger themselves for me.

      The killer must have misread our silent communication. He bent, and Cerri let out a scream. The sound was swallowed by a splash of water as he shoved her head under.

      “Shift into that wolf form, and I’ll kill her!”

      “Let her breathe! She has nothing to do with this.” I didn’t beg or plead. I made a demand.

      I was oddly proud of myself for standing my ground. The only thing that mattered right now was that Cerri and Maddox left here safely. I knew how this would end. I wasn’t leaving here alive. If the killer wanted me, he would have to meet my demands, first.

      But he waited a heartbeat too long. Panic slapped me across the face. Every second that Cerri struggled underwater was a second she lost.

      “Let her go!” My arcana surged outwards.

      This time, it hit the killer’s wall of power and burst through. My skeletal fingers reached to surround him. I would drain the life out of him if I had to. My arcana never reached him, though. He shoved back before I could take ahold of him.

      That was new. However, it meant that he could do the same to me. If I could target him and steal his life force, he could very easily do the same to me.

      What had he called me? A Reaper?

      What did that mean? While I’d hoped to learn something from that, it told me nothing. My head swam with images of black-robed skeletons, which I certainly wasn’t. There were more important matters at hand.

      Already, I could feel the fingers of the killer’s arcana reaching for me. I threw up a solid wall that he prodded and poked at. He was searching for weak points. This was the first time I’d had to guard against someone’s magic. There had to be weak points. It was only a matter of time until he found them.

      It was only a matter of time before Cerri ran out of oxygen, too. I couldn’t stand here in this silent face-off forever. When I glanced over to Maddox, my stomach flipped when I realized he’d vanished. The distraction cost me. My guard slipped for a moment.

      The killer’s arcana wrapped around me like a fist. It jerked me forward, but it didn’t pull at my body. Instead, it yanked at my soul. If I didn’t do something, I would lose everything.

      At least, Maddox would be free. He’d escaped. He was…

      He was behind the killer.

      I’d assumed that Maddox had fled to save himself. It seemed that I’d forgotten what kind of man Maddox was. He’d signed up to save lives and catch killers. The man wasn’t going to run.

      Maddox’s body bent and grew in size. Fur grew in a wave over his skin. He crouched low, ready to pounce, but the killer half turned. With one arm extended towards me, the killer raised another and pointed his arcana in Maddox’s direction.

      “No!” I screamed.

      The shout rang out. It shattered the killer’s arcana. I shoved mine outwards and into all the cracks in the killer’s power. He flinched and twisted to look in my direction. I liked to think that he was glaring under that mask.

      With my power slowly squeezing his own and breaking it down, I could absorb the energy he’d sent out. I turned that energy into life force and shoved it deep into the earth. I couldn’t afford to fear my own power when my friends’ lives were at stake.

      Had I hesitated, the killer would have taken control of Maddox. The new shifter stood with one foot in death, which left him vulnerable to those like myself—to Reapers, apparently.

      I turned my palms towards the sky and lifted my hands. Thankfully, we were in Lakesedge. No one would bat an eye when I lifted bones from the earth. We were on top of Beryl’s fae court, though. That meant there was an odd bounty of dead things that her people had left here to rot.

      I pulled the pieces into a new being. The bones came together to create a long, wyvern like creature that snapped out ethereal wings made of pale blue light.

      Just as the creature appeared, Cerri let out a scream. The killer had split his attention between Maddox and myself, setting her free. A new wave of power flooded out of her. I was reminded of the day we’d broken the hex that Alvin’s son had tried to put on Ness.

      Cerri and I had polar opposite arcanas. And as the glow within the lake brightened, so did her power. She screamed and a wave of life spread in my direction. I grabbed it and eagerly devoured it. Cerri’s brand of life turned into greenery that spread across my bone beast like tendons and sinew. Flowers spread along the creature the same way fur covered Maddox.

      The beast tossed its head and stomped, much the way we’d seen Ryder of Morgan do when they took on their dragon forms. Beyond the flowered bone-beast, the killer and Maddox stared up in disbelief.

      Now was our chance. The killer was surrounded. All we had to do was grab him.

      We could escape this once and for all!

      The lake waters roiled. Light from inside it turned dark, taking on a wine-red hue. Cerri shouted in warning as the waters split.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered.

      We’d disturbed the hornet’s nest.

      

      Maddox

      

      This couldn’t be real.

      Yet, here I was on all fours with claws that dug into the earth. My wolf growled in warning as it watched a figure rise from Lake Onondaga. She was tall and lithe, but in a way that screamed inhuman. The proportions of her limbs were just a little too long. Her eyes were a little too wide. When she raised a hand, there were extra joints on each finger.

      “Who dares disturb my court?” she asked with a smoky voice that boomed over everyone present.

      The alien woman took in the scene, from me to the flower covered dragon standing near Addie. I leapt and instinctually placed myself at Addie’s side. Something about this alien woman raised my hackles. Maybe I wasn’t Addie’s servant, but I also wasn’t going to allow anyone else to hurt her.

      However, this Alien woman paid no attention to Addie. Instead, she turned her dark glare on Cerri, who was still on the ground, her hair dripping with lake water.

      Addie buried her hand in my fur. I leaned into her thigh while we watched the alien woman approach Cerri.

      The flower and bone dragon moved of its own accord to stand between the alien woman and Cerri. It gave Cerri time to rise to her feet. Though she was still sopping wet, she rolled her shoulders back in a regal gesture that matched the other woman’s. Now that I looked between the two, I could see similarities in them.

      I didn’t think they were related. While one was dark and dangerous, the other was bright and determined. They didn’t share blood, but they did come from the same place. Whatever the alien woman was, Cerri shared in that same lineage.

      The alien woman tilted her head. “I thought I wiped out your entire family.”

      A stunned silence swept over us all. No one dared breathe.

      “Excuse me?” Addie’s voice cracked as it swept over everyone.

      The bone and flower dragon stepped towards the alien woman. She lifted an unimpressed hand, perhaps with the intention of dispelling it. A patch of flowers on the beast’s chest withered and crumbled, but Addie laughed.

      When Addie stalked up to stand beside her friend, my wolf panicked. I rushed to keep up with her. Though I wanted to place myself between Addie and the alien woman to keep Addie from getting any closer to her, I knew that I couldn’t stand in the middle of this.

      My animal instincts were screaming. I needed to learn to decode them soon, or else I would be in a world of trouble. This woman, alien and powerful, wasn’t just anyone. Addie and Cerri were facing off against a larger threat than the killer now.

      Wait. The killer.

      He was nowhere to be seen. The horrendous rubber rabbit mask and the man beneath it had vanished into thin air. I lifted my nose and sniffed. The scent was faint but there. I could have followed it, but my wolf refused to leave Addie’s side.

      This creature inside me was bound to her.
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      Holy shit.

      We were standing off against Queen Beryl, the unseelie queen of Lakesedge’s fae court.

      Cerri’s lips shook as she exhaled. Her eyes widened. When I looked between her and Beryl, I could see the fae similarities between them. While one was clearly unseelie, the other seemed more seelie.

      At least, that’s what I thought.

      What had Beryl said?

      I thought I wiped out your entire family.

      “Oh, it seems the little changeling has a bit of bite.” Beryl laughed, but there was an edge to it.

      She’d tried to dispel our dragon, but not even Beryl’s power could bring it down. Together, Cerri and I were light and dark. We were life and death. We made a whole.

      The flower and bone dragon stood to Cerri’s left while Maddox stood to my right. I should have told Maddox to leave, to chase after the killer that’d gotten away while Beryl made a scene, but I couldn’t bear to let him out of my sight.

      I didn’t trust the killer. There was a chance that he would be able to take control of Maddox, meaning that I could never let the two face each other without me.

      “We were just leaving,” Cerri said with a flick of her head.

      Droplets from Cerri’s wet hair flew in every direction. Beryl didn’t flinch when the spray hit her cheek; however, she did blink in annoyance. She wiped the water away with her long fingers.

      If the killer had chosen anywhere else, we would have had him cornered. All the same, he was a fool for choosing Beryl’s territory. That meant he knew little about the supernatural world, or at least about Lakesedge.

      Beryl tilted her head and looked Cerri up and down and sneered. Then her attention flicked to me. It was as if Beryl had noticed me for the first time. Her lips parted ever so slightly. Recognition dawned in her dark eyes, making me wonder what she’d realized.

      “What is it?” I asked brazenly. “You know something. Tell me.”

      Oh, boy. Who was I to talk to a queen like that? I needed to watch my mouth before Beryl closed it for me. However, I was still riding the high of using my power. Arcana spilled out of me like an unending fountain right out of the river Styx.

      The corner of Beryl’s mouth quirked in a smirk. Maddox pressed himself to my hip and growled at Beryl. I yanked the fur at the back of his neck to warn him to stay here. He might be a beast unlike any other, but I didn’t want to see him take on a fae queen.

      “The little seelie princess has a Reaper at her beck and call. What an interesting pair. Two halves of the natural cycle. Like strawberries and balsamic vinegar, I wouldn’t have thought of putting the two of you together, but you make a wonderful pairing nonetheless.”

      There it was again. Reaper.

      I still had no idea what it meant. I wasn’t a skeleton with a big scythe. This body was made of bone, but there was flesh and spirit, too. How could I be a reaper?

      “S-seelie p-p-princess?” Cerri fumbled through her question.

      It seemed we were both at a loss. Cerri had been raised by shifters. She and Ness told stories about how they’d waited for Cerri’s first shift to come, but it never had. Instead, Cerri had to turn her attention elsewhere, which is how she found power in potions.

      I reached and took Cerri’s hand in my own. The gesture seemed to bother Beryl because she stiffened. Her expression never changed, but queens with thousands of years of experience had to be good at hiding their emotions behind a mask.

      “We didn’t come here to bother you,” I said. “If you don’t mind, we’ll be on our way.”

      I took a step back, and Beryl snarled. An animal fury overcame her features for a second. I froze, heart thumping.

      “What did we do to piss her off?” I whispered to Cerri.

      “Fuck if I know,” Cerri hissed back. “I feel like I should be the one who’s angry right now.”

      “Let’s split up.” I gripped Maddox tight.

      He could leap through the portals. It might be a risk to ask him to take me with him, but it was better than staying here with Beryl. The queen was coming undone by Cerri’s presence. If we stayed much longer, we would be in even more trouble.

      Cerri could take the dragon. I wasn’t sure if the bone beast could fly, but magic surprised us all the time. Cerri seemed to understand what I meant. Her vines tightened around the beast and pulled it into motion. It didn’t need me to make the bones move, not when the vines acted as muscle and ligament.

      “You’re not leaving here, princess. You’re a threat to me and my court. I hope you understand why I have to kill you now.” Beryl extended a hand forward.

      My heart lurched. I moved to throw myself in front of my friend, but Maddox caught the back of my shirt. With a toss of his head, he threw me onto his back. He leapt away from Cerri and Beryl.

      I saw a flash of garnet-colored light right before the cold portal to the afterlife opened. Cerri’s name ripped from my lips when Maddox flung himself into it. I twisted to look back and saw a burst of green and a rain of leaves and petals.

      Heart in my throat, I feared the worst until I saw the silhouette of our bone and flower dragon in the air. A small, human silhouette was outlined by the bright sky. I let out a sigh of relief and watched the portal close around us.
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      We tumbled through the darkness only to land in more darkness. It’d been daytime when we’d jumped into the portal. However, it was clearly night now.

      The moment I slid off Maddox’s back and touched ground, my arcana unfurled and reached out. Bodies surrounded us. I inhaled sharply only for my eyes to adjust, revealing headstones all around us.

      One by one, wisps of blue light appeared. They flickered near the headstones and wavered in the slight evening breeze. My arcana reached deep and wrapped its greedy hands around the corpses. I could raise them if I wanted to, even after all the power that I’d extended to raise the bone dragon.

      There was still so much more power in me just waiting to be used. It was almost enough to rival the killer’s arcana after he pulled on his rosary.

      Maddox sat and shook his head. The way he stiffened made me wonder if he was fighting with his wolf again. While the two duked it out, the blue spirit wisps drifted closer and closer, like moths drawn to the light of my power.

      I flinched away from them when they brushed too close. The lights were new, perhaps a byproduct of me exploring my power more, so I had no idea what would happen if I touched them. The last thing I wanted to do was absorb some poor soul’s residual energy.

      “I don’t like what I’m becoming.” I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them.

      While Maddox warred with his beast, I dumped everything that had been stewing in me for days.

      “No one ever told me what this was. Today was the first time that anyone gave me a name for this.” I opened my hand and felt the cool smoke slither along my palm. The dead in the ground answered hungrily. “I feel like all this power has ever done is hurt people. There’s no good use for it. Raising the dead, pulling their souls out of the afterlife to make perfect zombies, and creating a monster to protect myself feels wrong. Though I tried to help people pass on to an afterlife, it seems that I end up corrupting souls instead.”

      I tightened my arms around myself. All I wanted was to shrink until I vanished from the world entirely. So much sat on my shoulders. I was responsible for a lot of pain in this world, even if I’d done my best to be good. It seemed I couldn’t help but harm, and I hated it.

      Maddox’s growl turned into a human groan. He fell back and lifted his face towards the dark sky. When he let out a soft sigh, I could hear the relief in it. If he didn’t stop fighting his beast, it could take him over completely.

      And that was all my fault.

      “The difference between manslaughter and homicide is intention,” Maddox said, finally.

      I snorted. “Both are crimes punishable by time behind bars. It’s just a difference in the number of years they give you.”

      “You’re right. There’s a penance you have to pay for your mistakes. I think, in this case, that maybe your guilt is enough.”

      My jaw dropped. “After what I did to you?”

      He lifted a hand. “Hear me out.”

      He must have hit his head at some point. There was no way that Maddox of all people would forgive me. This wasn’t the homicide detective that interrogated me back in that small mountain town. This was an imposter. He had to be.

      “You’re a changeling,” I said. “You’re a fae in disguise, here to make me waste my time. This isn’t a real landscape. It’s a pocket in the fae realm. That’s why the time changed so much.”

      However, I knew that I was wrong. There were real bodies beneath me. The fae realm wouldn’t put so much effort into a mirage. It would feel fragile if I pushed too hard. This was the real world, and the corpses in the ground were real people who had lived real lives.

      As badly as I wanted to believe that Maddox had been replaced with a doppelganger, the man before me was the real deal.

      “I wouldn’t be a danger to everyone if I gave up,” I said into my knees.

      Before I knew it, my back was flat to the ground. Maddox hovered over me. Half his body pressed against mine to pin me in place. A hot rush washed over my skin. Ghostly light filled his eyes, making them inhuman.

      “No.”

      That was it. That was all he said, but the growl that rumbled in that single word was enough to convey everything he felt.

      My heart stuttered in response. When I tried to breathe, his gaze dropped to my parted lips. The way his brow furrowed in disgust confused me.

      “I didn’t risk my life and become this monster for you only so you could go and throw it all away,” he said, finally.

      That wasn’t what I’d heard in his growl.

      But Maddox wasn’t going to admit feelings for me. He wasn’t going to acknowledge that he could feel the heat of my skin the same way I could feel the blistering intensity of his. Nor would he admit that his blood had pooled between his legs, which made his dick press firmly into my thigh.

      No, we would both ignore that for now. Maybe forever.

      Maddox stood and extended a hand down to me. “Get up. We’re going home.”

      I grieved for the loss of the closeness we’d had a moment ago. Maddox was the kind of anchor that I needed. I wanted to curl into him and let him hold me tight so that my power couldn’t reach us.

      That was a fool desire considering that my power came from within me. I would never be able to escape it like that. If I wanted peace, I would have to give up my arcana—and a foolish part of me wasn’t ready for that yet.

      Speaking of fools…

      “The killer, the one hunting me, isn’t from Lakesedge,” I said after Maddox helped me to my feet.

      He lifted a brow curiously. “What makes you say that?”

      “Just about everyone in town knows that Queen Beryl’s court is under Lake Onondaga. Hosting the hostage exchange there could have gotten him killed.”

      Maddox’s lips twisted to the side. “Counterpoint: he did it because he knew that alien would give him a good distraction, so he could escape if he needed to.”

      “Don’t call Beryl an alien to her face. She’s a fae queen.” I laughed. My mood quickly sobered. “The killer took a huge risk if that’s the case, though. How was he to know that Beryl would fixate on Cerri so quickly? We didn’t even expect that to happen. Cerri doesn’t have any history with Beryl, as far as anyone knows.

      “The killer should have been the center of Beryl’s attention because he was the one who started the fight. He was the one to impose on Beryl’s territory.”

      Beryl’s beef with Cerri had taken us all by surprise. It shouldn’t have gone down that way. The killer had gotten lucky.

      “You’re telling me that no one knew about your friend’s history with the local alien queen?” Maddox pressed. “That woman seemed like the type to make all of her grudges known. Everyone far and wide likely knew that your friend pissed in her cornflakes.”

      I rolled my eyes. The urge to shake him nearly bowled me over, but I held it together.

      Pressing a finger to his chest, I said, “You need to learn to listen. No one knew. Not even Cerri. This isn’t an instance where Cerri accidentally insulted Beryl or something. You heard what Beryl said.”

      Beryl killed Cerri’s family.

      But I saw Cerri’s mom at the grocery store last week. And her dad was still running his vehicle service center. I had an appointment there next month. As far as I could tell, Cerri’s shifter family was safe and sound.

      That meant that Beryl had killed someone else.

      I shook myself free of my thoughts. I couldn’t afford to go digging through Cerri’s mysteries when I had my own to sift through.

      “Are you ready to go knee deep into the supernatural community?” I asked Maddox.

      He gave me a skeptical look, one brow raised. There were dark circles under his eyes. I could feel them weighing my own down. This was taking a lot out of us. If we didn’t stop this killer soon, then we would have a problem on our hands.

      “So, you suddenly have the will to live?” Maddox asked, leaning in close.

      I bit my lower lip. I’d been certain he hadn’t noticed anything earlier. Tearing my gaze away from his, I took in the pale blue spirits drifting around the graveyard. Barely half an hour ago, I’d been prepared to give up my life.

