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      Autumn in the South was still both humid and hot. New Orleans was always a wet city. Wet air. Wet drizzle. Beer soaked streets. Other things spilling out from behind trash bins. Sometimes, the heavy air and frequent rain was just this side of too much.

      Most nights, there was nowhere else I’d rather be. We were a city risen from the ashes, over and over.  Plagues, floods, monsters. New Orleans didn’t stop, didn’t give up, and I was proud of that. Tonight, though, I watched the fog roll out like a cheap film effect, and a good book in front of a warm fire sounded far better than work. The nonstop rain this month would wash away evidence of the things that happened in New Orleans’ darkened corners, but I could prevent bloodshed. It was more or less what I did. Sometimes, I spilled a bit of blood, but if we weighed it all out, I was fairly sure I was one of the good guys.

      More curves and sass than actual guys, but the point held. White hat. Dingy around the edges. I blame my persistent nagging guilt.

      A thump on the other side of the wall made me pause.

      Could I hurl myself over the wall into Cypress Grove Cemetery?  It wasn’t the worst idea ever—or even this month—which said more about my life than I’d like to admit.

      I listened for more sounds. Nothing. No scrabbling. No growling.

      I needed to be on the other side of the wall where tombs were lined up like miniature houses. The tree branches I’d used last time were gone, probably trimmed by someone who saw their potential. Now, there was no graceful way to hurl myself over the ten-foot wall.

      Every cemetery in the nation now had taller walls and plenty of newly-opened space for the dead. Cemeteries had become “stage one” of the verification of death process. Honestly, I guess graves were better than cold storage at the morgue. The lack of heartbeat made it impossible to know if the corpses would walk-again, and those of us who advocated for beheading all corpses were deemed callous.

      I wasn’t sure I was callous for wanting the dead to stay dead. I knew what they were capable of before the world at large did.

      At least I was prepared. A moment or so later, I shoved a metal spike into the wall, cutting my palm in the process.

      “Shit. Damn. Monkey balls.”

      A ripple of light flashed around me the moment my blood dripped to the soil. At least the light was magic, not the police or a tourist with a camera.  While the laws were ever-changing, B&E was still illegal. And I was breaking into a cemetery where I might need to carry out a contracted beheading. That was illegal, too.

      It simply wasn’t a photo-ready moment—although with my long dyed-blue hair and nearly translucent skin, I was far too photogenic. I won’t say I look like I’ve been drained of both blood and color, but I will admit that next to a lot of the folks in my city, I look like I’ve been bleached.

      I fumbled with my gloves, trapping my blood inside the thick leather before I resumed shoving climbing cams into gaps in the wall. Normally, cams held the ropes that climbers use. Tonight, they’d be like tiny foot supports. If I were human, this wouldn’t work out well.

      I’m not.

      Mostly, I’d say I am a witch, but that is the polite truth. I am more like witch-with-hard-to-explain-extras. That smidge of blood I’d spilled was enough to send out “wakey, wakey” messages to whatever corpses were listening, but the last time I’d had to bleed for them to rest again, I’d needed to shed more than a cup of blood.

      I concentrated on not sending out a second magic flare and continued to insert the cams.

      Rest. Stay. I felt silly thinking messages to the dead, but better silly than planning for excess bleeding.

      At least this job should be an easy one. My task was to find out if Alice Navarro was again-walking or if she was securely in her vault.  I hoped for the latter. Most people hired me to ease their dearly departed back in the “departed” category, but the Navarro family was the other sort. They missed her, and sometimes grief makes people do things that are on the wrong side of rational.

      My pistol had tranquilizer rounds tonight. If Navarro was awake, I’d need to tranq her. If she wasn’t, I could call it a night—unless there were other again-walkers. That’s where the beheading came in. Straight-forward. Despite the cold and wet, I still hoped for the best. All things considered, I really was an optimist at heart.

      At the top of the wall, I swung my leg over the stylish spikes cemented there and dropped into the wet grass. I was braced for it, but when I landed, it wasn’t dew or rain that made me land on my ass.

      An older man, judging by the tufts of grey hair on the bloodied body, in a security guard uniform had bled out on the ground. Something--most likely an again-walker--had gnawed on the security guard’s face. Who had made the decision to have a living man with no special skills stand inside the walls of a cemetery? Now, he was dead.

      I whispered a quick prayer before surveying my surroundings. Once I located the draugr, I could call in the location of the dead man. First, though, I had to find the face-gnawer who killed him. Since my magic was erratic, I didn’t want to send a voluntary pulse out to find my prey. That would wake the truly dead, and there were plenty of them here to wake.

      Several rows into the cemetery, I found Alice Navarro’s undisturbed grave. No upheaval. No turned soil. Mrs. Navarro was well and truly dead. My clients had their answer—but now, I had a mystery. Which cemetery resident had killed the security guard?

      A sound drew my attention. A thin hooded figure, masked like they were off to an early carnival party, stared back at me. They didn’t move like they were dead. Too slow. Too human.  And draugar weren’t big on masks.

      “Hey!” My voice seemed too loud. “You. What are you . . .”

      The figure ran, and several other voices suddenly rang out. Young voices. Teens inside the cemetery.

      “Shit cookies!”  I ran after the masked person. Who in the name of all reason would be in among the graves at night? I ran through the rows of graves, looking for evidence of waking as I went.

      “Bitch!”

      The masked figure was climbing over the wall with a ladder, the chain sort you use in home fire-emergencies. Two teens tried to grab the person. One kid was kneeling, hand gripping his shoulder in obvious pain.

      And there, several feet away, was Marie and Edward Chevalier’s grave. The soil was disturbed, as if a pack of excited dogs had been digging. The person in the mask was not the dead one in the nearby grave. There was a recently dead draugr.

      And kids.

      I glanced back at the teens.

      A masked stranger, a dead security guard, a draugr, and kids. This was a terrible combination.

      The masked person dropped something and pulled a gun.  The kids backed away quickly, and the masked person glanced at me before scrambling the rest of the way over the wall—all while awkwardly holding a gun.

      “Are you okay?” I asked the kids, even as my gaze was scanning for the draugr.

      “She stabbed Gerry,” the girl said, pointing at the kid on the ground.

      The tallest of the teens grabbed the thing the intruder dropped and held it up. A syringe.