      “I don’t want people to keep getting hurt because of me,” I said softly.

      Maddox grunted. “If you give this man what he wants, he’ll keep hurting others. Giving in won’t change anything. Stopping him is the only way to make sure he can’t keep doing this.”

      While Maddox was right, I didn’t know if I could do it. My power was growing in the most terrifying ways. That rabbit I’d pulled from the afterlife had been all too willing to do my bidding. If I pulled a person from the afterlife and shoved them into a body, would they be bound to my will, too?

      I didn’t want the ability to do that. A power that dark belonged in no one’s hands.

      But I had to remember that this man was the same as me: a Reaper. He would have the power to pluck a soul out of their afterlife, too. If I let him escape, he could do heinous things. I’d never forgive myself if I let that happen.

      Not that I’d be in a position to forgive anyone if I let him kill me. There would be no afterlife for me. He would take my soul the same way he took the others.

      That made me wonder if that was what happened to my mother. Was that why she never came back to teach me from beyond the grave? I had too many questions and not enough answers.

      “I think I’m already knee deep in the supernatural community,” Maddox said, gesturing to himself as his eyes flared with white light. “But if you want to take me neck-deep, then lead the way.”

      “This will be boring. I promise. I just need someone with super strength to do some heavy lifting for me.”

      Maddox’s upper lip curled as he narrowed his eyes at me. While we both acknowledged that I was going to use him, neither of us pointed it out. Maddox likely wanted to see this through to the end, so he could get some sort of revenge for what he’d become.

      There was also the fact that catching killers was his job. He wasn’t here for me, even if I wanted to believe so.

      

      Maddox

      

      I called the station to update the captain on my progress. The old man was asleep at his desk. I wondered when he would lose his job, but it didn’t seem like it would happen any time soon. The precinct ran on passion and fumes. We did our best to look out for one another and keep each other in line.

      So, I called Bastien on Addie’s phone. The least I could do was pass on what I knew, so Bastien could fill the old man in when he woke up. It took Bastien a while to answer his phone. When he finally spoke, he was out of breath.

      I pulled the phone away from my ear and checked the time. It was late in the evening, pushing almost two AM by this point. So much of my day had vanished when I leapt into that portal, but now wasn’t the time to bemoan the lost hours.

      “Did you run to the phone?” I asked with a laugh. “Maybe you should lay off the donuts, dude.”

      I expected Bastien to come back with a witty quip, but he grumbled something under his breath.

      “You’re not the one getting chased by bugs.”

      Bugs? At this time of night? It was too early in the year for mosquitos, and I doubted someone would sound like that after swatting away a few gnat-sized bugs. Bastien sounded like he’d been running from an angry wasps’ nest.

      “Everything all right over there?” I asked my friend.

      He cleared his throat. “Ah, yeah. Yeah, things are good. Don’t worry. Can I call you back later, though? I have a few things I need to finish up right now.”

      At two in the morning?

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Good. Good.” Bastien hung up without saying anything else.

      I stared at the phone in disbelief. There wasn’t time to figure out why Bastien was out of breath. I shook myself. Later, I would ask my friend what was going on. Right now, I turned my attention over to Addie in the driver’s seat.

      Lips twisted to the side, she stared out the windshield at the city street beyond, which was illuminated by streetlights that flooded the world with a burnt orange glow. There was one in the distance that was broken. I wondered, absentmindedly, if someone had shot it and broken the bulb. That was the kind of thing that happened here.

      Not in my town, though. My town was so much quieter. I almost wished I’d transferred to Syracuse just to keep myself busier. That way, my mind wouldn’t wander back to the guilt that still lingered deep in my gut. At least, I would be doing something to make up for how badly I’d failed as a husband.

      “Okay. So…I don’t know Luca all that well. He’s Vi’s friend, if that tells you anything.” Addie drummed her fingers along the steering wheel.

      Vi. I thought back to Addie’s friends and recalled the athletic blonde with a challenge in her eyes. She’d had the look of a killer, but all of Addie’s friends had that look. I was starting to realize why at this point. This was a dangerous world, far more frightening than I’d ever known.

      “Luca is…well, I don’t know how to say this tactfully, so I’ll just rip the bandage off. Luca is a vampire. To talk to him, we have to go through his club, which will be full of vampires. I’ve…tried to stay away from them because I have no idea how my arcana will react to the undead. Vampires won’t take too kindly to someone who can control them.”

      I sighed. “What I’m hearing from this is that you’re about to enter forbidden territory. Will Luca react to you the way that alien woman reacted to your other friend?”

      “Beryl is not an alien. You should stop calling her that before she hears you and sends a bunch of small fae to make your life miserable. I’ve heard that they can drive a person to insanity. That’s not something anyone should wish upon themselves.” Addie’s gaze slid towards me.

      Her pale eyes pulled me in. I could have fallen into her. My beast roused itself and pushed me to lean into the woman that smelled of fresh earth and herbs. That alone was enough to help me understand how the vampires felt about her.

      I would have to stay close to her side and play the role of the faithful servant in here. Hopefully, this meeting would go by quickly so I wouldn’t get too lost in the role. I was afraid I might forget the line between an act and reality.

      “We shouldn’t be here. We should be tracking down the killer,” I said.

      I was pretty sure that I caught the killer’s scent. There was something oddly familiar about it, but that familiarity got lost in the new complexity of smells. My nose could pick up on more than just an individual scent now. Smells were like music, made up of tone layers that worked together to create something larger.

      “You need to eat something before you try shifting again,” Addie said pointedly. “If you keep going on like this, then you’re going to be in for a world of trouble. Let go of the idea that you’re more human than animal and learn to be a good shifter.”

      My lip curled at her command, but there was no punch of arcana behind it. Addie was simply giving me a reality check, one that she clearly wanted me to take seriously. However, I wasn’t in the mood to deal with her undermining advice. No beast would get the best of me, and I would have appreciated her trust on the matter.

      “Lead the way, then.” I opened my door and stepped out into the night.

      Addie threw her hands up and followed suit. She didn’t take the time to see if I was following. Instead, she stormed down the street towards an unassuming building with music thrumming inside. Could everyone hear the music? Or was it just me and my new hearing?

      As much as I hated it, Addie was right. I had to finally come to terms with what I’d become. I was leaning on this new power a lot lately, yet I still clung to this idea that I was still human with a few quirks. That wasn’t the truth of the matter at all.

      When I reached to open the door for Addie, I had to control my strength or else I would rip the door off the hinges. We stepped inside, and I immediately cringed at the music volume. It made my eardrums ache and my heart shake inside my chest.

      On top of it all, the air smelled of sweat and blood. The combination roused my beast again. It lifted its imaginary head—a weird visual that happened in the back of my mind even though the creature was still trapped deep inside me—and growled at the smell. There were predators all around us. My guard went up and made me want to pull Addie into me.

      We pushed through the thumping dancefloor. Gleaming red eyes turned towards us. When snarls graced their pristine faces, I growled in warning and put a hand on Addie’s shoulder. She was stiff beneath my touch, like she could tell what was happening, but had chosen to ignore it.

      Vampires, I thought. Huh.

      We made it to the other side of the dancefloor and greeted a man standing by a door that read Employees Only. He was the tall type with broad shoulders and an empty-headed grin. I noticed the sharp teeth at the corners of his smile. If that didn’t give him away, the smell of death and blood on him would have.

      The man’s smile never faltered despite the way every other vampire glared at us. He gave us a warm greeting before warning Addie that the door beyond him was off limits.

      She tilted her head sweetly. “Could you go upstairs and tell Luca that a friend of Vi wants to speak with him?”

      “You know the demon child?” the man asked rather incredulously.

      He looked like someone said there was a celebrity on the premises. Excitement filled his big eyes.

      “She’s not a demon, Cassius,” a deep, male voice said.

      Addie startled. I yanked her closer to me without thinking. Her back hit my chest. She reached back for me, grabbed my shirt, then let go like she’d needed that split-second to gather herself before launching ahead again.

      “Luca,” Addie said, her voice trembling ever so slightly.

      This vampire looked more like what I’d expect. Perhaps it was my experience with old videogames centered around vampires that made me think so. He was tall and lithe, almost feminine in his grace. A veil of long, platinum hair fell past his shoulders. It was neatly captured behind his ears as if it didn’t dare let a strand fall out of line. He looked us up and down with soft emerald eyes.

      I noticed a hint of derision when he looked at Addie, but it didn’t last long. His shoulders dropped as if releasing a sigh. He looked away, shook his head, and turned back with a fake smile on his lips.

      Straightening, I rose to my full height. The vampire barely paid any attention to my unspoken warning.

      “I guess I can’t hate you too much if Michael thinks we’re both abominations,” Luca said, finally.

      “How is he doing, by the way? I haven’t seen the archangel in a while.”

      Archangel?

      The Archangel Michael?

      Luca let out a laugh that rang true for once. “He’s not an archangel anymore. Remember? Vi bound him with Lucifer’s Shackles. He won’t find his way out of that puzzle for a long while. It has been fun to watch him suffer, though. He’s working as a delivery man for a pizza place on the east side of the city.”

      Addie chuckled.

      “Wait,” I interrupted. “We’re talking about angels? Like, actual angels?”

      Luca turned his attention to me again. “Is he new? He smells like animal and grave dirt, so I know he’s not human.”

      “Ah, about that. Maddox is…new here.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. That was one way to describe my status.

      Stepping around Addie, I extended a hand to the vampire. He didn’t take it, not at first. A tense smile on my face, I stared the vampire in the eye. Legend always said to never meet a vampire’s gaze, but I figured it would be a good way to show him that I wasn’t afraid of him.

      Finally, he took my hand. His fingers were slender but firm. He could have crushed me. Then again, I was sure I could have crushed him, too.

      “What have you come to me for, then?” Luca asked, his attention shifting between Addie and me.

      “You have a library,” Addie said.

      “Ah, but it was buried beneath several tons of concrete by the demon general Abaddon. You can thank your friend for that.” Luca wrinkled his nose. The gesture looked more like a pissed cat than a human.

      Addie cleared her throat. “Oh, uh, that’s…that’s where Maddox comes in. Could I have access to your library if Maddox helps me move some of the debris?”

      I spun on her. “Is that what you want from me? You brought me along to move concrete? Several tons of concrete? I’m a detective, woman! I should be looking for clues, not carting around rocks for you.”

      She gave me a tight, apologetic grimace.

      Luca laughed. “You shifters are nothing but pack mules for your mates. It can be adorable at times.”

      I cocked my head and slowly turned back to Luca. Mates?

      Before I could ask for clarification, Addie continued. “I could call in Ryder and Morgan, too! You don’t have to be the only one moving rubble. It’s just that there’s a chance one of Luca’s old books will have some information about Reapers. The more we know, the better we can fight back against this other Reaper.”

      “So, this isn’t just a leisurely perusal of my wares?” Luca put a hand on his hip. He paused, other hand to his chin while he thought. “I will allow this on one condition.”

      “Okay?” Addie sounded wary.

      “Vi is not allowed to come anywhere near my home. While she may be my friend, I have learned my lesson. That woman is to stay away from my domiciles at all times, even my destroyed ones.”

      I leaned into Addie and whispered, “What did your friend do to piss him off?”

      “Abaddon tried to crush Vi with Luca’s house. It was an unfortunate victim in the battle to stop the apocalypse from happening.”

      Reeling, I rocked back on my heels. The apocalypse? When did that happen, and why didn’t anyone warn me? It seemed that there was so much that I was not privy to as a human. Now that I had my foot in the door to the supernatural world, I was afraid for the future of humanity.

      “Don’t worry. The antichrist stopped it from happening.” Addie’s smile widened like she’d made some sort of inside joke.

      I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “The antichrist is to stay away from my books. Remember that,” Luca said.

      I gaped. “You’re telling me that scrappy blonde is the antichrist? No way. And you just let her walk around like that’s not an omen of things to come?”

      Addie waved off my warning. “It’s fine. She made sure the divine apocalypse will never happen. The infernal and the divine are staying in their own corners, where Vi put them.”

      This was all too much. Instead of processing it, I shook myself and let the conversation come to an end. Apparently, there were more pressing matters than the apocalypse.

      Like the beast lurking inside me. The smell of blood was grating on my nerves. My beast paced anxiously. Its hackles never lowered. I looked from vampire to vampire, all watching us with obvious hatred. There were enemies all around.

      Which one would strike first? Awareness on full blast, my patience wore thin. I rolled my shoulders to ease the gathering tension, but nothing could relieve it. My beast paced. It snarled and lashed out with sharp claws. I stifled my wince, but the pain lingered.

      I was fraying. I could feel it. My lip curled and a growl left me. I tried to pull myself together, but it only made me tenser.

      I’d told Addie that I would never lose control. Gripping it tighter only made it slip between my fingers. The more I tried to pull myself together, the more I unraveled. The beast rose, closer and closer to the surface until it felt too large to contain.

      My skin would burst like a violent balloon.

      I didn’t know how to stop it.

      Then Addie took my hand. She threaded her fingers with mine, and I felt the soft brush of her arcana against my beast. For a moment, I wanted to growl and tell her to keep her arcana to herself. However, I never felt the leash tighten around my neck. Addie didn’t wrap me in her arcana to control me.

      It was an intimate graze, like a lover’s touch silently asking if I was all right.

      I exhaled and let go of my tension once and for all. Her power gathered around us like an invisible wall. She looked every vampire in the eye and dared them to try her. The way her hair danced in an unseen wind made her ethereal.

      My beast sat back and watched the beauty of the powerhouse beside me as she led us outside.
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      “You were two minutes away from losing control!” I flung my hand accusingly at Maddox.

      His lip curled in anger, but he didn’t say anything. That was enough to prove me right. I tightened my hand around the keys that Luca had given me. It would get us past the front gate—the house certainly didn’t need keys anymore.

      We needed to rest before heading out to the library. That meant getting some food into Maddox before he went on a shifter rampage. Though, I did wonder if his beast would hurt anyone. Maddox’s beast seemed to like me. If I asked, it might stay with me until Maddox could regain control.

      Luca had called us mates. I didn’t want to argue with the vampire in front of the entire club. Even though the music had been thumping, every vampire in there had super hearing that would have allowed them to eavesdrop on us.

      While Luca wasn’t their leader, he was a respected figure. Talking back to him in front of them could have backfired badly, making Maddox’s situation worse. For now, it was best to move on and ignore Luca.

      Maddox wasn’t my mate. He would never love me. I would have to deal with that.

      Not that I wanted him like that or anything. That’s not what this was about. I didn’t think the way Maddox’s hair fell over his dark eyes was the epitome of sexiness. I definitely didn’t want his lips on mine again.

      He ran a hand through his hair, revealing his face as he peered down the street. I could see the gears turning behind his dark eyes. The pointed cupid’s bow of his upper lip had me mesmerized until he spoke.

      “What’s next?”

      I startled. “Why are you asking me? Aren’t you the lead detective?”

      He gestured to the keys in my hands. “Apparently, I’m nothing more than heavy machinery.”

      “You’re in no shape to be doing more physical activity right now. You should get something to eat and take a nap. Then we can go check out the library.”

      A smile curled his lips.

      “What’s so funny?” I snapped.

      He shook his head. “I’m not laughing.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the man. This wasn’t the cold detective that I’d met out in the Adirondacks. He no longer thought of me as a murderer. He knew, now, the real threats that were out there. And I think he saw me as soft and weak in the face of it all, just like everyone else did.

      While I couldn’t blame them, I was growing tired of being everyone’s weak spot. This wouldn’t be a problem if we stopped the killer. Once that man was behind bars, then we would all be able to sleep easier. We wouldn’t have to worry about anything other than needy ghosts.

      Oh man, was I pining for the days when my biggest concern was how much sleep I’d get between ghost visits?

      “Go home,” I told Maddox. “I’ll be fine for the night.”

      He made a sound of disbelief. Instead of arguing with me, he took me by the hand and led me down the street. He lifted his nose to the air as he tugged me along. I thought he’d caught the killer’s scent. My heart pounded nervously until we rounded the corner and came face to face with a late-night pizza place.

      A bell over the door chimed, and the spirits inside flickered but never vanished. I held my breath, waiting for them to swarm me. They never looked up from what they were doing. These spirits were content with their simple existence.

      I let out the breath held tight in my chest as Maddox led us up to the counter. He ordered himself several slices of pizza and patted his backside for his keys. He paused, realizing that he wasn’t wearing his own clothes. His clothes, and his wallet, were lost elsewhere.

      I put my own card on the counter and ordered a slice of white pizza and a basket of sour cream and onion-seasoned fries. The ghosts didn’t look twice when Maddox and I took our seats to wait for our food. I let my shoulders drop in relief.

      When my gaze slid towards the dark windows that looked outside, I wondered if the killer was out there. Where had he gone? When would he strike again? We still had nothing to go on.

      The killer would continue to sneak up on us. He would take the people who meant the most to me. He wouldn’t stop until he had what he wanted from me.

      My life.

      It had to be more than that.

      “I don’t get why he wants me dead,” I whispered.

      Maddox grunted in agreement. Though his eyes were on the food being prepared behind the counter, I could tell that he was thinking the same thing.

      “This guy is strong,” I said. “He’s stronger than me, at least.”

      Maddox’s lips twisted to the side. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “You didn’t feel the force of his arcana.” I kept my voice low because we weren’t in Lakesedge. “I felt like a wave to his tsunami. It was overwhelming.”

      “I can’t quite catch his scent. I thought that was because of how new this all is to me. I just didn’t have a good handle on it.” Maddox fell silent for a moment, like he was collecting his thoughts. His eyes slid over to lock with mine. “When he pulls on more power, I think…I think he smells like multiple people. You said there are no ghosts left behind when he kills. Right?”

      The spirits in the room lifted their brows. They were all eagerly listening to our conversation. Would any of them have information? Would they willingly share it if they did? I was tempted to ask if they’d met anyone else like me recently. If I could find other Reapers, then we would have a suspect pool.

      “What if he’s keeping the souls?” Maddox asked without waiting for my response. “You said the last woman he killed was like you. He could be using her soul somehow. That might be magnifying his power.”

      I reached into my pocket and fidgeted with the rosary. Pulling the beads between my fingers calmed and grounded me until I remembered something. With a flash of clarity, I yanked the rosary from my pocket.

      The tiny sparks of light within the beads glinted under the dining room’s fluorescent bulbs.

      Before I could speak, a man behind the counter rang the bell to signal that our food was ready. Maddox practically launched himself from his seat to retrieve the tray.

      While he was gone, I stared at the rosary in my hand and considered the gravity of my realization. Guilt gnawed at me. Knowing what those illuminated beads could be, I almost wanted to fling the rosary away from me.

      I never asked to be a Reaper. This was thrust on me by my blood, blood that abandoned me—at least, as far as I knew. Mom could have come back as a ghost, but she hadn’t.

      Maddox returned and gently placed my plate in front of me. “Eat.”

      My stomach churned, but I picked up a fry and brought it to my lips, nonetheless. Though these were my favorite kind of fry, I couldn’t taste them tonight. My head swam with the implications of what was in my rosary.

      “He’s capturing souls.”

      Maddox’s head snapped up. Cheese hung between his lips and the slice of pizza in his hand, but he paid no attention to it. He blinked, perhaps processing what I’d said.

      Finally, he let the slice of pizza fall back to his plate. His expression turned grim. Shadows covered his eyes.

      “You’re blaming yourself,” I said out loud once I realized.

      He said nothing, but I heard the soft growl deep in his throat.

      “This isn’t your fault.” It wasn’t mine, either, no matter how I wanted to blame myself.

      He slammed his tightened fist onto the table. “I could be out there, doing something about this, though.”

      When he shoved his plate aside and moved to stand, I lurched to grab his sleeve. I just barely caught him, but it was enough to keep him from storming out the door. With pleading eyes, I begged him to sit back down and eat.

      He couldn’t keep going on like this. His body needed food now more than ever. He’d already faced the killer twice today.

      Realization slammed through me like a bolt of lightning.

      “He’s panicking,” I said. I lifted my eyes up to Maddox’s. “The ki—this man, he’s rushing for some reason. It won’t be long until he comes for us…I mean, me. He’ll be back. We won’t have to find him.”

      But I would have to find a source of arcana that could overpower this man’s. He had several Reapers trapped in his rosary. When we fought, he had a great wealth of power because he was drawing on the other Reapers.

      And he wanted to add mine to his rosary. That’s why he was hunting me. My power was valuable to him. If he could take it from me, then he would be able to fight whatever was making him panic.

      And if we could figure out what had him so scared, then maybe we could use that to our advantage. That meant dedicating time to research.

      “Sit. Eat. We’ll deal with this tomorrow, after we’re refreshed.”

      Maddox snorted, but he flopped back down into his seat anyway. I understood. We weren’t going to feel refreshed in the morning. There was too much on our shoulders now. We were caught in the middle of an unfinished battle, waiting for the next bomb to fall.

      However, we ate our food and managed to get back to my place without interruption. I stared up at my house, cloaked in the dark, not a soul moving inside. A chill passed over me. It drew my attention away from the house. As I looked up and down the street, I wondered if death had come again to take another life.

      Or was it just the wind?

      My gaze fell on Maddox. He got out of the car and shoved his hands into his pockets. Grim expression lining his face, he refused to look directly at me.

      “You don’t have to see me inside,” I said, even though I desperately wanted him to stay.

      He’d done enough for me today. I couldn’t have him at my beck and call, or he might start to feel like a pet, and I didn’t want that.

      This time, he locked eyes with me. “Do you really think I’m going to leave you alone?”

      Maddox took a step closer. Somehow, it put him too close. Heat wafted off him and grazed my skin like a tired lover. I could hear the soft sigh in his breath, as if being closer had eased something in him.

      I lifted my chin. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. You need to go get some sleep.”

      “I can do that here, where you’re closer.”

      “Maddox,” I breathed. “I know you’re doing this because you feel like you have to. I’m here to tell you that you can leave and do anything else. You’re not required to stay here. If…if you do, you’re going to resent me even more. I don’t want that for us.”

      “Who said I resent you?”

      He stood so close that my hair brushed his chest when a gentle wind blew past. One burst of courage, and I would be able to yank him into me without having to think twice. Perhaps it was the safety that Maddox offered. Maybe it was his persistence. Either way, I felt safer around him, and it was becoming addictive.

      There was no way that he didn’t resent me for all that he’d been through by now. He wasn’t human anymore. Since we’d met, more people had died. His own life had been in danger several times over. Everything had gone wrong, and he was paying the price.

      He grazed my cheek with his bent knuckle, tucking my hair behind my ear as I looked up at him. A soft yet tight smile reached his lips, as if in reassurance, though it didn’t quite hit the mark.

      “I don’t resent you. If anything, I think I kind of like you. That means I’m not letting anyone sneak in and take you away.”

      Heat rushed to cover my face. “You like me?”

      Maddox laughed, a rich sound that took me by surprise because of how real it was for the first time. “Yeah. Despite everything, you’re a good person. I like that about you. It’s been a long time since I’ve met someone who cares about the people around them as much as you do. My last…”

      His voice trailed off. A shadow raced across his eyes.

      Maddox held something back, and I felt the desperate urge to dig deeper. Instead, I bit my lip and wrapped my arms around myself. His business was his own. He didn’t need me digging through his garbage in the middle of the night.

      Conversation over, we headed inside. I unlocked the door and Maddox cleared the way, making sure that the house was empty before I followed him inside. All it took was one sweep of my arcana to know that the house was free of most undead.

      There was only one dead thing inside, and it rushed to happily greet us. The undead cat launched itself into my arms. Surprised, I managed to catch it in time. Its weight was comforting . It snuggled into my chin and let out a loud, rattling purr.

      “How the hell has that thing survived this long?” Maddox asked in astonishment.

      Oh. Shit.

      I never told him about the cat. It’s loud purr, sounding uncomfortably like a bunch of bones clanking against one another, filled the room. The cat bit at the rosary that I’d hung around my neck earlier. I yanked it away from the little feline and let the creature nuzzle and nibble on my hand instead.

      “This cat is very dead already.”

      Maddox stopped in his tracks and cocked his head in disbelief. “Excuse me?”

      “I think she was the woman’s familiar,” I said. “Don’t ask me how I know. I’m going to look into it tomorrow when we visit the library.”

      He reached out to let the cat sniff his hand. I expected her to hiss and fling herself from my arms because Maddox had become a shifter, but she didn’t. Instead, she stretched towards him to rub her cheek along his extended hand.

      Even Maddox seemed surprised. I guessed that a cat that was already living long past her own expiration date had no fear of shifters. The little beast had thrown herself into harm’s way more than once. She was a fearless little assistant, and I was grateful to have her in my life now.

      The three of us went upstairs. I offered to let Maddox have the bed since he was the one who’d expended the most energy recently, but he tossed a pile of pillows to the floor and said it was good enough. Of course, I stifled a laugh at his make-shift dog bed.

      He gave me a narrow-eyed glare, but I wasn’t going to be the one to point out that he’d made a dog bed. He would only leave in a huff if I said anything.

      When we turned off the lights and silence settled over us, all my questions bubbled up to the surface. How I had this much energy still, I would never know. My arcana still struggled to break free of my control. It wanted to stretch out and explore the city to its content.

      I wondered if this energy came from the rosary still around my neck, but it seemed to come from within me. There was so much more of it than I ever realized. Looking back, I understood why I lost control of it so often. How could I hold all of this back? It kept pouring forth, seemingly endless.

      “You need to sleep,” Maddox grumbled in the dark.

      “How do you know I’m not sleeping?”

      “Well, for starters, you answered me. Other than that, I can hear your breathing. It’s not even. Go to sleep, Addie.” He moved, perhaps rolling onto his back.

      I could feel his glare, even through the dark. It made me smile. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to be so contrary, but the urge to put up a fight came over me, and I didn’t do a damn thing to stop it.

      “You first,” I said with a smile.

      He groaned. “That’s not how this works. If I fall asleep, and you get up and wander off, then I won’t be able to keep you safe.”

      “So what? So, what if I wander off and get caught? That’s not your fault. Let me get my just desserts. The world would be a little safer without me, at least.”

      Maddox leapt up off the floor. His body pinned mine to the bed before I could even react. My heart did excited flips inside my chest again. Breath caught in my throat, all I could do was stare into his eyes, pale with the light of his beast.

      He ran a hot hand up my chest and over my throat so he could grip my jaw. “Don’t. You. Dare. Say. That.”

      My breath trembled out of me. Adrenaline rushed through my veins. I arched into him without thinking.

      Maddox growled in response. He removed his hand only to bury his face in the crook of my neck. “You’re not allowed to leave.”

      This wasn’t just a bid for safety. There was more to Maddox’s words. I didn’t dare unpack what that meant right now. When his beast was close to taking over, I would have to be careful.

      I cupped his cheek. Without thinking, I ran my hand up to thread my fingers through his hair. He moaned and leaned into my touch. Already, I could feel him growing hard against me. I had to fight to keep from rolling my eyes back in my head.

      Need hit me like that bus almost had the other day. I wanted Maddox more than anything I’d ever wanted before.

      But my arcana had to go and ruin it. The power nudged at him and tried to slip through him. He snarled and leapt away from me. I found myself cold without his body against mine. A pout reached my lips before I could think to shove it away.

      “Quit that.” His voice was more beast than man.

      I buried my face in my hands. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose. I swear I didn’t do it on purpose!”

      Even though I couldn’t see him, I could hear his heaving breaths. I’d pushed him too far, and now his beast was terrified. Though he’d eaten earlier, there was still a chance that he would lose control. His beast didn’t want to be my plaything. I didn’t want to make him one, either!

      When would I stop screwing up? When would I be able to keep this arcana inside me where it belonged?

      “This mongrel wants it,” Maddox growled, finally. “This damn dog wants you to leash it. Nothing would make the damn beast happier than if you forced me to heel to your command.”

      I froze.

      Wait.

      It was the other way around? His beast wanted this? Maddox was the one who ran scared? That changed things, but only barely. That meant that I didn’t have to fear the beast going off on an angry rampage. Should Maddox lose the fight with his wolf, it would come to me, and we could wait it out.

      However, Maddox refused to trust the beast. He didn’t want his beast to submit so easily. I didn’t want that, either. He wasn’t my plaything. I’d never meant to bind him to me like that.

      “When…when Alvin bit you, I was in the process of trying to take control of him. Do you think that did something to you when you were changed?” I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them.

      Maddox’s back hit the wall. He slid down it until he was seated on the floor. The light of his beast still lingered in his eyes. I wanted to console him, but there was no way for me to do that when I was the problem.

      It seemed like neither of us would get any sleep tonight. I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. It was nearly four in the morning. The sun would crest the horizon in a couple of hours. We could sleep the day away, but the light would make that difficult.

      “I don’t know shit about what happened,” Maddox said after several heartbeats. “This shit is all new to me. I need to get it under control, so I can go back to the office. They’re going to start wondering why I’m out all the time. Someone will pull me in for a psych evaluation soon.”

      “There’s a pack here. You met the Alpha already. He’s a good man. Maybe you should pay him a visit. He can help you with everything you’re going through. Ness and I can help if things get out of hand.”

      He lifted his glowing eyes to meet mine. “How can you and Ness help?”

      I swallowed, nervous about what I was going to suggest. “Ness has a power. She can tell people what to do, and they have to obey. We’ve…we’ve noticed that I have a similar ability with you. I can’t do it with anything alive, but…”

      “No,” he snapped immediately.

      I opened my mouth to press the issue, but it wasn’t my place. Maddox wasn’t Pack. He didn’t live in Lakesedge, so he owed nothing to Ryder and his Pack. And I was the one who’d made a mess of this. There was no reason to listen to me. Maddox deserved to take his life back into his own hands.

      

      Maddox

      

      She wanted to control me. She’d just said as much, yet my beast saw no problem with this.

      I stood and left the room without saying anything more. This conversation was over. I’d offered to protect her. It was all I wanted to do, yet she continued to push my boundaries. Why did I want her so damn much if she was going to keep me under her thumb forever and always?

      A part of me knew that wasn’t what Addie really wanted. She was trying to help with the limited resources that she had available, but I couldn’t bring myself to trust her completely. There was always the chance that she would take control, and I would never get it back.

      I could almost hear my ex-wife laughing at me. She’d struggled to control me the whole time we were together. Over and over, she pulled me to her like she’d known that her days were limited from the beginning. I’d flung myself away from her and buried myself in work.

      That’s why she strayed. I’d been so mad at the time, but I wasn’t the same idiot that I’d been back then. Now, I could see that she’d found what she’d needed in someone else.

      It was just a shame that she’d been on her way to explain that to me when a drunk driver took her life. We’d never gotten the chance to clear the air between us. Now, all of the problems we’d had still lived on with me. They festered in my chest and kept me from trusting anyone else enough to love them.

      “Are you haunting me, Paige?” I asked the dark room.

      Addie could see ghosts and talk to them. I could ask her if there was a woman with ash blond hair lingering around me. Addie would have told me if there was a woman laughing at me from beyond the grave, though. She wouldn’t pass up the opportunity unless Paige asked her to stay quiet.

      “Did you stay here? Or did you give up on this world entirely and move on? I wish I could find out.”

      There was a chance that Paige wanted nothing to do with me. She could be haunting the man she cheated on me with. He seemed like a nice fellow, actually. I hoped she wasn’t causing too much strife for him and whoever he was with now.

      Was it time to move on? Probably not. I didn’t see a point in disappointing another woman.
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      The house was, in fact, nothing more than a pile of rubble. Overwhelm crept over me as I stared at the heaps of concrete and rebar. How were we going to get to the bottom of this? There had to be days and days worth of work ahead of us.

      We didn’t have that long. The killer was practically breathing down my neck. He was panicking, and I needed to figure out why. I could have gone out and asked questions, but it was already clear that I was better at making enemies than friends if my run in with Beryl was any indication.

      Maddox shrugged off his long coat and clapped his hands together. Before I could say anything, he leapt into the mess and started moving concrete. He started with smaller pieces. I watched as he launched them into the distance. Each time, he would pause. His strength still surprised him, apparently.

      As he learned to control his strength, he built a pile of concrete off to the side. He stopped and looked up.

      “Do you know the layout of the house? You could show me where we need to go, because I’m just digging in random locations right now.”

      I cringed apologetically. “Sorry? I’ve never been here before. Vi and her mate, Morgan, are the only ones who’ve visited Luca’s estate.”

      Maddox stopped and put his hands on his hips. “That’s the second time in two days that I’ve heard the term mate. What does it mean?”

      Shit.

      Luca had called Maddox my mate. I’d really hoped that Maddox would forget about that. Of course, he wouldn’t. He was a detective. It was his job to pick up and remember the small things. If he didn’t, he would never solve crimes.

      I swallowed to buy myself some time.

      “Is it an animal thing? Like how some animals pick mates for the rest of their life?”

      He was so close to the truth, but he didn’t know that it wasn’t by choice.

      “Because I’m never doing that again,” he added.

      I shook myself as the news hit me. “Again? What do you mean again?”

      Maddox realized what he’d said. Anger twisted his features, but he didn’t direct it at me. No, it was at himself for leaking information he’d meant to keep to himself. While I should have respected his privacy, I desperately wanted to know about the woman—or man, I wasn’t going to make assumptions—that Maddox had been with previously.

      I climbed into the pit of rubble with him and asked, “What was she like? Did you two split up? Or is she…?”

      I didn’t dare finish my question for fear that he would say yes. That might explain why he wasn’t ready to move on. Oddly enough, a flare of jealousy gripped me. It caught in my throat and made my stomach churn.

      Maddox didn’t belong to me, but this feeling in my core said otherwise. It made me think about Luca’s assumption. Maddox and I couldn’t be mates. He wasn’t really a shifter. He was…something like a shifter.

      Right?

      “Well, um. Either way, I’m sorry for your loss. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      I looked around the jagged concrete and tried to make sense of what I was seeing so I could quickly change the subject. Before I could figure out where the door to the lower level would be, Maddox sighed.

      “I guess it’s only a matter of time before she pays you a visit to rat me out,” he said. He hefted a piece of concrete as large as me and tossed it aside.

      My stomach sank at his words. I knew what they meant, even if I didn’t want to admit it. Curiosity and guilt slammed into one another, tightening my throat to keep me from being able to speak. I should have told Maddox that he didn’t have to say anything. I didn’t need to pry, but I also craved assurance that his ex would never come back into his life.

      Oh, man. That wasn’t what I meant…I was glad that I couldn’t speak, so Maddox couldn’t hear the insanity swirling inside my head. I just wanted to know that Maddox was well and truly single.

      Why?

      I wasn’t going to unpack that box just yet.

      “Paige passed away two years ago. She was killed by a drunk driver.” Maddox’s stare became distant.

      Now I felt awful. That wasn’t what I’d wanted to hear. I’d hoped that she’d left him for someone else, that she was off living her best life, leaving Maddox all to me.

      Why did I want him so badly?

      He was a cantankerous, uptight workaholic whose life I’d ruined by putting him in the way of an undead shifter. There was no reason for me to feel so deeply for a man that I would never be able to have, but I couldn’t help but steal glances at him as he continued to work.

      His shoulders bunched and his arms flexed when he lifted another piece of rubble. The sound of his grunts made me think of…other things. I recalled his body pressed against mine in my bed while he warned me to stay put.

      My face warmed. I turned away from him and went to work sorting out the house layout while he gathered the courage to keep talking. Silence stretched between us for a while. My heart thumped nervously, making me think that I’d overstepped all of his boundaries once again.

      I never meant to. I was simply a fool that had no experience interacting with people for more than thirty seconds at a time—just long enough to order a coffee. When it came to my friends, I didn’t even spend that much time with them either. There were ghosts around them all.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t met her, yet.” Maddox threw a piece of concrete towards the distant woods. He turned towards me. “Paige and I were married for about a year before she realized I wasn’t enough. I caught…”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “No. No, you don’t have to keep going.”

      This wasn’t what I wanted. We were supposed to be figuring out what a Reaper was, not airing our old dirty laundry.