      “She?” I asked.

      “Lady chest,” the tall one explained. “When I ran into her, I felt her—”

      “Got it.” I nodded, glad the intruder with the needle was gone, but a quick glance at the stone by the disturbed grave told me that a fresh body had been planted there two days ago. That was the likely cause of the security guard’s missing face. I read the dates on the stone: Edward was not yet dead. Marie was.

      I was seeking Marie Chevalier.

      “Marie?” I whispered loudly as the kids talked among themselves. The last thing I needed right now was a draugr arriving to gnaw on the three dumb kids. “Oh, Miss Marie? Where are you?”

      Marie wouldn’t answer, even if she had been a polite Southern lady. Draugr were like big infants for the first decade and change: they ate, yelled, and stumbled around.

      “There’s a real one?” the girl asked.

      I glanced at the kids. I was calling out a thing that would eat them if they had been alone with it, and they seemed excited. Best case was a drooling open-mouthed lurch in my direction. Worst case was they all died.

      “Go home,” I said.

      Instead they trailed behind me as I walked around, looking for Marie. I passed by the front gate—which was now standing wide open.

      “Did you do that?” The lock had been removed. The pieces were on the ground. Cut through. Marie was not in the cemetery.

      Shaking heads. “No, man. The ladder the bitch used was ours."

      Intruder. With a needle. Possibly also the person who left the gate open? Had someone  wanted Marie Chevalier released? Or was that a coincidence? Either way, a face-gnawer was loose somewhere in the city, one of the who-knows-how-many draugar that hid here or in the nearby suburbs or small towns.

      I pushed the gates closed and called it in to the police. “Broken gate at Cypress Grove. Cut in pieces.”

      “Miss Crowe,” the woman on dispatch replied. “Are you injured?”

      “No. The lock was cut. Bunch of kids here.” I shot them a look. “Said it wasn’t them.”

      “I will send a car,” she said. A longer than normal pause. “Why are you there, Miss Crowe?”

      I smothered a sigh. It complicated my life that so many of the cops recognized me, that dispatch did, that the ER folks at the hospital did. It wasn’t like New Orleans was that small.

      “Do you log my number?” I asked. “Or is it my voice?”

      Another sigh. Another pause. She ignored my questions. “Details?”

      “I was checking on a grave here. It’s intact, but the cemetery gate’s busted,” I explained.

      “I noted that,” she said mildly. “Are the kids alive?”

      “Yeah. A person in a mask tried to inject one of them, and a guard inside is missing a lot of his face. No draugr here now, but the grave of Marie and Edward Chevalier is broken out. I’m guessing it was her that killed the guard.”

      The calm tone was gone. “There’s a car about two blocks away. You and the children—”

      “I’m good.” I interrupted. “Marie’s long gone, I guess. I’ll be sure the kids are secure, but—"

      “Miss Crowe! You don’t know if she’s still there or nearby. You need to be relocated to safety, too.”

      “Honest to Pete, you all need to worry a lot less about me,” I said.

      She made a noise that reminded me of my mother. Mama Lauren could fit a whole lecture in one of those “uh-huh” noises of hers. The woman on dispatch tonight came near to matching my mother.

      “Someone cut the lock,” I told dispatch. “What we need to know is why. And who. And if there are other opened cemeteries.” I paused. “And who tried to inject the kid.”

      I looked at them. They were in a small huddle. One of them dropped and stomped the needle. I winced. That was going to make investigating a lot harder.

      Not my problem, I reminded myself. I was a hired killer, not a cop, not a detective, not a nanny.

      “Kid probably ought to get a tox screen and tetanus shot,” I muttered.

      Dispatch made an agreeing noise, and said, “Please try not to ‘find’ more trouble tonight, Miss Crowe.”

      I made no promises.

      When I disconnected, I looked at the kids. “Gerry, right?”

      The kid in the middle nodded. White boy. Looking almost as pale as me currently. I was guessing he was terrified.

      “Let me see your arm.”

      He pulled his shirt off. It looked like the skin was torn.

      “Do not scream,” I said. My eyes shifted into larger versions of a snake’s eyes. I knew what it looked like, and maybe a part of me was okay with letting them see because nobody would believe them if they did tell. They were kids, and while a lot had changed in the world, people still doubted kids when they talked.

      More practically, though, as my eyes changed I could see in a way humans couldn’t.

      Green. Glowing like a cheap neon light. The syringe had venom. Draugr venom. It wasn’t inside the skin. The syringe was either jammed or the kid jerked away.

      “Water?”

      One of the kids pulled a bottle from his bag, and I washed the wound. “Don’t touch the fucking syringe.” I pointed at it. “Who stomped on it? Hold your boot up.”

      I rinsed that, too. Venom wasn’t the sort of thing anyone wanted on their skin unless they wanted acid-burn.

      “Venom,” I said. “That was venom in the needle. You could’ve died. And”—I pointed behind me—“there was a draugr here. Guy got his face chewed off.”

      They were listening, seeming to at least.  I wasn’t their family, though. I was a blue-haired woman with some weapons and weird eyes. The best I could do was hand them over to the police and hope they weren’t stupid enough to end up in danger again tomorrow.

      New Orleans had more than Marie hiding in the shadows. Draugr were fast, strong, and difficult to kill. If not for their need to feed on the living like mindless beasts the first few decades after resurrection, I might accept them as the next evolutionary step. But I wasn’t a fan of anything—mindless or sentient—that stole blood and life.

      Marie might have been an angel in life, but right now she was a killer.

      In my city.

      If I found the person or people who decided to release Marie—or the woman with the syringe--I’d call the police. I tried to avoid killing the living. But if I found Marie, or others like her, I wasn’t calling dispatch. When it came to venomous killers, I tended to be more of a behead first, ask later kind of woman.
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      As far as I knew, I was the only person in all of New Orleans who offered draugr services.  Ours was one of the proclaimed havens for the again-walkers. We rebuilt after losing ground to a series of hurricanes and fires about eighteen years ago. For us, rebuilding required tourists, so New Orleans had decided to embrace the dead, which was unheard of for a smaller city, but we weren’t just any city. We had a history with the dead and with magic.