      Maddox gave a bitter shrug. “It’s fine. Like I said, she’s going to tell you. When she realizes I’m spending time with another woman, she’ll come back and let you know that I was an awful husband.”

      Lips twisted to the side, I stayed quiet. No matter what he said, I had my doubts. Maddox could be all the things I’d called him earlier. He could be moody and determined, but he was also kind and wanted nothing more than to protect people. I had my doubts that this woman really knew him, even if they were married.

      My dad and step-mom had a similar relationship. I’d watched too many couples settle for one another rather than hold out for the one. It made for an awful relationship, especially when the couple kept trying when they really should leave one another.

      “I mean it,” I said softly. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”

      He grumbled.

      I was tempted to pull a Ness and command him to keep his secrets for today, but that would have been a violation of his autonomy. Still, I wished he didn’t have this need to prove himself right now. It made both of us unnecessarily uncomfortable.

      Man, I almost wished the killer would show up out of nowhere just to put an end to this conversation. At least, then our attention would be on something actually important.

      There was no one lingering around Maddox. We’d been in each other’s company for days now, and not one ghost had made an appearance—not even victims of crimes he hadn’t solved. His ex-wife must have moved on. The burden of what happened was sitting with him while she thrived in the afterlife.

      Would he care if I told him that? Would it hurt his feelings if he learned that she’d bounced and left him behind?

      Before I could think too much more about it, Maddox unveiled a fallen bookshelf. Excitedly, I leapt into the mess and started going through titles. The books weren’t in the best of shape. They’d taken a bit of a beating in the collapse, but I could still piece them together.

      “This isn’t the right section, but we are close.” I lifted my head and peered at the concrete around us.

      Somewhere underneath this was the answers that I needed. My heart thundered, and my breath trembled between my lips. Thoughts of Maddox’s past vanished as excitement hit me. Soon, I would learn about Reapers.

      Soon.

      “What am I supposed to do while you read?” Maddox asked, brow raised.

      I shrugged. “You could read with me. If you don’t want to do research today, you could shift and stretch your legs as a wolf.”

      The suggestion made Maddox’s expression tight. He clearly didn’t like the idea. That mentality would blow up in his face.

      “You can’t just shift when there’s an emergency,” I pressed.

      He wrinkled his nose. “I’ll do whatever I please.”

      I rolled my eyes. Men were…a different breed. When Vi and Ness complained about their mates, I always thought they were being ungrateful. They’d been given lovers who would move the earth and sky for them. What did they have to complain about?

      However, I could see why they were frustrated now. Men were stubborn and refused to use the three braincells that they were given by their gracious mothers.

      “I know you have limited brain functions as a man, and most of them go to your dick, but you should try using that brain to think rationally for once.”

      I couldn’t believe the words that’d just left my mouth. That was something that one of my friends would have said. Somehow, they’d possessed me from a distance. Or, perhaps, Maddox inspired the worst in me.

      His jaw dropped. He looked like he would fight me, but a sound in the distance caught his attention. His head snapped to the side. Eyes on the distant trees, his gaze focused.

      “Wha—”

      He clamped his hand over my mouth to silence me. So, instead of using my voice, I reached out with my arcana. I sent it rolling over the large estate like a veil of fog. Surprisingly, there was less death here, on a vampire’s estate, than I assumed there would be.

      Then I hit it. A corpse watched us from the woods. Once again, I could feel the familiarity of this particular corpse. Fear hit my veins like a bucket of ice. Beside Alvin were two other shifters. Without question, I knew who they were, too.

      In the battle to stop Alvin from binding his pack to himself in a cursed ritual, two of Ness’s packmates had given up their lives. My heart ached for them, now standing alongside the man who’d killed them.

      “Connor. Catriona. I’m so sorry.”

      Maddox gave me a sharp glare, but I wasn’t the untrained Reaper that I’d been when we met. With my arcana stretched all the way out to the three undead shifters, I wrapped it around them. Closing my fist, the arcana slammed into them and severed any ties that the killer had to them. I could feel the tethers snapping like tendons.

      My stomach churned, but I didn’t stop. Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself and asked the shifters now under my command to die all over again. It hurt me to ask that of them. Two breathed a sigh of relief, though.

      Connor and Catriona didn’t want to be here. They craved rest, even if there were no souls in their bodies. It was Alvin who put up a fight.

      I gasped when I realized that the killer had figured out how to pull a soul from the afterlife—assuming that Alvin had passed on.

      Alvin stepped out of the woods and revealed himself, now as complete as the cat back at my house. The sun glinted in his eyes when he fixed his sights upon us. I startled, surprised, but quickly gathered my bearings once more.

      Alvin could be controlled. He wasn’t a living creature. He was a dead thing walking in my territory, which meant that he would be subject to my power. At least, that’s what I hoped. This was new to me. My confidence was fragile, and I knew that didn’t help.

      “No,” I commanded as I shoved my arcana at Alvin.

      I pushed it into him, but I couldn’t take ahold of him. The arcana seemed to go right through him like water through a sieve. I cursed and doubled down. There was more power where that came from. If I couldn’t keep it in Alvin’s undead body, I could drown him in it.

      More and more spilled out of me. It filled the area, but before it could spread too far, I gathered it around Alvin until he was surrounded. He tossed his head back and released a hollow howl that shook me. My concentration slipped.

      I fumbled back, and Maddox caught me. The connection between us yawned open.  Power flowed through him and into me, making me gasp from the sudden wash of cold arcana filling my body. Maddox jerked in surprise, but he didn’t let go of me.

      “Alvin Combs, you dirty son of a bitch,” I grumbled under my breath.

      I raised my hand and directed it at Alvin. He charged forward. Time was running out. He would hit me before I could take control of him. So much for trusting my power. It’d always betrayed me. I wasn’t sure why I expected anything else. This arcana was good for nothing.

      As my confidence waned, so did my arcana. It slid out of me and back into Maddox. Except more poured into him. Through his hands on my shoulders, my endless power acted like a conduit.

      Maddox gasped. White light filled his eyes. It was time for him to shift again.

      Panic hit me. I didn’t want him fighting Alvin. Ryder and Ness had barely escaped that battle once before. It wasn’t that Alvin was stronger, though he had been an Alpha in life. Alvin had always relied on subterfuge and trickery. Now, with his soul in his undead body, I knew this wouldn’t be a straightforward fight.

      Maddox bent, his body changing form. A snarl caught my attention. I turned just in time to see Alvin, airborne above me. Alvin bore down on me, but a white beast leapt past me and slammed into Alvin.

      I cried out, afraid for Maddox. “He’s a shady bastard! Don’t let him get the upper hand!”

      Alvin closed his jaws around Maddox’s neck. I whimpered as if in pain myself. Then, before Alvin could bite down harder, Maddox blinked out of existence. He fell through the portal to the afterlife and reappeared a few feet away, giving him time to leap on Alvin’s back.

      Maddox wasn’t going to play fair, either. With my power flowing through him, Maddox had better control over the portal leaps.

      

      Maddox

      

      The other wolf smelled of death. His rotten breath made my nose wrinkle. I snarled and snapped at him to back him away from Addie, but this creature cared little for my warning. He was more man than beast, I realized.

      Those weren’t wolf eyes staring back at me. They were human. Not only that, but they were the cold eyes of someone who took pleasure in death. He’d been a killer in life. I could already tell he was the kind who hunted for sport.

      Did he have anything to do with those girls who’d been discovered last summer? Their killer had never been found, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be punished. Now, I had a second chance to make him pay for what he’d done.

      I understood, now. Life as a supernatural meant making decisions to protect not only those around you, but those who knew nothing about this world, either. Addie’s friends had the eyes of killers because they’d done everything in their power to keep their loved ones safe.

      I would do the same. Even if I couldn’t’ drag this man to jail, I could certainly drag him to hell with me. I pounced on him and slammed him into the ground.

      He whipped his head around and bit down on my ankle. The stinging pain of his teeth slamming into bone rippled through me, but I didn’t let up. I pulled on the power that allowed me to leap and I shoved him into the portal with me.

      The wolf howled. The sound warped as we fell through time and space. For a brief moment, I heard his soul in it. Then the howl turned hollow and we hit the ground rolling. We tumbled apart and sprang back to our feet.

      Only, this time, the other wolf stood between Addie and me. He realized that at the same moment and turned to look back at her with hungry eyes. The wolf’s tongue lolled out of his mouth. He gave me a crazed wolf grin and took off running.

      Addie had no way to defend herself. I’d taken her power and coiled it within myself like a messy yarn ball that I could pull whenever I needed. The power tangled and knotted because I had no idea what I was doing. When I tried to shove it back at her, I fumbled and tripped in the tethers.

      Time slowed. I ran, galloping towards her. Every step jolted my bones and rattled my teeth. Addie’s face came into focus. Surprise made her eyes wide. Then they clouded over with her power. She raised both hands as her lips turned into a grim, determined line.

      Gripped in her hand was that beaded necklace. It swayed in the wind. Light flashed in the black beads.

      Her lips formed a single word. “No.”

      I could see her arcana. It formed like white smoke between us. Roiling, the clouds gathered and rushed towards us. While the clouds washed over me, they slammed into the wolf. He staggered, but only barely.

      That was all I needed. I took the moment to leap on the wolf and pin him to the ground again. If I jerked my head, I could snap his neck. However, I doubted that would do anything to help. He was already dead.

      Addie’s power continued, spreading past us. I wondered if she’d lost control of it, but my beast gave her little thought. The creature inside me trusted her more than it should have. I had watched her struggle to hold onto her power before. This could be another of those moments.

      My beast shoved forward. It took over. I went numb as it shoved me back, deep inside my own body.

      “I’m sorry to call on you,” Addie said sorrowfully.

      While her words confused me since I’d leapt into this fight all on my own, my beast gave it no thought once again. My beast only looked up when the trees at the far end of the estate split, and two more creatures rushed out towards us.

      Their howls were vengeful. I could already tell that they were on my side. How I knew that, I wasn’t sure. One wolf, a reddish brown, went to the right. The other, a gray wolf, went to the left. They circled around us to keep the enemy from being able to run if I lost my grip on him.

      “Here’s your chance to make him pay for what he did to you,” Addie said.

      She dropped to the ground. Without thinking, my beast released the wolf in my jaws and sprinted towards Addie. There was an enemy behind us, but my beast cared little when Addie’s safety was in question.

      The enemy wolf didn’t get the chance to pounce on us, though. The two other wolves were complete, too. They weren’t aberrations or mindless zombies. They were fully formed beings with their own anger.

      The beast understood. This shifter had killed them. When Addie said this was their chance, she meant that this would be their chance for vengeance from beyond the grave.

      As if this man hadn’t already gone to Hell.

      I skidded to a halt beside Addie. She reached for me and buried her face in my fur. I glanced back. Already, I knew I would have to jump back into the fight. The other two wolves were struggling against the enemy.

      They weren’t nearly as large as he was. They didn’t fight with a lust for pain the way he did. My paw ached from where he’d bitten me. At least, I knew there would be no infection. I’d already gotten that part out of the way.

      I asked my beast if it was ready. It turned back to Addie and nudged her with its muzzle. She exhaled softly and pulled herself upright. When she gave a quick nod, I leapt out of the ruins and back into the fight.
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      I felt awful for beckoning Connor and Catriona back to the world of the living, but they happily responded when I offered them the chance to fight Alvin. This was the exact thing they’d never gotten the chance to do in life. Of course, they were happy to oblige.

      They followed Maddox’s lead and picked up where he faltered. Maddox and his beast weren’t in perfect union the way the other two were. They had to support him when the two parts of him clashed. However, he was a quick study. I noticed the way he watched them and mirrored their movements.

      I reminded myself that they had this under control. If I stayed there and watched this fight go down, I would lose the last chance I had to find the killer. They were nearby. They had to be in order to send Alvin after us.

      At least, that’s what I thought. My opportunity to learn more about myself and this power had been interrupted. That had to be what the killer wanted. They knew that I would be harder to kill if I understood what I was doing.

      That meant I had to learn the old-fashioned way. Dad had been a hands-on teacher. Instead of reading about things, he made me do the thing. That meant floundering in the deep end until I learned to swim.

      My arcana blanketed the estate. I let it spread further and further in search of a familiar life force. While my power rolled out, I could feel it graze every small dead thing it passed. Once I found the killer, I would grab their life force and send it into all the dead things with the hopes that I would drain him enough to knock him out.

      It was a harebrained plan, but it was the best I could come up with in such a short time. However, I couldn’t find the killer. He wasn’t anywhere near here. While I could keep stretching my arcana further and further, there was no guarantee I would find exactly who I was looking for.

      I could detect dead creatures way better than living ones. If I found someone that I thought was the killer and struck only to find out I’d screwed up, then I would never forgive myself. I had to be precise. Without evidence that I had the right person, I could do nothing.

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath.

      The sounds of wolves fighting never let up. I tried not to look. If I did, I would puke. The smell of blood on the air made my stomach turn already. Alvin wasn’t alive. No amount of pain or damage would stop him until he got what he wanted. Though the other wolves ripped and tore at him, he kept on fighting.

      Maddox yelped. I heard crunching bone and flinched as if I was the one who’d been struck. Frustration gurgled in my core. I planted my hands flat against the concrete beneath me. Tears burned my eyes.

      Catriona and Connor both let out noises of pain. Alvin growled happily, though the sound was soon muffled from another strike as he likely bit down on someone else. I could tell that Maddox was fading. We hadn’t rested enough. I hadn’t fed him enough.

      We were running out of time. Alvin shouldn’t have overpowered us, but we were drained from everything else that’d been thrown our way. I wasn’t going to let us fall, though.

      I refused.

      I missed Cerri’s power of life. It would have fueled my new plan. Unless I tugged a soul from the afterlife, I needed a life force from the mortal realm. I couldn’t pull on Maddox’s energy without his consent, which he wouldn’t give.

      If I pulled on the life of the foliage all across the estate, Luca might come for my blood. I wasn’t about to risk that kind of anger.

      That left one other source nearby.

      There was nothing I could do to ready myself for what needed to be done. I wished I could warn Maddox, but there was no time. If I said anything, I would give away my plan and Alvin would take the opening to react.

      Here goes nothing.

      I reached deep within myself and yanked. Not at my arcana—no, this was a far riskier move. I was tired of this fight. We could do nothing without some sort of danger creeping up on us. I yearned for rest, for a little slice of peace.

      That desire swelled inside me and gave me something to grab onto. My own life force poured out of me. I wove it with my arcana even as my limbs started to wobble. My lower lip trembled and my vision blurred, but I managed to stay conscious as I forced my power and energy into the ground.

      This shouldn’t work. It seemed so outrageous and beyond comprehension of my own arcana that I doubted myself. Normally, I only ever raised bodies. I kept them true to their original form, but a new door had been opened when I helped Cerri create the undead dragon.

      It showed me that I could work outside of the box. When I pulled, everything answered. What was dirt other than things that had long since passed and rotted? The ground bloated and cracked open. It split into ten tendrils before lashing out at Alvin.

      The other wolves leapt away when my power slammed down onto Alvin. While one earthen tendril yanked him off his feet, the others rose high and hardened. Before my eyes, the dark earth turned white. A cage made of bone formed around him.

      Alvin threw himself at the cage. The bones cracked and threatened to shatter. I wavered, the world beyond me dancing back and forth. Or was that me?

      There was little left in me, but I knew I had one more thing to do. Shaking hand out, I shoved down. The earth opened and swallowed the bone cage with Alvin in it. Even if he did escape the cage, he would have to dig his way out. The pressure of the earth would bolster the bone bars, too.

      It would give us time to esca—

      

      Maddox

      

      I sprang to catch Addie before she could collapse. She landed on me right before hitting the ground. The two other wolves, yet unnamed, came over to nudge her with their noses. A burst of warmth blossomed around us.

      It wasn’t that they were superheated. No, I realized that Addie was cold.

      Panicked, I twisted to get a better look at Addie. Her cheeks were cold and gray. My heart lurched. A chill spread through my chest. It made my heart thunder and my beast anxious. I whimpered and lowered myself beside her, so I could rub my cheek along hers.

      The beast’s instincts flared, overwhelming my logical mind.

      I used logical loosely.

      No, I used it as a lie to cover what I was really feeling. The panic swelling in my gut hid my fear. I refused to believe that she’d sacrificed her own life only to delay this fight. Even from here, I could still hear the other wolf howling and thrashing in the cage that Addie had built for him.

      The other two wolves flanked her. They pressed their noses to her and exhaled. Some sort of alchemy happened right before my eyes. Life flowed between the wolves and into Addie. I lunged and nipped the female wolf before she gave everything over to Addie, but the wolf paid little attention to me.

      “Tell Ness she doesn’t have to forgive me,” a sorrowful male voice said before vanishing.

      Before my eyes, light flowed from the wolves and funneled into Addie. Warmth filled the air. Then, in an instant, the wolves fell apart. Their bodies rotted and turned to dust that flew away on the slightest breeze.

      No portal to the afterlife opened, though. Their spirits didn’t slip away to live on happily ever after. No, they were gone for good. Both gave everything they had left over to Addie.

      She woke with a gasp. Bolting upright, her head collided with mine. She let out a sound of pain and winced, grasping for her forehead.

      Flinging her hand away from her head, she looked out over the estate with wide, fearful eyes. My beast moved to comfort her without thinking. I wanted to wrench control back from the creature, but now wasn’t the time. Addie had just come back from near death.

      Over and over, she came close to death. I wasn’t going to lose her. I would stay right beside her while we saw this through. With Paige, I made the mistake of letting her out of my sight. I’d thought that she needed the space, but she’d needed someone to keep her safe.
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      My house was crawling with life for the first time in what had to be years. Laid out on the couch with an arm over my eyes to block out the fading light of the day that made my skull throb, I listened to the soft sounds of Maddox, Ness, Ryder, and Cerri in my kitchen.

      They whispered amongst themselves. Well, most of them did. Maddox stayed quiet. He said nothing, just listened. When Ryder tried to convince Maddox to join his pack, Maddox still kept quiet. The wolf wasn’t going to crack any time soon.

      I wondered what was going on inside his head. A lot had happened today. Now, the crew had come together to shove food into both Maddox and me. He’d given them just enough to explain what had happened, but he didn’t give them everything.

      When I woke at Luca’s estate, I asked Maddox what’d happened to Connor and Catriona. He’d been suspiciously quiet. The new shifter hid something from me, which made the truth all too clear.

      The two wolves had given up their remaining life force to bring me back to life.

      My death had been quick and simple, and not at all what I’d expected. From what I’d seen before, spirits leave the body and get a brief opportunity to pass on. For me, there’d been no portal. I’d seen nothing but darkness.

      I’d floated in a vast void with nothing and no one around me for…miles? It was hard to tell distance when there was just nothing. For a moment, it was peaceful. It was everything I’d been searching for all along. Then the loneliness sank in. My heart ached for someone I’d left behind.

      One might think that I missed my best friends. Ness, Vi, and Cerri had been beside me for so long. I owed them so much. There was no way that I could die without repaying them for all the love they’d showed me.

      However, it was Maddox who dragged me back. I couldn’t leave without telling him something.

      Yet, when I tried to recall what I’d wanted to tell him, I couldn’t remember at all. Where there should have been a thought, I found nothing. A blank space stretched across my mind and left me more frustrated than this killer hot on my heels.

      “How are you feeling?” Maddox whispered into my ear.

      I startled, throwing my hands in the air. In the process, I accidentally smacked him in the face. Appalled, I stared in wide-eyed fear. Maddox closed his eyes, dragged in a long-suffering breath—similar to a long-suffering sigh, but backwards—and opened his eyes to glare at me. The glare quickly softened, though.

      I was grateful because a throb rocked the inside of my skull from my sudden movement. Groaning, I clutched the sides of my head.

      Maddox pulled me into his arms. The circle of his embrace was surprisingly quiet. I leaned into him and felt tension flow out of my tight body. He ran a hand up and down my back. Though I wanted to stay there with him forever, I knew we had other things to do.

      Ness’s familiar stomp approached. She set two oversized bowls down onto the coffee table between us. The smell of miso and chicken saturated the air and made my stomach grumble. There was only one thing better than chicken soup, and that was chicken ramen.

      She gave us enough time to happily slurp at our noodles and gulp down the broth before asking us any questions.

      “Alvin,” she said, finally.

      The tension crept back up my spine and spread between my shoulders. I set my bowl down and cleared my throat.

      “Alvin,” I said.

      Ness’s jaw tightened. She looked away, but I could see the darkness gathering over her eyes. Outside, thunder rumbled in warning. I reached out and took her hand to pull her attention back to me.

      “I won’t let anyone raise him again. I promise.”

      Ness jerked back. “Are you sure you can promise that?”

      I absolutely wasn’t, but that didn’t stop me from making the promise again. Even if Alvin defied me over and over, I would find a way to keep him in the earth forever. I didn’t care if that meant pouring all my energy into another cage buried deeper in the earth.

      Alvin would be gone once and for all if I had anything to say about it.

      He’d hurt people from beyond the grave. Ness knew as much because her attention shifted to Maddox. She looked him up and down like he might morph into Alvin at any moment. Once again, I yanked her hand to make her look at me.

      “Maddox is Alvin’s victim, too. Don’t blame him for what he can’t change.” All those years of bargaining with ghosts, helping them through their trauma, and guiding them into the next world was paying off.

      Ness nodded and ran a hand over her curly hair. Ryder stepped up alongside her and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “What’s the issue?” Vi said, appearing behind everyone. “You can’t die so long as that bastard walks this earth. Death made sure of that.”

      Taken aback, I asked, “Where the Hell did you come from?”

      Vi winked. “You got it right. Hell, baby.”

      Ness rolled her eyes. “Vi was blowing up your toilet while you were napping.”

      “I was unconscious?” As far as I remembered, I hadn’t missed a moment.

      Vi gaped at us. “I was not! I had a…” She stole a glance at the men in the room. “Plug your ears, boys. I had a tampon malfunction.”

      Maddox blew a sigh out his nose. Ryder complained loudly. Vi never failed to get under any man’s skin. How she convinced Morgan to love her for it, I would never know. He seemed to welcome her under his skin, where she irritated him the most.

      Cerri lingered at the back of the crowd. All four of us were in the same room for once, yet the girls’ night vibe was ruined by all the changes that still hung in the air. Cerri wasn’t all that she seemed. I was struggling to use the arcana I’d been running from. Vi’s arcana had become supercharged into light. And Ness…Ness was still struggling with the ghosts from her past.

      “We need a goddamn break,” Ness grumbled before running her hands over her face.

      “Aren’t you trying for a kid right now?” Vi asked. “The two of you should be having so much sex that there’s no room for stress in your life.”

      Cerri blinked in surprise at Vi’s words. I cocked my head and glared at her. Ness laughed. It was the first time she’d seemed happy since arriving. I think we all let out a collective sigh of relief.

      My stomach growled to cut through the moment of joy. Ness leapt up from her seat on the edge of the coffee table to snatch my bowl and run back to the kitchen to get more ramen.

      That’s when Maddox cleared his throat.

      “Ness, do you know a wolf shifter with a copper-colored coat? He…Someone who’s dead?”

      The ladle fell from Ness’s hand to clang in the pot. She stared at Maddox. He seemed to understand what he’d done and avoided her gaze. He didn’t look at Ryder, who was staring the detective down.

      “Do you?” Maddox pressed.

      “C-Connor?” Ness’s voice was small.

      I remembered the lanky redheaded wolf shifter who had been head-over-heels in love with Ness. Love hadn’t stopped him from being Alvin’s pawn, though. Connor had fallen for every one of Alvin’s ploys, which had put Ness in danger more times than we could count.

      Connor had died to protect Ness.

      And he’d…

      I didn’t know for sure. I had an idea of what might have happened after I’d died, but Maddox refused to tell me. He kept that time a secret to everyone until now.

      “Sure. Well, he said you don’t have to forgive him.”

      Ness gripped the counter in my kitchen and bowed her head. I could see the way her shoulders shook. When she lifted her head again, there were tears in her eyes. She gave us a lopsided smile.

      “He’s in a better place now. That’s all that matters to me.”

      Maddox didn’t say no. Not exactly. He made a sound that contradicted her statement.

      That told me all I needed to know. When I woke, Connor and Catriona had been gone. I’d hoped they’d moved on again. Instead, they’d stuck around and passed their energy on to me so that I could come back from the dead.

      I fumbled out of my seat and ran for the door. There was no way that I could stay in that room and bear the look on Ness’s face a moment longer, especially when I knew I was the reason that Connor no longer existed in any world.

      He was gone.

      How was I supposed to tell my friend that her childhood crush no longer existed in any world? I couldn’t. There was no good way to put it.

      I’d put my trust in this power that I’d kept hidden, but all I got for it was more strife. I couldn’t keep going this way. If something terrible happened every time I tapped into my own innate power, then there was no point in trying. I would have to smother it again, letting it out only to keep it from overflowing.

      Dropping to my knees on the front lawn, I let my head hang while I dug my fingers into the wet ground. Behind me, I heard Maddox’s sigh. He reached for me, but I shoved his hands away.

      “I can’t tell her.”

      He snorted. “You forget she’s a shifter. She can hear us right now.”

      “What do you know about being a shifter? You refused to listen when I try to help you understand it.” My words were bitter, but I couldn’t help it anymore.

      He dropped to a squat beside me. I almost expected him to tell me to cheer up, bucko. The thought made me laugh, though it came out as a strangled sound.

      “For one thing, Vanessa already knows. I could see it on her face. She did the math, same as you. It adds up to something good. Because of their sacrifice, you’re still with us.” He reached for me, but his hand hung in the air like there was a wall between us that he couldn’t pass.

      I shook my head. “It’s not good. All I’ve ever wanted was to stop hurting everyone around me. It doesn’t seem like it’s going to end. I can’t find my way out of this.”

      “That ramen wasn’t enough for me,” Maddox declared. He tossed my keys in the air and caught them. “Let’s sneak away from here and get ourselves a snack. My treat.”

      “You don’t even have your wallet.” Though I didn’t mind paying for our food. It was the least I could do after everything.

      “I have a running tab where we’re going.”

      He put his arm around my waist and lifted me from the ground like I was a puppy he needed to put back in the kennel. I hung limp in his arms because I could do nothing else while this stunned.

      Carefully spinning me around so that I was right-side up, Maddox placed me in the passenger seat of my own car. When he got into the driver’s seat, he checked the gas gauge and nodded in approval. How far were we going to go?

      The drive out of the city was quiet. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, though. If anything, Maddox’s presence was comfortable. I sank into my seat and let out what felt like a breath I’d been holding. The tension in my chest eased and allowed me to breathe again.

      “What’s with the road trip?” I asked, taking in the scenery outside my window.

      “That bastard can’t find us if we’re on the move, so I figured I would make it worth our time. I’m also craving meat like it’s nobody’s business.”

      I raised a brow. “What does that even mean? Like it’s nobody’s business? That doesn’t make sense!”

      Maddox smirked as he glanced in my direction. His dark eyes made my heart flip in my chest. I quickly looked away from him to hide the flush rising to my face.

      I couldn’t help it. He was very hot as he directed the car with one hand on the wheel. He was the capable kind of man who made the world feel steady when my every step was uncertain lately. Even though his world had been turned upside down time and time again, he remained the same person.

      I should have been the one helping him, but here he was to pick up the pieces of me all over again. Though I knew that fixating on my guilt over Maddox’s change into a shifter was helping me to ignore the fact that I’d died earlier, that didn’t change the fact that my guilt had a very real foundation to stand on.

      Before I could apologize for everything all over again, Maddox flicked the turn signal and pulled into a small circular driveway outside of a house. I lifted my brow warily, but Maddox nodded towards something on the other side.

      When I turned to look, the smell drifted in through the air vents. Smoke poured out of a stack on what looked like a shack with a service counter. It filled the air with the savory aroma of meat and spices. A rotund man opened the door in the back and waved towards us.

      “Ah, Detective,” the man said to Maddox when we approached.

      Maddox gave a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not here on official business. I came to get a bite to eat with a friend of mine.”

      Wait. We were friends? When did that happen?

      I really thought I was a thorn in Maddox’s side that he was determined to keep safe even if it pained him. After all that, he called me a friend. It could have been to wash over our relationship, so this man didn’t ask too many questions, but that didn’t seem likely when the man’s eyes went wide with excitement.

      The man wiggled his brows suggestively. “You’re back to making friends again. Good for you! I’m glad to see you back on the market again.”

      Maddox made a pained sound. “It’s not like that. She’s just a friend I met through the current case I’m working. You know I’m not ready to start dating again.”

      The man clearly didn’t agree. He waved off Maddox’s statement then turned to me.

      “I have just what you need if you’re dealing with this guy all day.” He turned and opened a fridge off to the side.

      He pulled out a Styrofoam container that might fit the two-meat combo at my favorite Chinese buffet. However, it wasn’t filled with meat and starches. Instead, when he opened the container, there was a fat slice of peanut butter pie topped with caramel and crushed pretzels.

      “Something a little sweet to make up for his lack of it. And a little bit of salt to highlight his saltiness.”

      My stomach growled greedily as I reached for my wallet.

      The man held out his hand. He shook his head. “It’s on the house.”

      Maddox cleared his throat. “Good, because I’m going to need a rack of ribs and a smoked chicken. And three of your twice-baked potatoes.”

      The man narrowed his eyes at Maddox. “What makes you think you’re getting things for free? Just because you’re my nephew doesn’t mean you can treat my restaurant like it’s your personal kitchen.”

      Nephew?

      I looked between the two men for similarities, but I couldn’t find them. Where Maddox was tall and broad-shouldered with fine, blond hair, this other man was short. His widest part was his middle, though his shoulders were doing their best to rival his barrel chest.

      “It’s only going to get worse from here on out,” Maddox said with a laugh in his voice.

      Though his uncle didn’t know what that meant, I did. With the wolf in Maddox demanding most of Maddox’s energy, he would need more protein and carbs than ever. His uncle seemed to have both, and flavor to boot if the smell on the air meant anything.

      His uncle snatched up a fork from a container beside him and passed it over, handle first, to me. I marveled at the metal fork. He gave a wink and declared that he did his best for the environment. If someone needed a fork at home, they were welcome to steal it, too.

      “I love you,” I said upon first bite of the pie.

      “What is it with women and food?” Maddox asked while my eyes rolled back in my head from the salty and sweet orgasm in my mouth.

      His uncle laughed heartily. “That’s how I got your aunt, too. The peanut butter pie recipe captures the heart of every woman craving a bit of sweetness in their life. It’s because the men can never give them what they really want.”

      Maddox wrinkled his nose and turned his attention away from his uncle as if the statement had hit a soft spot. I recalled our conversation about Maddox’s ex-wife, Paige. While I hadn’t gotten the whole story, I figured there was a lot that Maddox still needed to work through.

      I slowed down on the pie. My stomach churned nervously now that Maddox was uncomfortable.

      “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I can pay for his food if need be. He needs to eat something, soon, though. He’s been running on fumes for hours.”

      “I told you, your money is no good here. Since you’re sweet enough to take care of my nephew, I can help you out. Just this one time, though!” He turned back to Maddox. “Remember to bring your wallet next time! Family only pays for the cost of goods around here. It’s not that much, my boy.”

      He reached over the counter and clapped Maddox on the shoulder. I flinched, waiting for Maddox to snarl in response. However, the new shifter didn’t react other than with a slight smile that betrayed how much he was enjoying this back and forth. Maybe his uncle had hit a soft spot, but that didn’t mean that Maddox would be mad forever.

      The craving for family this tight and kind hit me out of nowhere. I was reminded of my own, neglectful family all over again. It made my stomach drop to my feet. The pie in my hands was a heavy weight, filled with all the things I’d never had.

      I couldn’t blame my Dad and my step-family. My arcana made me strange and fearful. It made sense that they would pull away from me. When my arcana hurt those around me, it was better that it’d been that way.

      It’d been for the best, I told myself.

      “While I get the boy’s food ready, tell me about yourself, missy. Where are you from? What do you do? What would you rather do with your life?” The uncle threw open the door to the back of the shack but didn’t close it behind himself so he could hear me.

      My heart lodged itself in my throat. Speaking wasn’t easy—not at first. After my first few, fumbling words, it became easier. I found myself regaling him with my time at Bad Moon Café and some of my adventures in the Adirondacks.

      “I’m a nature man, myself. But I prefer to enjoy it while hunting or fishing. Walking around with no purpose makes me restless.” He came back and set a whole chicken into a plastic travel container and plopped a rack of ribs into a plastic bag. “I think that makes you a better person than me, though. While I go out to kill things, you’re admiring the life all around you.”

      I pressed my lips together. How could I tell him that I went out to escape death?

      The answer was that I couldn’t. If I started telling him, he would look at me like I was on drugs.

      “We’re going to take these for a walk,” Maddox said as he took the offered food. “Mind if we use the trail on your property?”

      The man nodded and waved a hand towards the land beyond the house. “Mind your step. It’s a bit muddy out there. Though, it looks like the missy has already had a mishap in the mud.”

      I glanced down at my knees. After this lovely conversation with him, I’d forgotten all about my earlier break from reality. It made me look at Maddox again. He’d brought me out here not only to get food, but to help me forget about my woes for a little while.

      

      Maddox

      I didn’t tell Addie that the house full of her friends had been driving me up a wall, almost literally. I’d needed to get out of there, and her panic had given me a good excuse. I owed her an apology for using her like that, but she seemed happier out here.

      I should have known. The smell of woodsmoke drifted behind us while we walked deeper into my uncle’s property. The trail was muddy, just as he’d warned, but Addie had sure steps. She was more at home out here than she’d been in her own house.

      Once we were away from the house and the shack, I said, “Ness will understand. She’ll grieve for a while, then she’ll come to terms with the fact that you’re still here and how that’s far better than the alternative.”

      Addie wrinkled her nose, clearly frustrated with herself. “I could have stopped Alvin without killing myself.”

      “You did what you could in the moment.” I shrugged. “It’s the best any of us can do. We don’t always have the clearest thoughts in the heat of it. I’ve been in a lot of situations that could have ended better, but I did what I could to reach the best outcome available to me.”

      There were times that I’d nearly died, too. Though, my situations had involved runaway drivers or angry boyfriends with short-dick energy—as the latest generation might say. That didn’t make my life any less on the line. I’d walked away with stab wounds, broken bones, and guilt that I hadn’t done better.

      “I want to give up so badly,” Addie confessed.

      My beast snarled in response. It wasted no time in disagreeing with her. The thought of a world without her in it angered the wolf lurking in my core.

      The world would be safer without her, but it would also be darker. She had time to figure out how to use her abilities. If she wasn’t being hunted all the damn time, then she might have this figured out already. The stress of her current situation had worn away at her.

      I wished I could pluck her out of this mess and whisk her away to somewhere she would be safe. I couldn’t leave, though. There was still a killer hunting those like her. If I took Addie and hid her away, then I wouldn’t be able to hunt this guy down. Others would get hurt.

      For a moment, I thought my wolf would disagree. It loved Addie and the cool touch of death constantly swirling around her. I fed on that power. It gave me strength. My wolf had become addicted to it, and her.

      However, the beast wanted justice, too. It wasn’t so different from me, after all.

      I lifted my chin. “I see one of my uncle’s tree-stands up ahead. We can sit in it while we eat. No one will know where we are. We’ll be safe for a little while.”

      I thought that climbing the ladder with food in our hands would be difficult, but an idea came to me. I didn’t know how well it would work when I braced myself to jump. My leap wasn’t graceful because I put too much into it, but I caught myself against the tree that held the stand. The bag of smoked meats swayed precariously, chicken juices threatening to spill over and make a mess.

      “Show off,” Addie said from below as she started climbing.

      I set the bag down and reached for her arm. She let out a yelp when I pulled her up as if she were made of paper. Though this was all new to me, I had to say I wasn’t mad. This extra strength and speed would be helpful in the long run. And the healing would be nice, now that I thought about it.