      Elsewhere in the world, only the large cities had been so accepting of draugr. New York and London. Prague. Berlin. Lima. Moscow. Manila. Sydney. Rome. Cape Town. Tokyo. Vancouver.  The reveal of the draugr spanned continents, cultures, and races. Admittedly, conservatives claimed the larger cities only accepted them as a ploy to thin their populations, but I figured it was simply impossible to ferret the draugr out in such vast cities. Why start a losing war?

      Despite the romanticized attitudes of some people, draugr were not the sparkling angsty vampires of popular fiction. They weren’t crypt-napping, bat-transforming, cape-wearing creatures of the classic stories either. They were creatures out of mostly forgotten Icelandic folklore. Modern people, injected with a venom that had peculiar bio-magical traits, woke and eventually carried on as if they were alive.

      It was the decade-plus gap between waking and clarity that was the main issue.

      The youngest ones had no ability to control their hunger—or their venom. Whatever rules defined the draugr, they had a fail-safe: venom from a creature under a century old was unable to infect the living. Enough venom from any of the older draugr and a person woke up after death.

      I stopped them when they did so. It was my raison d’être. And I was damn good at it. I was vague on the right terminology, but the meat of it was that magically reassembled corpses would push their way out of their tombs and follow me like a ghastly second-line parade. All the foot-shuffling, but none of the jazz.

      These days, though, I mostly just killed draugr.

      “Alive,” I texted to Eli. I’ve rejected his help the past few months, but we have a peculiar friendship. He was—for reasons I had no desire to know—living in this world, although he had more than enough fae blood to cross over to their world any day he chose. Instead, he stayed in New Orleans.

      “Headed to Karl’s,” I sent in a group text to my other three closest friends.

      That text was more of a formality than anything. Most nights, I met my very human friend Sera at her work if she was finishing when it was already dark. We’d been friends for years, and despite her insistence that she was perfectly fine, it took only a few minutes out of my week. I’d spend almost as long worrying, anyhow.

      The walk was almost four miles, so after a quick scan to be sure it was safe, I let myself flow. I was careful not to do it around my friends—or most people. Seeing a living person move like a draugr would raise questions I preferred not to address.

      Tonight, I covered a couple miles in mere moments.

      I slowed before I reached the dense tourist section that was the French Quarter, but the streets were mostly empty at this hour. Curtains were drawn. A few cars passed. The government of New Orleans bought cars and hired drivers, as well as built walls to protect our beautiful cemeteries—and by extension, both the tourists and locals.

      I walked along Lafitte, heading toward the French Quarter.

      My phone buzzed. Eli texted, “Injured?”

      “No,” I texted back. I paused and added, “Thanks.”

      Before the fateful day when the world discovered that not every dead thing was a cause for mourning, tourists were still strolling day and night.  They dropped their dollars at strip clubs and restaurants and marveled at Mardi Gras. A century or so before all that, they came in droves to visit the city with the first ever legal red-light district. My city was and had been all about tourism for almost as long as we were here. Ours was a bold cry:  Come, come to our swamp, and leave your money with us.

      These days, tourism is more of a daylight activity or restricted to the patrolled zones. Fifteen years ago, after the first international news incident from our city—"Handsome Young German Ripped Apart on Bourbon Street”—the wise souls with marketing minds reconsidered their approach to drawing tourist dollars. We were and are still dead-friendly, but the city added even more taxes to pay for increased police to patrol the still-flourishing tourist area and played up the “vampire” aspect as if draugr were the same thing.

      They aren’t. Draugr are reptilian, cold-blooded, and venom-spewing.

      But the allure of immortality was strong—as long as you didn’t think about years of drooling, biting, growling existence or an eternity with the urge to tear throats out. I didn’t get it, but death tourists came to New Orleans hoping to see a draugr either for the fantasy of eternity or the titillation of being close to a predator. They roamed close to the perimeter of the patrolled areas in hopes of spying something grisly—safely seen through the lenses of their over-priced cameras.

      Tonight, I was far too aware of the blood on my trousers to want to get near the tourists. Even now, the group I’d been trailing was moving around obstacles almost as one entity. They were almost to the French Quarter, the section of my fair city that was so heavily patrolled that tourists could still feel secure in the dark. Post-Reveal, the Quarter had become a tight clutch of stores, bars, and restaurants. Busking musicians worked every intersection. Neon and crowds filled every space so there was no chance of shadows that could hold fanged surprises.

      I’d reached the well-patrolled greenspace of Louis Armstrong Park, so I sped up and passed the tourists. They were safely in sight of the patrols, and I was late to meet Sera.

      “She’s armed,” one said in that shocked way as I passed.

      Of course I was armed. Necromancy was terribly alluring to things that had been—and honestly, still were—dead. Night or day, I felt far more at ease with weapons in reach. I’d walk naked in the city before I’d go unarmed. Long before the rest of the world knew that the night held surprises with sharp fangs, I was watching in the shadows.

      As I walked, I slid between another tour group and a double-parked car to avoid ending up in a photo. The first “blue-haired ghost” image to go viral was enough lesson for a lifetime. I wasn’t a ghost. I was a witch with oddly pale skin.

      Several street patrol officers standing on corners met my gaze as I passed, and I gave a small nod each time. Our silent conversations, inquiries on if there were any draugr nearby, were reason enough to escort a few tourist groups. I wasn’t really guarding the tourists, just traveling in the same direction. I wasn’t even actively looking for trouble. If I happened to get to behead a draugr along the way to the patrolled zone, it was just a cherry on my evening. Better me than one of the officers who wasn’t innately equipped for combat.

      My phone buzzed. Eli texted, “I’m available if you want me.”

      I smiled, despite my better judgment. There were plenty of things I might want from Eli, a few of which made regular appearances in my dreams. But I also knew what Eli wanted—and needed—out of life, and I could never give it to him.

      I shoved my phone in my jacket pocket and sent out a pulse of magic, feeling for draugr. They registered as blanks in the canvas, spaces where there was no life, but somehow motion. At best, I usually could scan a couple blocks.  Considering the speed at which they moved, that offered a blink of warning. Not always enough, even for me. It was still more than humans got.

      I felt nothing, so I darted around the line trying to get into Karl’s Cajun Coffee.  I waited for Sera to notice me. The line extended far enough that I knew she wouldn’t be ready for a good fifteen minutes. It was her shop, and she never left when her staff was this deep in the weeds. Like Karl, the original owner, she was devoted to both her staff and the brand’s recognition.