      If only I’d been changed into a normal wolf, not one that fed off death. There was a part of me that hungered like a zombie. I’d come out here for food, but I knew that this meat wouldn’t satisfy that hollowness.

      The only way to fill the emptiness would be to ask Addie for a taste of her power. Now wasn’t the time, though. She was struggling with her…what did she call it? Arcana. The guilt surrounding her power would make for an awkward moment when I finally confessed that I needed it.

      Deep down, I knew that she would think that I was protecting her to keep my food source intact. She wouldn’t believe me if I told her that I truly valued her as a person and a friend.

      Addie hated herself.

      I knew that feeling well, but she didn’t deserve that kind of anger.

      I ripped open the thin plastic bag around the ribs. It was the same kind of bag that one might find in the grocery produce section. It tore easily and released the smell of fatty meat and paprika.

      Breathing in the steam, I said, “I wonder if I can figure out my uncle’s secret rub recipe now that I have a shifter’s nose.”

      Addie laughed, almost spitting out her pie.

      I offered her one of the ribs as an apology. She set aside her pie and accepted the rib with cautious fingers. As she took it, she transferred it from hand to hand, licking her fingers each time.

      “It’s going to be messy. You’re just going to have to accept that.” I laughed.

      She grumbled until she bit into the meat. Juices ran down her chin. Without thinking, I wiped them away with my thumb. It wasn’t until I licked the juices from my thumb that I realized what I’d done.

      If Addie noticed, she said nothing. She devoured the rib while I turned back to my meal. Though the smoked meats were delicious, I suddenly wanted something else.

      I couldn’t do that. She was still a victim in a crime, part of a case I was actively working. I couldn’t forget that this was all work.

      That also meant we couldn’t stay here for much longer. If the killer tracked us to here, I would never forgive myself. It was one thing for me to get caught in the middle of this supernatural battle. That was all a part of my job, and I accepted that there would be sacrifices a long time ago.

      However, my family couldn’t get dragged into this. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “How are you feeling now?” I asked Addie.

      She wiped at sauce on her lower lip. Her expression went from bright to grim.

      I tilted my head to peer at her. “Still feeling guilty?”

      Addie’s sigh was long and ended with a choked sob. She let her messy hands fall into her lap. Staring at them despondently, she remained silent.

      My wolf told me that there was something I could do to cheer her up. If I leaned in and licked the sauce from her lips, she would laugh giddily. I would hear her heart speed up. If I kissed her hard and pinned her to the floor, her body would turn warm against me. She wouldn’t be able to think about the things making her sad.

      I shook myself.

      Back down, wolf.

      Horny beast was going to make a mess of things. It’d been a long time since I’d slept with a woman. It seemed that those urges never went away. The beast dragged them out and put them on display to remind me that I was nothing more than a man with base needs.

      “We don’t have any clues,” Addie said pensively.

      Her words shook me out of my lewd thoughts.

      “How many times have we run into this guy? We still don’t know anything about him. You haven’t found any clues at all.” She shook her head.

      “I found a few things at some of the scenes, but it was all trash that fell out of my own pockets.” I wasn’t proud of contaminating a scene.

      My beast grumbled. It wasn’t convinced that I was the one who’d dropped those pieces of paper. My pockets were full of them, though. Between all these shifts, it made sense that I would have lost some of the trash I constantly carry on my person. I didn’t like it, but it was a reasonable assumption.

      The beast pushed me to revisit that idea, though. I hadn’t bothered to smell the paper. There was only one way we would know for sure. If I sniffed the paper and it carried my own scent, then I would be able to set this suspicion aside.

      However, that meant heading back into town where I’d left my clothes. I needed to get my wallet anyway.

      “I think it’s time we do some actual investigation,” I said.

      I moved to wipe my hands on my pants, then remembered that these clothes weren’t mine. I really should have grabbed some napkins.

      “Don’t look at me,” Addie said. “I’m not going to suck the sauce off your fingers for you.”

      I laughed and held out a hand. “Are you sure you’re not tempted?”

      Addie’s face turned red. However, her gaze dropped to my outstretched hand. My heart clenched. Deep within me, my beast growled hungrily. I’d let her suck anything off me then taste it on her lips after.

      There was something about her pale eyes looking at me from beneath that veil of dark hair that drove me wild and scattered my thoughts. I imagined her looking up at me like that, but the idea didn’t last long. The vision in my head shifted so that I was the one looking up at her as she lovingly caressed my cheek.

      The thought shattered something in me. I became unhinged, drifting away in this imaginary scenario where I could trust someone enough to have such a hold over me. It was a small relief from my waking life where I had to worry about all things at all times, and I only hoped that I could offer her the same relief outside of the bedroom.

      Shit.

      I tore my gaze away from Addie and shook myself again. The beast laughed at my feeble attempt to regain control over my wandering thoughts. If I ever got time to myself, I would see if I couldn’t get this out of my system on my own.

      Until then, I would have to assert control over my mind.

      “Right.” I nearly tripped over the single word. Only nearly. “Let’s see if we can use my teleporting ability to get back home.”

      “What about my car?” Addie asked too loudly.

      “I’ll have my aunt and uncle drive it back for you. Once I get back to my phone, I can send them a text.”

      Addie shot me a disapproving look. “You can’t ask them to do everything for you.”

      “I’m not. I’m asking them to do something for you. There’s a big difference. My family won’t do shit for me, but my uncle likes you already. He’ll do anything for you. Just you wait and see.”

      Addie snorted. “You make it sound like I’m going to be a part of your life for a long time.”

      I paused, realizing how I’d spoken. She was right. And a part of me wanted that. I wanted to spend more time with this soft woman capable of sacrificing her own life to save mine. No one else had ever done anything so risky for me before.

      I was used to doing things on my own, but she made me think that I could actually rely on someone for once. That would only get me burned again, though. I had to remember what it meant to love someone, and what it meant to lose them, too.

      Addie and I wouldn’t cross that boundary, damn it.

      “Let’s go get my stuff. Do you think this tree stand is big enough for me to shift in?”
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      Maddox didn’t wait for an answer before shifting. While he’d kept from wiping his hands on his borrowed clothes, the fool paid no mind to how he burst the seams when shifting. I stumbled back to give him room. His form nearly took up every square inch.

      Thankfully, the door was made of a pliant vinyl that zipped shut like a tent door. I pulled the sipper and greeted the fresh air that swam through.

      Maddox tossed his head, gesturing for me to get on his back. Already, I could feel his presence tugging at my arcana. Though I’d used up my life force earlier, my arcana uncoiled from its endless spool and flowed into Maddox.

      He raised his head high as if refreshed by my arcana. The ghostly wolf grew even larger—at least it seemed to. Just when I thought Maddox wouldn’t be able to fit through the door, he leapt.

      I felt the tug on my power as he opened the portal to the afterlife. Together, we plummeted into it before ever touching the ground. I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face in his fur. Cold rushed over me. It pressed at every inch of my body until I thought I would be crushed under its weight. Voices, near and far, all sounded at once to become a cacophonous roar.

      Then, we stepped out into the mortal plane again. I gasped and slid off Maddox’s back. He quickly caught me in his maw before I could hit the ground. He lifted me and set me on my feet where I could see the trash that I’d nearly thrown myself into.

      I scratched the back of my head and realized I didn’t have anything to use as a veil. “Shit.”

      That explained why the voices beyond the portal had been so loud. I hated doing the leap with him. If I could, I would have turned down the offer and used my car to meet him out here. However, this was faster, and we’d appeared right on top of Maddox’s forgotten clothes.

      “What is your uncle going to think when he sees the ripped clothing in his tree stand?” I asked.

      I turned away while Maddox shifted back. Faintly, I heard him sniff his clothes and groan. They must have reeked from being left here all day.

      “He’ll probably think that I ripped your clothes off and had a wild time.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned with an argument on my lips. My words failed me when I came face to face with Maddox’s bare chest. This time, it wasn’t his nakedness that made me fumble. There were scars crisscrossing his skin that weren’t there before.

      My jaw dropped. Guilt punched me in the gut.

      “You’re not healing properly,” I said breathily.

      Maddox looked down at himself. He shrugged. “It’s fine. I don’t feel anything, if that’s your concern. For all intents and purposes, the wounds are healed. There’s just a memento leftover.”

      “Normal shifters don’t heal like that! They don’t get scars unless…unless it’s a near death experience.” I thought of the scars that split Ryder down the middle.

      “Don’t worry. I wasn’t near death,” Maddox assured me.

      It wasn’t very reassuring, though. I still bit the inside of my cheek and worried that I would get this man killed. He’d been in the middle of a zombie attack, gotten bitten by an undead wolf shifter, and fought that same shifter that refused to die. His track record while alongside me wasn’t looking great.

      It was time that we went our separate ways. We had to or else he would die, and I did not want Maddox’s life on my hands. I wanted him to get a second chance at love and to live alongside his future mate.

      But when Maddox shoved his hand into his coat pocket, pulled out a piece of paper, and held it to his nose, his expression made me set aside any thoughts of leaving. His eyes went wide. He mouthed a single word:

      No.

      He pulled the paper away from his nose and stared down at it. His eyes were still just as wide. They trembled as if his rage was rising. I took a step towards him then stopped myself. I wasn’t qualified to calm a shifter’s anger. Who did I think I was? His mate?

      “W-what is it?” I asked, instead.

      Maddox crumpled the paper in his fist. “The killer works for my precinct.”

      Startled, I blinked.

      “I need to go to the office. I’ll be able to sniff the killer out there. Once I find him…” Maddox trailed off.

      His skin paled. I heard his breath rush out of him like someone had punched him in the gut. He closed his eyes and rocked back on his heels.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I can’t kill him. I won’t be that person. He’s going to go through the proper channels. There will be a trial. I just…I need more evidence.” Though Maddox tried to preach restraint, I saw the way he practically vibrated.

      His beast wanted out. It wanted vengeance, and Maddox was trying his damnedest to deny it. I couldn’t let him shift and lose control to a beast that wanted to kill. While Maddox likely didn’t have enough energy left in him for another shift despite eating, I didn’t want to risk it.

      I took ahold of the arcana that he’d been steadily pulling from me and yanked it back. His eyes shot open wide.

      “You can feel that?” he whispered.

      I nodded.

      He licked his lips, as if buying time. “I didn’t want to tell you.”

      “Why? What does it change?”

      “Never mind, then. We have a killer to catch.” Maddox pushed past me.

      I spun on my heel and chased him before he could get far. “You can’t go in there like this. You’re angry. It’s going to lead you to do something stupid.”

      “Of course, I’m angry!” His brow crashed together into a deep furrow. He spun towards me. “This is someone in my territory. Someone who should have been upholding peace and protecting people was, in fact, killing people right under my own damn nose. I was too slow to catch on, but not anymore.”

      I grabbed ahold of his coat to try to pull him to a stop. My arcana reached for him. If I wanted, I could tell him to stop, and he would have to listen. I refused and yanked my arcana away from him.

      It was like a physical blow. Maddox stumbled and clutched his chest. He acted as though I’d stolen the very air from his lungs. Gasping, he straightened and turned a cold glare towards me.

      I could work with this. Lowering my voice as people passed us by on the sidewalk, I said, “I won’t let you have any more of my arcana until you tell me how you know it’s someone from your precinct.”

      Maddox’s glare dropped to the paper clutched in his hand. “It smells like the killer. It’s…familiar. I haven’t been back to the office since I was changed, so I don’t recognize everyone’s scents. Something about it rings a bell to me, though.”

      “You’re telling me there’s no way a suspect could have come through and stolen a pad of paper?” I was grasping for straws here, but I needed to do something before an angry wolf shifter stormed into a police station.

      All hell would break loose, and neither of us needed that.

      While I was working hard to keep Maddox from having a meltdown, the ghosts on the street were reading me. They could feel the power fluctuating between Maddox and me. I had no way to cover my head. Their voices, a whisper from afar, grew into a deafening mess as they closed in around me.

      I fought to keep from covering my ears. It would give me away. So long as I ignored them and kept my attention on Maddox, they might think they’d misunderstood the power in the air. I couldn’t keep my focus when they were creeping in around me.

      My breath shuddered as a ghost stalked closer. It was the man from the station, the one that had been killed by his dominatrix. He leaned in close, his incorporeal nose nearly brushing my cheek.

      He knew. We’d spoken before. There was no ignoring him.

      “She can hear you,” he said to the others closing in. “She just doesn’t want to help anyone. Selfish bitch.”

      A primal scream gathered in my throat. There was too much happening all at once. My frustration crackled like a storm. Slowly, I craned my neck to look the man in the eye. We were nose to nose, and I refused to flinch.

      Cold crept up along my skin. The frigid hand of death cloaked me.

      “I am too tired to deal with needy ghosts telling me what to do with my life. Back off or I will wipe you from existence.”

      Maddox grabbed my arm and yanked me away from the ghost. He spun me so that we were eye to eye.

      “Excuse me?” he growled.

      My skull throbbed from all the voices. They pushed closer. I could feel the ghosts raking their cold fingers down my spine while they screamed for my attention. The man wanted his body recovered. A woman demanded to know what happened to her child. Another person begged me to find their body on the mountain.

      I couldn’t handle it all. My stomach lurched.

      I wasn’t going to let it crush me. I shoved my stomach back down before its contents came back up. Ripping my arm out of Maddox’s grip, I put space between us. My jaw was tight as I stared him down. His expression remained just as cold.

      Find me!

      Tell me where he is. I need to know who has my baby.

      Selfish woman, you don’t care about any of us.

      Bile burned my throat. Couldn’t Maddox see how this hurt? Couldn’t he see that I was a heartbeat away from coming undone again? He’d been so good at noticing before. Now, anger clouded his mind. He wasn’t the man I knew.

      Voice cracking under the pressure of all the ghosts around me, I said, “Go. If you reveal yourself at the station, understand the Pack will have to put you down.”

      I didn’t stay to hear what Maddox had to say in response. I ran from him, from the ghosts, from this mess. My footsteps were shaky, and I nearly fell, but I somehow managed to keep my head up the whole time.

      

      Maddox

      

      I sighed.

      I knew that I should follow her, but I looked down at the paper in my hand. The killer hid among my coworkers. The idea that this killer was one of my friends started a cold fire in my chest. The fire burned bright and spread to every part of my being until I was nothing but cold rage.

      Tightening my fist again, I looked up. Addie was gone.

      That was fine. I didn’t need her in order to hunt this man down. If I went ahead and caught him, then she would be safe once and for all.

      Lifting the paper to my nose, I breathed deep one last time. With the killer’s scent committed to memory, I went to work.
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      The price tag on the scarf made me cringe, but I needed something—anything—to help me block out the voices. After this, I would put a snapback cap on my carabiner clip like a damn keychain, just so I would have a hat on me at all times.

      After swiping my card at the register, I yanked off the tags and furiously tied the scarf around my head. I was a little rusty at it since I preferred hats these days. The messy headwrap worked, though.

      Already, the voices around me dimmed to a low murmur. I exhaled, relieved as my shoulders slumped now that the tension was slipping away. Of course, that made the cashier behind the counter give me an odd look as they handed the receipt over to me.

      I gave a shy smile and slipped out with my purchase, passing under scaffolding attached to the outside of the building in the process. While the town wasn’t unfamiliar, I was acutely aware that I was hours away from home without a car. This was Maddox’s stomping grounds, the territory that he watched over as a homicide detective.

      The shallow peaks of the Adirondacks graced the horizon. They called my name, but I had no means of camping out for the night unless I wanted to visit an overpriced store and buy a brand-new tent…then carry it all the way out to the mountains. And the cold wind shoving its way through town told me that there would be a horrible storm coming in soon.

      I put a hand over my scarf to keep the wind from ripping it away from me. Bits of trash, plucked free from the bins by the wind, rolled down the street. The sky overhead began to darken as angry clouds slipped over the sun.

      “Not a chance,” I muttered to myself.

      On the sidewalk, I rocked on my heels while trying to decide what to do with myself. I could go find Maddox, but I was still mad at him. He’d been an asshole earlier. Whatever happened to him, he deserved it.

      I still couldn’t believe that he’d ignored my pain in favor of his own anger. The pedestal that I’d put him on had crumbled to dust in an instant. Men were a big pain in the ass, alive and dead.

      A shout grabbed my attention. My head snapped up, and I noticed someone across the street. They were pointing at me. No, not at me.

      A creak above me made adrenaline hit my system. Cold, I jumped out of the way just as the scaffolding came down where I’d been standing. The crash rocked through my bones. That could have been me. I stared at the place where I’d been and swam in the cold adrenaline still pumping through my veins.

      My chest heaved in terror. I looked up, expecting the killer to be above me, but no one was there. The scaffolding simply came undone in the winds. Heart racing, I backed away—and right into a solid wall.

      Jerking in fright, I spun. A tall lumber-jack of a man with a sports cap gave me a nod.

      “Didn’t mean to frighten you there,” he said. His brow furrowed when he noticed the fallen scaffolding. “Seems like you’re having a bit of a day. No need to worry about that anymore. Maddox Green gave me a call and asked me to come look after you.”

      Taken aback, I stared up at this stranger. “You know Maddox…Wait, wait. That asshole asked you to look out for me?”

      He chuckled, a deep rumbling sound that told me that this man understood.

      “Maddox can be a handful, can’t he?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re telling me.”

      My annoyance slowly receded, as did the adrenaline of nearly dying under a scaffolding collapse. As I looked over my shoulder at the recent near-death experience, my thoughts started tumbling one after another.

      “How do you know Maddox?” I asked as I turned back to the tall man.

      “We’ve known each other for years,” he assured me.

      That didn’t quite assuage my fears, though. I’d asked a question, and he’d found a way to skirt around it. Maybe the guy just didn’t understand what I was asking. He did seem like the big and dumb type—head full of good intentions, not thoughts.

      However, Maddox claimed that the killer worked with him. I wouldn’t trust anyone with a badge right now, as strange as that sounded.

      When I reached out with my arcana and brushed him with a skeletal finger, he shuddered.

      “Getting cold out here, isn’t it?” He glanced up at the dark sky. “Looks like a storm is rolling in. We should get you out of here before the skies break open. No use in being wet when you can be warm. Am I right?”