      I went to the tiny staff bathroom, changed out of my bloodied trousers and into the back-up pair I’d stored there. I kept a change of clothes at my friends’ homes, as well as Sera’s coffee shop. My job made that a necessity. The blood would probably come out of these just fine, so I bagged them and went back out to the shop.

      “Behind you,” I murmured several times as I went behind the counter and poured myself a cup of black coffee.

      Grumbles from the line faded when I slid into a recently emptied chair and put my sheathed sword on the table in front of me. I wasn’t threatening anyone, but I didn’t feel like listening to their bitching. I took my “payment” for protecting Sera in endless cups of quality coffee. It was the only way Sera tolerated my overprotectiveness.

      So, I sat and watched her charm the wary and weary with the sort of grace I’d never have. Sera was a striking mix of curves and bold features. Average height. A voice like warm honey. If I was anywhere near her type, I suspected that the one night we’d spent together in college would’ve become a habit, but as she politely pointed out back then, she was looking for love, and I was looking for sex. That detail hadn’t changed.

      Since that night, five years ago, I no longer slept with friends because the risk of ruining a friendship had been made crystal clear to me then. I couldn’t risk losing someone precious to me again. Honestly, over the years since, it hadn’t even been a complicated choice—until Eli. He was about as subtle as a rock to the head.

      I re-read Eli’s texts while I sipped delicious chicory coffee and waited on Sera to decide she could leave guilt-free.

      A buzz of incoming messages pulled me away from considering bad decisions. Another job offer? That was the third one this month. Typically, I averaged only one a month. Sometimes, I had two. Three was unheard of, and three within the first ten days was worrying. I hated to do it, but maybe I should give in and get back-up. I opened my text log with Eli and considered what to say.

      “You okay, Gen?” Sera was beside me, coat and bag in hand. Usually, I was on my feet before she was there.

      “Sorry.” I held my phone up. “Work stuff.”

      She gave me the pinched look that she always did about my job, but she nodded.  I didn’t miss the look she shot at the trash bag next to me. She handed me a more subtle canvas grocery bag, where I shoved my trash bag of bloody trousers.

      “I’m okay,” I assured her.

      We were silent as we left Karl’s together. Knowing the little she did about what I did, she was obviously worrying. It was what she did.

      Carefully, I offered, “I fell. They were just dirty.”

      “A fight?”

      “No.” I smiled, and then, trying to sound lighter, I added, “Fell after going over a wall.”

      As I escorted her to the safety of her car, I wished I hadn’t mentioned work. It was hard to explain to her why I did what I did for pay.  Sure, removals paid well, but most people stayed clear of the kind of danger I hurtled myself into monthly. Sera, like the rest of my friends, didn’t know I was uniquely qualified to do this job.  If I told her about the masked woman with the syringe or the kids in the graveyard, that would take her worry from its usual level to lecture-land.

      “You know, Jesse could use help at the bookstore,” she said as she opened her car door.

      “What about you?” I teased, trying to shift to anything but lectures or anxiety. “Need a barista?”

      Sera sighed in that put-upon way of hers. The last time I tried to help her, serving coffee and pastries to customers, she’d come near to punching me. Often. Sera wasn’t violent, but I was apparently lousy at customer service.

      “Honestly? If you were serious, I’d cope, Gen. I don’t like you risking yourself. There are options. Just think about—”

      “Darling, I love all of you guys, but we would hate each other if we mixed business and friendship.”

      Another sigh. “You’re being careful, though, right? I mean it, Geneviève! I don’t know why you take these murdering jobs, but . . . I worry.”

      I melted just a little. All three of my very human close friends—Sera, Christy, and Jesse—worried about me. Christy coped by stopping to watch me train sometimes. Jesse nagged and lectured. Sera fussed and plotted to convince me to choose a safer path.

      “Draugr are already dead,” I reminded her softly.

      “Obviously not or you wouldn’t be out acting like some ancient warrior with a damned sword,” she muttered.

      I squeezed Sera’s hand. “I’ll do better. Don’t worry.”

      Sera nodded, closed her door, and drove away while I watched.

      She and I were both businesswomen, even if she would really prefer my business was just about anything else.  We are what we are, though, and what I am is good at killing.  That didn’t mean I should be careless, though.

      It was time to face Eli.
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      Rather than send another text, I headed straight to Eli’s bar. If I couldn’t handle seeing him one-on-one, we sure as fuck weren’t doing a job together. I’d refuse the job if I had to.

      I made my way to the edge of the Marigny which had more or less merged with the quarter. The area between the tourist heavy French Quarter and Frenchmen Street used to be prime biting—or mugging—territory. Now, that space was filled with shops, so the safe area extended to the bars on Frenchmen Street. The whole quarter, the edge of the CBD, and the edge of the Marigny were all included in the area where the police were present.  Once you were in the patrolled zone, you were safe.

      Getting in or out of patrolled zones required a car—or the willingness to risk a biter.

      New Orleans, and most draugr-friendly cities, had adjusted to a new reality that meant no more unregulated car services. In New Orleans, if you wanted to get to the patrolled pockets in the Garden District, the Marigny, or Treme, you used the city app to summon a car.  The city police would also give lifts if they could, moonlighting as drivers for tips. Driving was a lucrative job, and the drivers’ unions had the power to influence laws in many cities.

      During the day, the streetcars were safe, but at night, you paid or you risked your life.  Some people still had cars of their own, but owning a car meant walking from building to parking. Only the desperate, the foolish, the poor, or the tourists walked at night.

      “Crowe.” The doorman greeted me as I reached the oddly named Bill’s Tavern. He glanced around, expecting either trouble or my friends. When he saw neither, he frowned and said, “Boss didn’t mention any biters hanging around.”

      See? Everyone knew what my job was. “I’m just stopping in to see Eli.”

      The doorman’s expression went carefully blank. Months ago, the tension between Eli and me had twisted into a fight that most of the staff overheard—and remembered. I couldn’t blame the doorman for the wariness in his expression. I’d given Eli plenty of space the past few months.

      All the doorman said was “Go on in.”

      “You good on rounds?” I asked, trying to remind him I wasn’t all bad.

      The doorman frowned. “Boss takes care of us, Crowe. You’d have to ask him if supply is low.”

      I nodded. Eli bought stock of my special draugr bullets, despite the cost. He was much like Sera about his employees. Sometimes, with him, I thought it was cultural. He treated them like he was their liege-lord.

      And he tried to protect me.

      Over the last year, I’d realized that Eli’s request for my help at Bill’s Tavern was a ruse. Eli was strong. I’d seen him throw a rampaging draugr into a fence with enough force to shatter stone and bend rebar. Eli was trying to take care of me. He’d probably been doing it far before I noticed. Either way, I still killed monsters there and drank for free.

      But, tonight, I wasn’t there to drink.

      I walked in, scanning for the fae man who plagued my dreams. He stood behind the polished wooden bar, low bar lights casting a glow over him that highlighted his ethereal beauty. No human was as striking as even the least of the fae.  Even the horrifying ones had a strange charm that was undeniably memorable, a trait that was fae-beautiful even if it violated mortal standards for beauty. Eli was far from horrifying. His glamour tamped down some of his beauty, but either it didn’t quite work on witches—or maybe that was my other blood.

      Eli motioned for a bartender, and in a matter of moments, he was around the bar and in front of me. “Geneviève?”

      “Eli.”

      “Are you injured?” He stared at me, as if he could find the source of the few splatters of blood on my jacket.

      “It’s not my blood.” I met his gaze and added, “I fell on a wet corpse.”

      “Only you, petit four. Only you.” He shook his head and motioned to his already-crowded bar as if it were a castle, and he was a king. “Come in. Drink with me.”

      Something about a faery inviting me to drink had me repressing a shiver. “I thought you were working.”

      Eli shrugged in a way that only a man like him could pull off: elegant, careless, and utterly telling all at once. That half-shrug of his was often to avoid discussions—usually for my benefit. “Vodka? Gin? Whisky?” he asked.

      “Tequila?”

      His answering smile made me remind myself not to flirt. Dealing with someone as fae as Eli had taught me the beauty of nuance. Of course, that led to me over-analyzing everything he did or said for subtle clues and declarations. It made me feel like a fool, but the more I analyzed, the more I realized that I had to do so with him.

      “We got on well over tequila,” he said, offering me the bluntness that he’d been practicing for me, just as I learned to read his subtlety.

      I offered him one of his half-shrugs.

      Eli laughed joyously. “Tequila it is, cupcake.”

      I went to an empty corner table and watched him.  His features were sharp, more cut glass than Roman statue. His mouth made me think of a courtesan’s lips, full and luscious, and somehow vaguely cherry-stained. The worst of it was the energy woven into his very fiber. As a witch, it called to me, whispering promises of magic I could have for my own. If I stared at his hair, strands too dark to be merely black, I could see stars, eternity, a universe I wanted desperately to touch. His skin was no better. I knew from punching him once that electricity to rival my own magic slid through his veins, and the only way I touched him now voluntarily was with more than one layer of material between us.

      I swallowed my own surge of desire as he joined me at the table. A part of me wanted to intrude on his mind as I could with the dead. I could, theoretically, do that with living beings, too, but the few times I’d succeeded were sheer accident and left me with a blinding headache.

      When I’d tried to intentionally read the mind of another person—Jesse and Sera both—I’d left them with a raging headache. That made honing my telepathy skills near impossible. Still, I caught stray thoughts, and with Eli, they were always about me or us.

      I shoved the instinct to try to read him away, too. If I wanted to know what he was thinking, I’d simply ask. Truth be told, I knew he’d answer. The problem was my hesitation in letting him know I had questions.

      He’d brought two chilled glasses, each with only a couple cubes of ice, and an unopened bottle of Casa Dragones Joven. I paused when I saw that.

      “The whole bottle? What’s the occasion?” I asked cautiously.

      He poured, not glancing at me. “Us.”

      “How so?” I accepted my chilled glass of expensive, delicious tequila.

      “You’re here after a job. Alone. Tired. Blood on you.” He stared at me, not yet drinking. “This means you would like my help.”

      “What if I just wanted a drink with a friend?”

      “Then you would’ve gone to see Jesse or perhaps Christy,” he said lightly. “Am I wrong? Is there something else I could do to please you, bonbon? Or are you here to resume our partnership? I’ll say yes either way.”

      I lifted my glass. “To partnership.”

      “To partnership,” he echoed, laughter barely hidden in his voice. Even if I’d hidden my desire, he still knew it existed.

      We drank in silence for a moment. Honestly, such tequila deserved at least that much respect. Around us, the bar filled with a crush of people—more than a few darting admiring glances at Eli. I couldn’t decide if I was feeling protective or possessive, but I sent out a jolt of accidental magic toward the room.

      He refilled our glasses. “Should I ask what that was?”

      “No.”

      He nodded. This was one of the many reasons I liked having Eli around—despite his need to repeatedly call me by some sort of dessert. In fact, I enjoyed his company enough that I pointedly hadn’t asked why he did so. I was happier not knowing. Realizing how much meaning he layered into the mundane, sometimes I simply chose to wear my ignorance like a well-loved dressing-coat.

      “So, Geneviève, what would you ask of me?”

      “The job seems like a simple enter, behead, and exit.” I leaned back and watched him.

      “Stealth?”

      “Lafayette Number One,” I said.

      Eli grinned. Sometimes, I thought he took too much glee in helping me, and it made me wonder about his past. But I wasn’t asking too many questions these days. Every job left me a little closer to exhausted, more than it should.

      But as quickly as his amusement had arrived, it was gone. “You know I’ll do my best. You have my word.”

      “I trust you,” I reminded him. “You’re a good fighter, too.”

      Despite the tension that had grown between us, Eli had never let me down. Honestly, that was part of the problem. He was everything I could want—if I wanted someone to keep.

      “I am honored,” he said with a dip of his head. His voice was rough, and that spoke volumes, too. Eli said no more; he simply finished his drink and stared at me.

      I wondered again if there were nuances in our conversation that I’d missed. It wasn’t like I could find a how-to book on navigating a complicated, sexually-charged friendship with a faery. And while Eli didn’t broadcast his heritage, his fae nature was obvious.

      When asked, Eli admitted to having “some fae.” Calling him half-fae was like calling me “a little bit witch.” Whatever his heritage, he managed to look like he ought to be in every glossy magazine, selling anything, promising everything. Instead, he was making promises to come out into the dark and protect me as we broke into a cemetery and beheaded drooling face-gnawers.