      I laughed softly in nervous agreement. Pressing my palm to my chest, I felt for the rosary hidden beneath my shirt. I’d taken to wearing it around my neck rather than keeping it in my pocket. The closer it was to my skin, the better I felt, even if I suspected that there were souls trapped in some of the beads.

      My family wouldn’t trap people against their will, would they? I liked to think otherwise. We were good people. My mother had been a kind woman who treated everyone with gentleness. She’d asked me to keep the rosary safe and promised that it would become important in my future.

      We wouldn’t do what the killer had been doing. While he forced souls into his rosary in order to bolster his power, I wanted to think that my ancestors had given up their souls in order to protect future generations.

      Or, maybe I was a fool, convincing myself of the impossible so that I might feel a bit better about what I was doing. Either way, exhaustion and weariness set in, taking hold of my soul.

      I nodded and let the man lead me over to his car. All the while, I was aware that he could kill me at any moment. I tried to stare at his hands to see if I could compare them to the killer’s, but I’d been so busy trying to survive each time I came face to face with the killer that I remembered nothing about him.

      The man opened the door for me and gave a silly half-bow. He cocked a playful grin. “I bet Maddox doesn’t do things like that for you. I’ll give him an earful when I see him again.”

      I balked. “I don’t even know your name.”

      He straightened. “Ah, that’s right. Isn’t it?”

      Was I being too harsh? I mean, having someone hound my every step with the intention to kill was a bit exhausting and had me on high alert everywhere I went. To me, it seemed fair to be suspicious of everyone around me. What if someone didn’t deserve it, though? What then?

      He thumped his closed fist against his chest. “I’m Sebastien Vance. Everyone around the office calls me Bastien, though.”

      I could give him a chance. It wouldn’t kill me.

      I…didn’t think.

      Finally, I gave a nod and climbed into the passenger seat. Bastien was careful as he closed the door for me. He made sure that I was out of the way then softly pushed the door shut until it clicked.

      Playful, he slid over the hood of his car to get to the driver’s side. It made me laugh and smile despite my hesitation. He threw himself into his own seat and cranked the key into the ignition.

      As we pulled onto the road, I twisted and peered into the backseat out of curiosity. There was nothing that might rattle around, but I did notice a few dirt smears on the seats. A faint, familiar smell hung in the air.

      Bastien noticed me looking. “Ah, I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      Panic hit me.

      “My dog passed away last week.” His voice tightened. “I know I should have taken him to the vet to get him cremated, but I wanted to lay him to rest with the family. We have a plot out on the property.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Bastien regaled me with stories about his dog, about how they’d climbed every mountain in the range together and even faced down black bears side by side. I laughed and told him that black bears weren’t the big threat that everyone thought them to be, especially with how used to humans they’d become in recent years.

      The conversation distracted me for a bit too long. When I realized that we’d been driving for a while, I thought to ask Bastien where we were headed. I hadn’t given him directions back home. Was he taking me to the station?

      “Bastien?” I asked hesitantly.

      He quickly glanced my way. “What has you worried, ma’am?”

      Once again, I wondered if I was being paranoid. He seemed like such a nice man. I could see why he and Maddox were friends. Yet, I nervously pulled at the rosary around my neck because I couldn’t shake an awful feeling creeping up my spine.

      

      Maddox

      

      Bursting through the station doors, I ignored the receptionist who asked me where I’d been. She gave pursuit, but I was more interested in scenting the air. When I decided that the scent on the paper wasn’t hers, I turned and sniffed.

      The room smelled awful. There was too much body odor from sweaty uniforms. The smell tickled my nose until I sneezed.

      “Allergies?” someone asked.

      I leaned into them and sniffed. They reared back from me. I was vaguely aware that I was acting odd, but the beast in me drove me forward the moment I knew this person wasn’t the one I was looking for.

      People called my name, but I continued tearing through the station. The killer’s scent was here. It was faint, like he hadn’t been here in a while. My own scent had faded and could only be found near my desk. It made me go from desk to desk to see if I could narrow it down.

      “Good to see you again, Detective Green,” the captain said with a snide tone in his voice.

      My job would be on the line if I didn’t answer him. While my beast didn’t care about having a job, I did. It was the only way to pay for rent and food. I straightened and faced the captain.

      Hands on his hips, he looked me up and down with the most unimpressed glared I’d received since my training days. He waved a hand at me. “You’re an absolute mess.”

      “You and I both know that’s nothing new,” I said to reassure him.

      His lips formed a flat line. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’ve been out working on this case for days. Do you have anything to show for it?”

      Did I? Once I found this killer among us, would I be able to bring him to a court and get him convicted of his crimes? I couldn’t bring zombies to the jury or else they would all run screaming. The only way I could do this the legal way would be to force Addie to be a witness.

      I could handle this another way. My beast reminded me that was the way of the supernatural world. It seemed to have this truth coded into its very being. I could hunt this killer down and put a stop to him once and for all.

      No. I wasn’t going to do that. Justice would have to work in our favor. I just needed a bit more time to gather the evidence that would put him behind bars forever.

      “There was another death, sir. In Syracuse. I need to confer with the homicide detective there, but I have reason to believe that the two murders are connected.”

      The captain’s lip curled. He didn’t like working with other precincts. There were always variables that he couldn’t control. It was a weakness of his that often slowed us down.

      Hell, I didn’t have time for this!

      The killer’s scent tickled my senses. I was so close to finding out who the traitor in our midst was, but the captain’s interrogation held me at bay. If I couldn’t get to the killer quickly, Addie would be in danger.

      It occurred to me that I’d left her alone. She was out on her own.

      “You’re about as hard to hunt down as Bastien is. Where has that man been lately?”

      Frozen, I could nearly hear the creak in my neck as I slowly twisted to look back at the captain. Lip curled into a disgruntled snarl, he shook his head disapprovingly. He flung his hand in the air.

      “I figured the two of you were skipping out on work together. I wouldn’t put it past you to sneak in some drinks at a dive bar when no one was looking.” The captain met my gaze. “You do have a history with alcohol, and you’re looking like you’ve been three sheets to the wind for weeks now.”

      “That’s only because I left my clothes in an alley all day.”

      The captain recoiled at my words. When he opened his mouth to speak, nothing but flabbergasted gibberish came out.

      I stepped into the captain’s space. “You’re telling me Bastien has been out of the station this whole time?”

      Brows arching in confused concern, he leaned away from me. “Y-Yes.”

      There was no way. That bastard was my friend. He couldn’t be the killer. I knew Bastien longer than anyone else in my life. Though there were shadows in that man’s eyes, I never took them for anything other than the weariness that tugged at everyone here.

      Though I wanted to believe the best of my friend, the evidence spoke for itself. I thought of the hat that was never far from his head. I’d always thought he was hiding his receding hairline. It never occurred to me that he was covering his head from the spirits of the dead the same way that Addie did.

      There was still a chance that I was wrong. I shoved past the captain and ignored his blathering as he called out to me in frustration. If Bastien’s desk smelled like the papers I’d found at the scene…I didn’t want to think about the implications.

      A killer hiding right under my nose this whole time. I wasn’t the man I wanted to be. No matter how I tried to keep my precinct safe, I failed them time and time again. I’d failed Paige by allowing her to get hit by a drunk driver. Now, there was a chance that I’d failed Addie, too.

      I didn’t need to reach Bastien’s desk to know. The scent hit me before I even got close. My beast rose with a vicious growl. Inside me, the beast gnashed its teeth. The creature was ready to spill blood. It had ahold of my need for justice and was busy warping it into a desire to kill.

      I rocked back.

      While I refused to give in to my beast’s bloodlust, I knew I couldn’t wait until I’d gained control of myself. The captain cried out, exasperated, as I shoved through the door again. I left his commands behind. He could berate me later.

      Right now, I had a killer to catch.
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      “You said you have a family plot on your property?” I asked, as if I was trying to keep the conversation going.

      However, I was sure that Bastien knew by now that I was suspicious of him. That first wave of zombies, the ones that tried to throw me out of Cerri’s third-floor window, had come in mass. Maddox and I had discussed where they could have come from, and I’d reasoned that they might have been raised from a family cemetery.

      Bastien gave me a look that could have been described as knowing. We both knew where this was headed, but as he pressed on the gas pedal and the speedometer needle rose, neither of us wanted to bring up the truth of the moment.

      “Did you know that Reapers die young?” He passed a car going the speed limit.

      I gripped the edge of my seat. His information registered, but panic kept me from being able to respond. Once again, he flicked the signal light and merged into the left lane. A car appeared ahead. It honked at us.

      Mouth open, I tried to shout, but nothing came out. All I could do was point.

      Bastien laughed and merged back into the right lane at the last second.

      “I want you to know that I had nothing to do with the scaffolding. That was nature trying to run its course. It’s been after me for a long while now, but I can protect myself better now.” Bastien smiled, so self-assured.

      “You call this protecting yourself?” I shouted at him because I couldn’t control my volume.

      While we were moving, I couldn’t use my arcana either. While I could have used it to suck the life out of Bastien, that would leave a lifeless man behind the wheel while we were going seventy miles an hour on a back road. It would be suicide.

      He did say that Reapers often die young. Fate had yet again put me in a predicament where my chances of survival were slim.

      “I’m not ready to die yet,” Bastien informed me. “I have a lot of years left ahead of me that I’m just not willing to give up. Unfortunately, that means I have to steal them from other Reapers. You’re not going to miss much, though. It seems like you don’t have much time left anyway.”

      No. I refused. My thoughts turned back to Maddox. He would have a fated mate waiting for him, and a part of me wanted to be that person. I wasn’t going to give up on this life until I knew if I could be that person for him or not.

      I straightened in my seat as my defiance bolstered me. While I had Bastien here, the least I could do was ask more questions. I hadn’t been able to access Luca’s library, but it seemed that Bastien had the information that I wanted.

      “What is a Reaper, then? If I’m going to die, I might as well know what to expect. Give me that much, at least.” I instinctively reached up to grip the ceiling handle.

      While I implied that I was ready for my end, I wasn’t going to give up that easily. I wanted Bastien to believe he’d won, so he’d let his guard down. I had no idea what I’d do once that happened, but I had to work towards the opening while I could.

      “Got left hanging?” he asked. “Mommy kick the bucket before she could tell you what you were? I imagine that must have been a bitch to handle growing up. You were a menace to your adoptive family, weren’t you?”

      I had the urge to kick him in the side of his smug face, but I kept my feet firmly planted on the floor so that we didn’t go veering off the road and into a tree. If I could stealthily unbuckle his seatbelt before hitting him, then maybe going off the road would work in my favor.

      Not at this speed, though. We would both pay the price if we came to a sudden stop. I would have to distract him even more so that he let off the gas first.

      Distantly, I wondered where Maddox was. Would he be able to find us? Surely, he’d figured out that his friend—oh god, were they even friends? Had Bastien lied? There was a chance that Maddox didn’t know him at all!

      Wait, Maddox had deduced that the killer was someone from the station. That meant that the two of them did, in fact, know each other. I hoped that meant that Maddox would know where this man was going to take me.

      I knew. Bastien didn’t have to tell me.

      All the dreams made sense. They weren’t symbolic. They’d been a warning.

      Bastien was going to take me to his family cemetery.

      “You’re the strongest Reaper I’ve come across yet,” Bastien said. “I wouldn’t be able to stop you without the power I took from the others. That’s why I saved you for last. The day I watched you raise a field of fully formed animals, I knew I’d have to grab at least one more Reaper before I came for you.”

      “I…didn’t know. I don’t really have a frame of reference. You’re the only other Reaper I’ve met alive.” I paused. “Does something happen to us once we cross over? I’ve never met the ghost of a Reaper.”

      His laugh was bold and full bodied, like we were two friends having a good conversation rather than kidnapper and kidnapped. I clenched my fist around the ceiling handle until my knuckles turned a bloodless white.

      “Missy, what do you think Reaper means? Are you daft? That’s all right. It’s cute when women are a little slow. That means you’re easy to live with. You’re not one of those gals who spend all their time griping over shit that doesn’t matter to men.”

      I would put my foot through his face before the day was out. My anger made me crave shifter strength. There was nothing I could do in this situation on my own. Bastien had already proven that he’d amassed more power just to be stronger than me.

      If I could physically fight back, then I’d have the upper hand. Shifter healing would help once I drove Bastien off the road, because I knew that if I made it to the cemetery, I wasn’t going to walk out alive.

      “You don’t have to worry about what happens to our kind after we die, honey. You’re going to take a long nap in my soul-cage, so I can use your power and the time you have left to avoid my own death.” He jerked the wheel, taking a curve sharply.

      I slid into the door and felt my heart stutter as two wheels lifted from the ground for a slit second. The wheels slammed back down and sent a shudder through me.

      Bastien’s lips curled into an angry snarl. “When I die, fate will turn me into its servant until the end of time. I didn’t sign up for any of that bullshit.”

      “Servant?”

      “Where do you think we go when we die?” His gaze slid sideways to give me an incredulous look. Then his expression softened. “Ah, I forgot. You’re not the brightest bulb. You see, we live only so that we die. Kind of sad, isn’t it? We got handed a fat load that we never wanted. Bunch of shit, if you ask me.”

      He wasn’t answering my question. His constant complaining grated on my nerves. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep silent until I realized I might actually bite through my cheek with the way he was driving.

      That left my jaw unhinged, and a bit of Vi came out of me.

      “You really are a selfish sack of shit. You know that? You really think that your life is worth more than those that you’ve killed. I’ll have you know, I’ve seen the apocalypse, and I’ve met Archangels. You’re nothing but a worthless speck on this big, blue planet.”

      Ness would have been proud of me.

      At least, I thought so until Bastien lashed out. With a massive hand, he shoved my head into the passenger window. I heard a dull crack, but I didn’t think it was the glass. Head spinning, pain running from my skull to my spine, I slumped in my seat.

      Maddox, please come help me. I can’t get out of this on my own.

      Bastien laughed. “You’ve really gotten yourself into some interesting situations. Too bad you can’t tell me about them once you’re dead. As much as I’d like to hear your stories, I can’t afford to let you breathe too much longer. A power like yours needs to be snuffed and stolen sooner rather than later. I hope you understand.”

      He…was afraid of me?

      It was my turn to laugh. If that was the case, then I dove deep and dredged everything I could from deep within myself. The darkness that held my arcana seemed infinite. It was a great void, a place where souls went to fade away. And it was all mine.

      I let it pour out of me and spread ahead of us. The arcana moved faster than the car. As it spread, I felt every dead thing under the ground for miles ahead.

      Head spinning from the rush of power, I laughed. Bastien realized what I was doing. He palmed the side of my head again. I stiffened, but he was stronger than me. My head hit the door, not the window, this time. The plastic of the door softened the blow.

      Bastien’s voice dropped into a menacing growl. “Put it away, bitch.”

      Again, I laughed. “No.”

      I found a dead bear and reached into the afterlife to ask if it could help me. Bastien gripped me by the hair, but my mind was already deep in the world beyond. The bear’s spirit came rushing back into its body.

      Breath held, I thought that it’d used me to get a second chance at life. Then, the trees broke open and a black blur came rushing out at us. The bear wasn’t that big, but it also wasn’t alone. I’d opened a door between worlds. Others came in answer to my call.

      A wave of animals slammed into the side of the car. Their bodies slowed the car as it went off into the ditch. I had barely a moment to mourn the poor creatures that sacrificed their bodies for me, then the sudden stop jarred me and scattered my thoughts.

      The world wavered. Time stopped.

      Eyes blurry, I lifted my head to take in our surroundings.

      Come on, Maddox. I know you can taste my power. I sent it out so you could follow the candy trail. If you take too long…

      

      Maddox

      

      The heady rush hit me. My breath escaped me as the hunger rose. Addie’s power grazed my trembling soul. It made my beast growl ravenously. It nearly shoved its way out of me as I stumbled out the station doors.

      If she was using her arcana, that meant she was in trouble. I couldn’t stand here and waste time on two legs. I would have to use my teleportation ability to get as close to her as possible. I just hoped that it would be close enough to catch up.

      I ran to the back of the building where no one would see me shift. How many times had I shifted today? I’d lost count. My energy was waning, but Addie’s arcana filled the hollow void yawning inside me.

      So long as I had her as a battery, I’d be able to keep going. I just hoped that I didn’t pull too much. I couldn’t let her die on my watch again. There would be no one to sacrifice their life for her this time…

      Unless…

      All four paws hit the ground as I shook off the thought. I wouldn’t fail her. The portal tore open, and I lunged through it.

      Normally, it was quiet. The leap happened in an instant. However, this time there were voices all around me. They shouted at me, commanding me to help. They pointed me in the right direction.

      There was a burst of light ahead, hundreds of souls rushing towards the mortal plane again. I charged ahead and crashed through the portal. My claws scraped against asphalt as I came to a halt.

      The smell of burnt rubber and motor oil hit me first. A chilly hand touched my cheek and shoved my head to the side. The spirit smelled so familiar, but there was no time to process it when my gaze landed on Bastien’s car in the ditch.

      Racing into the ditch, I went for the passenger side. The door hung open. There was no one in the car anymore. My beast snarled in frustration. I thought that I’d been on time. It seemed I’d been wrong.

      A rabbit thumped my flank. I growled at the dumb little animal until I realized it didn’t fear me in the least. This wasn’t a living animal. Much like Addie’s oddly fearless cat, this rabbit was very dead already.

      And it knew where Addie and Bastien had gone.

      The rabbit spun and raced away. I gave chase. The small creature nimbly navigated the woods until Bastien’s scent grew unbearable. Now I caught the hint of rot in it. My stomach turned warily. Whatever awaited ahead of us wasn’t going to be good.

      The rabbit skidded to a stop a few feet from the clearing ahead. Between the trees, I saw a low stone fence and a leaning, wrought iron gate. The family name that hung at the top of the gate belonged to none other than Bastien.

      We’d found the hidden cemetery that he’d used to raise his zombie hoard.