      After a few more quiet moments, I refilled our glasses again. “Why do I always feel like I’m saying more than I realize?”

      “Because, my lovely peach pie, you are a clever creature,” he said mildly.

      I shook my head. “That’s not comforting, you know?”

      Eli laughed and stood. “You will tell me when you need me?”

      I wasn’t dense enough to answer that remark, so I said, “I’ll tell you when we’re doing the job.”  I paused. “There was a weird thing earlier.”

      “In New Orleans? How would you notice?”

      “Fair.” I smiled. His love of our shared city was what we’d first bonded over. “Masked person. Possibly female. Attempted to inject venom into a kid.”

      “Unsuccessfully?”

      “Yeah.” I thought about the kids. When I was their age, I had the sense not to go looking for again-walkers and the skill to do it anyhow. “They were lucky tonight. . . but if you hear anything . . .?”

      “Of course. I’ll call you immediately.” He took my hand and pulled me to my feet. “Shall I drive you home? Or are you going hunting?”

      “As tempting as both ideas are, I’m going to call a car.” I gave him a wry smile. “I think I need a minute alone to clear my head.”

      “If you must.”

      “I must,” I stressed.

      “Until we next meet, Geneviève.”  He nodded once, made a gesture to one of his omnipresent staff members, and then told me, “The driver will be out front momentarily.”

      “I can call a car,” I objected.

      He scowled. “And I can have you driven home.”

      It was going to be a thing if I continued to object, so I said, “I appreciate it.”

      “Of course.”

      For a moment, we stood there, not retreating, not advancing. Maybe it was relief that he’d acquiesced to my request for help or happiness that he’d be back at my side. Maybe it was simply joy that he was in my life when I was feeling so out of sorts. Regardless of the reason, I leaned closer and gave a light kiss in the air over either cheek.

      “I’m joyous that we are back to this point,” Eli said in a voice that seemed more appropriate for bedroom promises. “When you are ready to proceed further, I’m here.”

      No amount of logic could negate the images stirred by his words in that tone. I swallowed and attempted to appear unaffected, but I didn’t speak. I couldn’t trust myself to say anything remotely blasé at that moment. The darkness in his gaze made it quite clear that I was fooling no one.

      Sometimes, I hated the way he could make me tumble toward lust. Other times, I wanted to kiss him into submission.
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      “This is a terrible plan, Geneviève,” Eli stressed as we stood outside the locked cemetery a week later. “Even you must realize that.”

      I stared at the fence in front of us, sparing a glance for the ever-darkening sky. The moon wasn’t winking at me yet, but sunlight was fast escaping. I’d met the widow. I’d made arrangements. It really ought to be simple.

      “You always think my plans are terrible,” I muttered.

      “Would you like to see my scar from the debacle at St. Anne’s, bonbon?” Eli reached down as if to unfasten his trousers.

      “Only if you want to add a new scar, cupcake.” I’d seen the wound when it was fresh. A draugr had tried to go for Eli’s femoral artery. I lopped its head off while it was mid-bite, and the weight of the head tore a bigger hole. I still felt vaguely guilty about it. “Maybe you should head back. Being around me will lead to more scars sooner or later.”

      Eli laughed in a way that seemed at odds with where we were. “I am here with you, Geneviève, instead of safely ensconced in my tavern or home. Does that not imply a willingness to bleed for you? I would accept many scars to be near to you if that is the cost I must pay.”

      “That’s sounding close to a vow, Eli,” I warned as I walked along the fence, hoping I’d somehow missed the groundskeeper completing his rounds. “I don’t want a vow.”

      “No vow, frosting,” Eli said lightly. “Just raw truth. I have faith in your skill.”

      “Same,” I admitted.

      He gave me a smile. “But?”

      “I’m exhausted, and we’re behind schedule. And Marie Chevalier, the one that ate the security guard’s face, vanished. I’m honestly not sure what to expect.”

      “And so, I am here to assist you,” he said. “And, Geneviève, I have dressed for this outing. I even shopped for new trousers.” He gestured to his black trousers, coat, and boots. He’d skipped a scarf. No elegant jewelry adorned his hands or wrists. “What do you think?”

      I rolled my eyes as if looking at him was a chore. “You clean up well enough.”

      He flashed me a smile that meant he heard the things I refused to admit. “Only for you.”

      Tonight, he was wearing a black knit cap to hide the glimmers that were visible in his hair when my magic was in play.  A part of me wanted to ask why my magic disrupted his glamour, but the rest of me remembered that asking about his secrets would mean sharing my own.

      We stopped in front of the still-locked gate.

      “Do you want a boost, gingerbread? Or shall we pick the lock?”

      I shot him a surly look. “I paid for the gate to be unlocked.”

      “I see.” Eli pointedly glanced at the very obviously locked gate. “Money well spent.”

      “At least it was a write-off as a business expense. Good for taxes.”

      “When did you start paying taxes?”

      I shrugged and scanned the area. The sun was dropping, vanishing seemingly faster and faster by the heartbeat, as we stood in front of a wrought iron, silver-tipped fence. The groundskeeper was either late or gone. Give a man enough money to let you inside to kill a few dead people, and he had enough money to get out of town instead.  I couldn’t say I truly blamed him. New Orleans was a difficult place to live, and the life expectancy at graveyards was lower than in most jobs.

      Still. . . the soft tinkle of a grave bell from the middle of the shadowed graveyard was proof that the family was probably right. I was there to check if my client’s late husband, Alvin Chaddock, was awake.

      If it wasn’t him, someone else was awake.

      Either way I needed to get in, do my job, and get out without detection. It was that or deal with the consequences of Chaddock’s return. The dead man getting away meant no check, a potentially messy hunt, and awkward police station visits. No one wanted that.

      The grave bell was jangling faster.

      “Over?” Eli asked.

      I studied the actual problem at hand: minor B&E. There weren’t any better options. “Over.”

      I could hear my quarry inside the fence, and unfortunately, the delay in entry meant that I would have to deal with the security cameras, too. Lafayette Cemetery had invested in cameras that recorded everything after dark, as if nothing bad could happen during the daylight. The video was likely already recording the sounds of the corpse that verified that he’d made plans for an unhealthy afterlife.

      “Ready when you are, butterdrop.” Eli pulled on a pair of thick lined gloves.  Iron burned his kind—and touching me had other complications.

      “Always ready,” I said, because the reality was that ready or not, the dead would come, and what I was made me uniquely able to stand against the dead, whether I wanted to or not.

      Destiny—even one created by your parents—was an inflexible jackass.
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      The soft tinkle of the grave bell was quickly becoming obnoxious as the deceased cracked the lock on their vault.

      I circled the fence, looking for the best entry point. I wanted to avoid spending too much time walking through the graves, since the last thing I needed was an army of dead bodies animated to do my bidding.

      “Here,” I told Eli as I admitted to myself that the only way in was over.

      After a quick boost from Eli, I hoisted myself up by grabbing the wrought iron just under the sharp points on top of the fence.

      Eli, despite the metal being poisonous to him, practically vaulted over the fence. I had a leg over, and he was on the ground grinning. He reached up and grabbed my legs, so I slid into his arms.

      Without so much as a smoldering glance, Eli lowered me to the ground and stepped away. “I hear it.”

      My sword was in hand before I could think, and Eli had moved away from the toxic metal as I raised it.

      He gave me a strange look when I didn’t send a pulse of magic to find the again-walker I sought, but my magic had been like a malformed pipe these days. Sometimes, I tried for a trickle and ended up with a flood.  Sometimes, I tried for a stream and received a few droplets.  Better to use my regular sight.

      I could hear the bells that were tied to the draugr, but I wasn’t keen on standing still and waiting.  I motioned to Eli, who followed with the sort of stealth that made me think of tigers or panthers.

      We rounded a corner, and there, between a grave topped with a lamb and one with a weeping angel of death, was a draugr. The late Mr. Chaddock looked like his photograph, seventies and well-dressed, but he was still coated in soil and concrete dust from the vault he had shattered to escape. Logic wasn’t present yet, and the newly perverted were hungry for any life they could drink.  In time, he’d be genuinely sentient. Right now, he was a newborn who knew only hunger.

      He lunged, moving with the serpentine flow that typically only came with age and experience. He was one place and then the next, faster than a newly arisen draugr had ever been. Something was wrong here. He was too fast for the newly risen.

      I tugged on the magic inside my bones, as if it was a tangible thing that nestled in my marrow when unused.

      To bind.

      To hold.

      Barely visible tendrils twisted around Chaddock’s feet, holding him to the soil even as he tugged to tear free.

      I whispered a prayer as I lifted my sword, and then added, “I am sorry for your loss.”

      Perhaps my prayers and words eased no one’s pain but my own, but I still needed to offer them.

      My first swing missed because somehow Chaddock was able to break free and flow. He should not be able to do that. He ought to be lumbering.

      I heard Eli’s muttered curse, as he shoved me out of Chaddock’s suddenly-too-close reach.

      Fear for Eli and for myself made me foolish. I flowed, too, and my magic flared into tendrils that would make Jack’s fabled beanstalk look puny.

      Then, I swung my sword again. My blade glanced off Chaddock’s upper arm. I let more magic fill me, calm me, strengthen me. I hadn’t ever needed it for the recently dead before now. I should not have needed it with Alvin Chaddock, but I did.

      Inhale. Anticipate. Swing.

      Finally, my blade slid through flesh.

      “Dust to dust,” I whispered in relief as I severed the head of the late businessman from his torso.

      The head landed with a meaty sound, and the late Alvin Chaddock stared at my boot through once-more lifeless eyes.

      Chaddock was mushier than most first-waking draugr, but he didn’t drift into nothings like the older ones did. Eli and I now had a rapidly decomposing corpse, and we needed to redeposit him in his grave before it got too much messier.

      Eli took a quick photograph for the client, and then he scooped the majority of the corpse into his arms, leaving the head for me.

      “Should be about six rows back. Grave already disturbed. They said the stone was an angel,” I said as I lifted the head by the short grey hair and followed. I was grateful not to need to take pictures. I understood the request for proof, but it seemed ghoulish to me.

      Once we found the grave, I handed Eli the head. Then I unzipped a pocket and pulled out a few handfuls of salt. The salt could keep the dead out . . . or in. Here, I was hoping it would help tether Chaddock to the earth. At home, I lined every wall, window, and ledge with industrial quantities of salt.

      “Hurry,” I urged and ran toward the office.

      This was always the hardest part of jobs like this: the newly dead were dispatched easily enough if you had the strength to avoid their ravenous bites. Most people didn’t. For me, it was easier than falling into a refreshing lake. The danger for me was getting out before I woke the properly dead. They always felt my presence if I stood on grave dirt.

      Tonight, that danger was worse. I’d actually used my magic in a field of dead. I could feel eyes opened in the soil. Ears listening for my call. They were aware of me. They were waking.

      “Rest,” I whispered to them.

      Eli would be digging enough of a hole to put the corpse in the ground by now.

      I broke the doorknob and let myself into the office where the security cameras were. This cemetery’s security was handled by Abraxxas Monitoring. I exhaled in relief.  They stored footage on site, not at a main hub, so I could access and delete the footage here.

      I grabbed the talisman that hung around my neck and hoped I wasn’t going to fuck this up. More magic near graves. It wasn’t ideal when the dead were already waking. And for reasons I couldn’t understand, my magic had been increasingly off the past few weeks. Simple spells resulted in extreme energy bursts. A minor summoning last month had woken an entire potter’s field. As soon as I was able, I was going to have to see if my mother had any insights.

      But it was either magic to erase the footage or stab the machine. One of those would result in fines for destruction of property if I got caught—and since I was hired to be here, someone knew I was on site.

      Magic it was. I sent an electrical pulse into the machines and overloaded the circuits. I knew from experience that the most recent footage would be recorded over. I needed there to be no video of Mr. Chaddock’s decapitation. Simple. Easy. Magic I could do before I was old enough to get a period.

      Tonight, however, my magic was not listening to my will. Again. The simple electrical surge flashed into a purple flare that radiated outward. I felt the knot holding my hair in place vanish. Tendrils lifted, as if the magic made the air around me lighter.  I knew without a mirror that my eyes had changed, too. They were my father’s reptilian eyes. The only thing he’d ever done for me was accidentally augment the magic I inherited from my witchy mother. My vision shifted as I saw trails of energy, the whispers of deaths, and—if I looked—I’d see the auras of anything living.