      Addie’s scream split the silence. The rabbit shuddered and whined. I jumped over it and the low stone fence, right into the cemetery.
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      I kicked and screamed. My foot even connected with Bastien’s face a few times. He grabbed me by my ankles and turned me upside down. I was short, but I was stacked with muscle from my hiking. He carried me like I weighed nothing.

      For a moment, I wondered if he was already dead. Was that how he avoided his job in the afterlife? Had he already died only to steal the powers of other Reapers in order to keep his corpse fresh?

      If that was the case, then that meant I would be able to take over his body. I just had to find out. How did one prove that a zombie was already dead if it wasn’t rotting? The only other walking corpse I’d ever met had been Bez, and I didn’t really spend that much time with him.

      Before I could figure out what to do, Bastien tossed me into an open grave. My cheek hit the dirt. The impact rattled my already aching skeleton. He crouched above me.

      “Don’t bother trying to find anything dead here,” Bastien said as he reached for the shovel sticking out of the ground beside him. “I made sure that there’s nothing but you here.”

      “I’m going to climb out of here and put that shovel right up your ass, spade first!” I shouted from in the six-foot deep hole.

      I’d forced the earth to obey my will before. It was nothing but rot, things that had once been alive but were now long dead. I could do it again if I had the right energy source. If Bastien was dead, then I wouldn’t be able to use him as a battery.

      I had too much to live for to use my own life force as a power source now. The thought of it made my heart swell and deflate, leaving a hollow feeling in my chest. With no other option, I jammed the toe of my shoe into the earth and started climbing. My nails dragged along the dirt. They darkened as the painful tug of desperately climbing made the tips of my fingers burn.

      Bastien laughed. I caught the glimmer of something coming my way as he struck. I had just enough time to dodge the tip of the shovel as Bastien jabbed downward. Dodging sent me tumbling back onto my rear. My teeth clattered and my skull vibrated.

      The ground beneath me offered a solution, but I had no way to harness it. Instead, I lifted my glare to meet Bastien’s. The man paid me no attention, though. He was busy, throwing dirt back into the grave. It slapped me in the face and stung my arms when I lifted them to cover myself.

      When I turned my face away from Bastien and his dirt, I noticed something stuck in the earthen walls around me. The sight of bone made my skin tingle. However, there was no life in it. My arcana found it vibrating with something else.

      Witchcraft.

      Bastien feared me so much that he’d resorted to witchcraft to keep me bound to this grave. I shoved my fingers into the earth to pry the bone free. Cerri and I had used our opposing powers to rip a curse apart once before.

      I stood on the cusp between life and death. Portals to the afterlife answered to me. I didn’t need Cerri in order to tear Bastien’s spell apart. He couldn’t keep me here.

      When I reached into the bone, it made me aware of other ones buried in the ground. Their power swelled. I dropped to my knees to uncover them before the spell snapped into place.

      Already, I could feel the spell reaching for my limbs like hands. They tried to drag me down the same way I’d been caught in my dreams. The spell tried to force me down to the earth. It took everything in me, my muscles trembling from resisting, to keep my head up.

      I wasn’t sure that the spell would break if I shattered one piece, so I would need them all. The breath rushed out of me once I finally had them all. They made my skin crawl. I could feel hands all over me, trying to keep me pinned down.

      Maddox. Hurry up. I can’t do this alone.

      Bastien let out a shout for me to stop. I slapped my hand over the bones and looked up at him. His eyes went wide when I sent my arcana flying in two directions. I reached into the death that lingered here, the power of spirits who refused to move on. I reached into the afterlife, where souls went to flourish.

      The bones shattered beneath the force of my arcana.

      “This isn’t my first rodeo,” I growled up at him.

      His jaw tightened. He pointed the shovel down at me. “You’re still not getting out of this hole alive.”

      While he was trying to bury me alive, I scrambled onto my feet and started climbing the other end of the grave. Bastien clicked his tongue and came around to stab downward with the shovel again. This time, his attack was faster, his fury behind it.

      “Feisty little thing.” He shook his head. “Face it. I’m not letting you out of this hole. You have nothing left in those pockets of yours. Lie down and accept your fate.”

      My lip curled. I pressed my hand into the bone dust left over from the broken binding spell. Arcana suffused my entire body until I felt a soft tug. It brought a smile to my lips. My expression caught Bastien off guard. I could tell from the way he froze, his mask of confidence slipping.

      “Maybe you should realize when you’re beaten,” I said.

      Maddox slammed into Bastien’s back and shoved him into the grave with me. I jumped back right as Bastien fell past me.

      “Shit!” I spun away from Bastien. “Maddox! What are you doing?”

      The wolf snarled at the top of the grave. I glared at him while I tried to climb the earthen wall again. He didn’t have a hand to offer down to me, but he did drag me up by the back of my shirt using nothing but his teeth.

      Out of the grave, the tension in my chest snapped. I crumpled and fought back a sob.

      The adrenaline was wearing off. My bones hurt and my muscles cried. The only reason it was all starting to set in was Maddox. He stood over my body like a shield. I opened my arcana to him. It poured out of me like a ball of endless yarn that he could weave into a new form.

      His tail grew and hardened into bone again. Plates of bone spread over his vital points. Long teeth protruded from his muzzle. I gasped when a wreath of spectral light washed over the both of us. He was beautiful in all of his ghostly glory.

      Yet, Bastien laughed in the face of it all. To me, it seemed like we were pushing him back easily. I’d found and broken his spell before it’d been able to bind me completely. Maddox had interrupted Bastien’s plan to finish burying me alive.

      We were winning.

      If that was the case, then why was Bastien laughing?

      

      Maddox

      

      The beast ripped me in two directions. Beneath me was the woman I’d come to save. Ahead of me was the friend who’d betrayed my trust. I could smell blood on Addie along with Bastien’s scent. He’d laid a hand on her, and it drove my beast to the edge of madness.

      Her power wrapped around me. It gave me a form larger and stronger than I’d ever had before. This was like the day at the lake, but more.

      And my beast wanted to use all this power to rip Bastien limb from limb. I could almost taste his blood. It took everything in me to keep from lunging at him now. I wasn’t going to become a killer, though.

      We would take this to court. I refused to give my beast what it wanted.

      The beast realized that. It made a mad dash to seize control. My attempt to push it back was fumbling and left too many openings. The beast nimbly dodged my efforts and slid into the driver’s seat.

      Inside myself, I roared angrily.

      “Damn it, Maddox,” Addie cursed beneath me.

      How could she tell that I’d lost control? She saw through me far too easily.

      The beast glanced down at her to make sure that she was safe before turning its sights on Bastien. The growl the rumbled through this beastly body was nearly deafening.

      He doesn’t deserve the air he breathes.

      Your system is faulty. Even you know that.

      He could walk free. There could be a mistrial from the supernatural evidence.

      Let. Me. Kill. Him.

      The beast’s argument was short but sweet.

      I had only one response: no.

      The beast tossed its head and let loose a howl that shook the trees around us.

      Then I felt it. Bastien sent his power rushing towards me. He reached into me with skeletal hands, but I was not a creature that he could bind to his control. The skeletal hands of his arcana latched onto nothing before washing away.

      His laughter faded. “So, this is what I turned you into?”

      His words struck me unexpectedly. All this time I’d been blaming Addie for the shifter I’d become. This change wasn’t her fault, though. Bastion had been behind the undead wolf shifter lurking in her house. Bastien was the one responsible for what I’d become.

      I didn’t have time to care about semantics, though. The beast launched itself at Bastien.

      He threw his hand in the air.

      Foolish, the beast and I thought simultaneously. Your flimsy hands cannot protect you.

      A cloud of dust filled the air. Too late, I realized he’d flung out shards of bone. They burst outward like a shrapnel grenade and dug into my skin upon impact. Most of the shards hit the bone plates now covering my body. A few stung along my body.

      For a brief moment, I wanted to laugh at Bastien’s weak efforts to save himself. Then he twisted his outstretched hand and his power flared. The shards of bone in my skin expanded. Skeletons shoved me off course and sent me crashing into the ground where I skidded along the mud.

      “I’m not an idiot like your lady friend over there. I know how to use my power because I refuse to be afraid of it.” Bastien crouched beside me. He grabbed a fistful of my fur along the back of my neck. “I didn’t have anyone to teach me, either. That didn’t stop me. I dove headfirst into the darkness in me and figured out how to bend it to my will. I unravel spirits and devour their essence. I command armies of undead. And I have taken the souls of those too stupid to use this power correctly. I will not be stopped by anyone today.”

      “You’re a selfish bastard,” Addie growled from the other side of the cemetery.

      I stole a glance in her direction only to find her shakily getting to her feet. Her spine was bent as if she carried the weight of the world upon her back. My beast wanted to share that weight with her. She didn’t have to do this all on her own.

      Together, we were stronger.

      “You think that everything exists only for your benefit.” Addie raised her hands.

      The world trembled from the force of the power rolling out of her. It made Bastien’s arcana look like a small island in a vast ocean. It never stopped, either. Out and out, poured Addie’s arcana.

      She was more than just a Reaper. She was Death itself in this instant.

      Her eyes turned milky white before flaring with a pale blue light. She lifted her chin.

      When she spoke again, her voice warped. It was her…but not. It echoed with a force beyond this world.

      “I am that which gave the Barghest power over the scales of justice. I am the dark to the fae queen’s light. I am the start and the end of all.”

      My heart stuttered. While the beast in me bowed to this display of power, I knew what was coming next. I couldn’t let it happen.

      I wrenched control from my beast and flung myself at Addie. A great wave of death washed across the cemetery, killing everything in its way. In an instant, I crossed the distance and forced her to the ground. This close, I could see the burning blue flame of her eyes and she shoved at me.

      Addie could have easily used this fathomless power to take ahold of me, but there was a hint of recognition in her eyes. She wasn’t someone else. She was still herself. It was as if a door inside her had been opened. She was herself but more.

      “You know this has to happen, Maddox!”

      The longer we fought, the more time Bastien had to get away. I didn’t have the words to argue, and my beast was on her side. Instead of shifting back, I licked her face. My massive tongue nearly covered every inch of her visage.

      She laughed. The blue light in her eyes broke, faded to milky white, then vanished altogether. There was still a heavy pressure to the air. All the power that she’d unlocked still hung around, but it wasn’t as angry.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she groaned as she wiped my saliva from her face.

      I twisted only to come face to face with Bastien. With one hand, he shoved me aside. Bone beads clinked around his wrist before slithering onto me where they expanded to become manacles. Imbalanced, I fell.

      Bastien shoved me aside before straddling Addie. I thrashed in the bone manacles that bound my beast’s limbs. They creaked and groaned under my frantic fury.

      

      Addie

      

      Bastien wrapped his hand around my throat. His rosary slid over my skin. The cold beads rattled and shook this new power inside me. I tried to swallow my fear, but I couldn’t with Bastien crushing my esophagus.

      If Maddox had only let me kill him, then we wouldn’t be here. Out of the corner of my blurry vision, I saw Maddox fighting against bone restraints that Bastien had made. Bastien was full of sneaky tricks.

      Where did he get the life force for this? Was it from the lives that he’d stolen and forced into his rosary?

      “You’re mine.” Bastien’s voice shook.

      My soul trembled. His words pulled at me. My arcana poured out of me and into his rosary like a pitcher that had been tipped over. Out and out, it glugged. With this new door open inside of me, a bright blue flame burning inside it, I realized where my endless arcana came from.

      Like Vi, I wasn’t completely human. The spark of my soul came from somewhere else.

      It was holy. Sacred.

      I tumbled through time, through dimensions, until I landed at the base of a great tree. I looked up to see worlds encompassed in its branches. Then I fell again. Tumbling like Alice through the rabbit hole, I plummeted into a dark underworld.

      There, a woman with half a face looked down at me disapprovingly. The other half of her face, a pale white skull, gleamed in the blue light.

      She leaned in and whispered, “Do better.”

      I rushed back into my body with a gasp. My arcana burst forth. I shoved and shoved. If Bastien wanted it, he could have it.

      Already, I could feel my life waning. How long had I been trapped in that vision? When was the last time I’d drawn breath? My head swam. I had one directive, and I was going to see it through.

      The beads of Bastien’s rosary warmed against my skin. I could feel the life of the others. When I shoved with my power, I pushed them right out of the beads. There was no room for the trapped souls with how much I gave Bastien.

      His eyes widened. He’d felt it, the others escaping into their proper afterlife. I didn’t see them go. Something about what we were kept us from staying as ghosts. I paid that fact no attention because there was still a hand around my throat and a rosary sucking down my arcana.

      Then, it finally happened. The beads shattered. Tiny glass shards sprayed in every direction. At the same time, Maddox broke free of the bone restraints. Bastien reared back in pain from the shattered rosary.

      That’s when Maddox leapt.

      Only, Bastien didn’t have the power that was keeping him alive. I’d been right. Bastien had been dead this whole time. He’d been using the arcana of other Reapers to keep himself firmly attached to his body.

      When Maddox hit Bastien, the man’s body crumpled. Decomposition set in fast. Muscle threads came unraveled. His head lolled to the side. When he hit the ground, he flopped like a wet ragdoll.

      Maddox jerked back.

      His head lifted when we heard a ghastly scream. The other side had claimed Bastien’s life.

      Though I breathed a sigh of relief, Maddox turned angry eyes on me. They burned with that same blue light I’d seen in my vision. His lips curled into a furious snarl. Tail lashing, he turned on me and lowered his head.

      He didn’t have to say a word. I knew exactly why he was angry.

      “I’m sorry,” was all I could manage.

      He wasn’t going to believe me. I hadn’t meant to kill Bastien. Though Maddox wanted to put Bastien before a court and make him pay for his crimes the human way, there was no avoiding what had happened here. Bastien had been very dead this whole time.

      A Reaper couldn’t stay here, it seemed. While other souls could come back into fully formed bodies, ours were different. We required vast amounts of power and sacrifice to stay on this side of the veil. The moment Bastien’s power source broke, so did his hold on his body.

      Only, there was no time to tell Maddox any of this. All Maddox could see, from his perspective, is how Bastien fell apart when he hit him. Maddox likely believed that this could have been avoided had he not leapt. To Maddox, had he not rushed in for my sake, then this wouldn’t have happened.

      That wasn’t the case at all. Bastien had been dead from the start. This was the inevitable end. And I couldn’t tell Maddox any of that. My words crammed in my throat as my adrenaline faded.

      Maddox didn’t lash out. Instead, the connection between him and my arcana snapped. His body shrank, the bone tail vanishing. He turned and sprinted away.

      I couldn’t say I blamed him. Alone, I pulled my knees to my chest and let the tears out.
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      I threw my head back and howled.

      Though Bastien was the reason for this beastly body, Addie had done something even worse. She’d turned me into the one thing I never wanted to be. I’d fought so hard to keep from ever taking a life. It was precious.

      There were ways to punish sinners. We could keep our community safe without killing.

      But she’d made sure that there was death on my hands. If she hadn’t used so much of her power, then maybe Bastien would have survived that impact. I knew that her control was shaky, but she could have warned me of what she’d done. She could have stopped me from hitting him so hard.

      I refused to forgive her. Even if my beast whined and clawed at me, the ugly creature begging me to return to her side, I would refuse.

      

      
        
        Addie

      

      

      

      I never wanted to smell dirt ever again.

      Okay, that was a whole-hearted lie. We all knew that I couldn’t give up my favorite escape, but it would be a long time until I went camping again after what happened. There was still dirt under my fingernails that I couldn’t quite get out. I shuddered every time I noticed until I finally gave up and painted my nails black—because I was sure that the dirt wasn’t real at this point.

      My own mind was haunting me like a ghost.

      Yet, here I was, standing on recently overturned dirt. I’d had to come out to make sure that the hold had been broken once and for all. While I was certain that Bastien would never find his way back, I didn’t know if that went for his creatures.

      The other Reaper’s cat was still here.

      Did that mean that Alvin was still alive where I’d buried him? I couldn’t let that man escape and run free to hunt more women. It was bad enough that it’d taken me this long to put Bastien to rest.

      I wanted a peaceful life, but that didn’t seem to be in the cards for me. Like my friends, I was more than human. Each of us had a connection to power far beyond the scope of the normal—okay, normal for the supernatural community.

      Ness was a Barghest, a storm hound bound to hunt in the name of justice. Vi was Lucifer’s daughter. We were all reeling from that one, still. And Cerri apparently had ties to the Seelie court that even she didn’t know about.

      My connection was to old gods, ones that had been worshiped before the coming of Lucifer and his father. After I was done here, I would try to find out more about what I was.

      But first, I had an asshole to take apart.

      This time, I didn’t bother trying to save Luca’s estate. I pulled life from the foliage around me and raised my hand to bring the bone cage out of the ground. Though I heard nothing inside the cage, that meant little when dealing with the sneaky Alpha wolf.

      I parted the bone walls of the cage and saw a blur rush towards me. Cracking open that door inside me, I tugged on the bright blue arcana and wrapped it around Alvin. He dropped, immediately.

      “I don’t have the patience today,” I said to the dying wolf.

      He rolled angry eyes towards me right before the light faded from them. I used the blue arcana to crush his soul. He came undone, much like Jaden had so many nights ago.

      Unlike the night with Jaden, I didn’t feel any guilt today.

      I stared down at the fading corpse and prodded the guilt that had been sitting in me for days. It festered like an infection, telling me all sorts of lies that made my blood boil.

      I still hadn’t heard from Maddox. Though I wanted to reach out with my arcana, I kept it to myself. I didn’t call him. I didn’t even go back to the mountains, instead dealing with the barrage of spirits here.

      My core clenched when I lifted my head and looked in Maddox’s direction. I knew where he was at all times because of our connection. It was a constant reminder that I’d failed him. I wanted to be the kind of person that he could be proud of.

      And that meant doing more to help people.

      I’d been running from myself for too long. It was time to put this power to work for those around me. Even if Maddox never came back, I would find a way to balance this cosmic debt for him.

      I promise.
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            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed my writing, I’d like to invite you to sign up for my email list and receive book 1 of my Best-Selling Mountain Wolf Protectors Series FREE! Also, by signing up for my email list, you’ll be first to know when I release a brand-new book!

      
        
        >> Get your free book here <<
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