      I felt bodies in the soil stirring, shifting, rising.

      I’d used far, far more magic than I’d intended to summon.

      “Shit. Double shit. Shit balls!” I was out the door and running as the shifting forms under the soil grew increasingly restless.

      “Eli!” I called, despite the need for stealth. If anyone else heard me, there were plenty of excuses I could give if we were all still intact. And I couldn’t guarantee we would be if this energy kept growing.

      I could feel hundreds of corpses listening for me and reaching out their hands.

      Sleep! I urged them.

      Their voices slipped through soil and stone, rising up on wind that should not be.

      “Madre.”

      “Mere.”

      “Mathair.”

      “Mother.”

      Rest! I ordered.

      “We come.” Their voices tangled together into a symphony of affectionate whispers. “We come to you, mother.”

      “Eli!” I called again. I could see him patting down the dirt over Mr. Chaddock’s grave. He glanced up.

      “Now. Go now,” I managed to say. “Dead. Waking.”

      His expression was one I rarely saw: shock.  He was strong, but the dead were resistant to everything but time and magic. He could sever their limbs, and the arms would roll toward me and feet would hop.

      “Go!” I repeated.

      The dead heard my order, too. I felt them growing increasingly together. Flesh and muscles knitted together atop bones as my extra surge of magic gave them temporary life.

      I heard them, creatures I had called to life again, calling to me.

      “Mati.”

      “Moeder.”

      “Rest,” I said, spoke, thought, urged.

      “We go. Go with you,” they insisted.

      Eli was up and moving, but so was the soil. Ripples moved as the earth looked suddenly liquid. Fingers, arms, and legs were poking through the roiling ground as plentiful as spring flowers. A roll of moving earth followed us as we ran to the fence.

      “Don’t stop.” Eli cupped his hands for my foot. “Over.”

      I didn’t argue. The best I could do was try not to let my sword hilt touch him. No steel should be on the pretty faery. He could handle it because he wasn’t full fae, but it hurt him.

      “Plug the energy, Geneviève,” Eli urged. “Release it. Do something.”

      I put my foot in his hands, knee against his chest, and hand on his shoulder. My breasts were at his face, and I looked down at him. Eli glowed like a small star had been sewn inside the shape of a man. With my magic, I could see that he was brighter than anything in the city.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said, all but sighing the words.

      “Now is not the time.” Eli lifted me then, half-shoving me over the fence. “Go on, Geneviève. Over. The dead will come as long as you are in reach.”

      I couldn’t speak around the voices that crowded my mind, but even in that blur, I knew I trusted Eli. I grabbed the fence and hauled myself the rest of the way over, despite the voices begging me to stay with them. The truly dead called to me in a way that was as close to maternal as I would ever be. I wanted to heal them, save them, swear to them that they would be okay.

      I landed in a crouch outside the fence and waited.  I wanted to run, but I couldn’t leave Eli to be torn apart by creatures I’d summoned. I straightened and looked at Eli as he shook free of a hand that had grabbed his boots.

      “He is mine,” I thought at them, words surging on my magic. You do not touch what is mine.

      The hand retracted.

      “Yours.”

      “Be yours.”

      “Mother.”

      “Sleep, children. Sleep.” My words were edging into desperation.

      If the dead returned to their bodies at my whispers, they were souls caught in some midway point where they were neither alive nor in an afterlife. They had something to share, some task to finish, and I wasn’t sure if that task was making amends to someone else who was dead or avenging their own murder. I could spend an eternity trying to shepherd the souls that lingered—or I could chain them to my will. I opted to do neither.

      I had nowhere to house a home full of walking dead. I hadn’t quite mastered taking care of my cat reliably, and somehow, I was fairly sure that taking care of the dead wasn’t going to be as easy as installing a cat door.

      I could see hands and heads pushing through the soil nearest the fence as Eli scaled the fence. My magic animated them, and if they stayed near me, their hearts would beat again, their lungs would draw air, and they’d follow my orders and--if possible--they’d settle their own unfinished business.

      But if I left, they’d drop back to their graves, as if the soil was reclaiming them. I just needed to get out of range.

      Once he was beside me, I took Eli’s gloved hand in mine and began to run. The further we went, the more the voices lowered to whispers.

      We stopped two blocks away.

      “What just happened?” Eli asked quietly.

      “He was stronger than he should have been,” I pointed out. “I needed excess grave magic.”

      “And it slipped?”

      I nodded. Talking about my inability to harness my own energy wasn’t going to lead to a calmer me. I needed to relax.

      “Any draugr nearby?” Eli asked after a longer than normal pause.

      I sighed and listened. Of course there were: The sun had set, and the reawakened were always around in New Orleans. I just didn’t know how many yet, so I sent out a gentle “hello, dead things” message with a surge of my excess magic, directing some of the energy I had summoned into a wave I scattered for an eight-block radius.

      “Three? Four?” I waved my hand in the general direction of the corpses. “Two are together. The others are solo.”

      “I can take you to safety,” Eli offered.

      “Lead the way.” I drew my sword. Walking after dark in New Orleans was always risky. Doing it with my particular allure for the dead was often an adventure.  Tonight, though, with grave energy radiating from me, it was dangerous.

      “As you command, truffle.”

      I rolled my eyes, but followed my sometimes-partner as he led us to whatever safehouse he’d undoubtedly located.
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      I watched for the dead as we walked. I felt them less and less as I locked my magic in tightly.  Corpses ambling after me wasn’t on my to-do list, and as much as I was okay killing more draugr, I was exhausted already, and everything felt like too much. My magic being off meant that scents were growing harder to ignore. I’d always brewed a few concoctions to keep them muted, but lately, it wasn’t enough. Cigars, pot, or woodsmoke couldn’t be muted. I guess it was a generic fire awareness—which, considering how often witches were put to the flame in history, might not be a bad thing.

      Tonight, the scent of smoke from recent cigars mixed with the vaguely wet smell of city streets. No earthy scents of recent dead. Nothing alarming. I exhaled loudly in relief.

      On the street, the dead could be recently gnawing, growling shamblers or they could be powerful, elegant, and centuries old. The older they were, the faster and more articulate they were. And while Eli was stronger than humans, and I was capable of feats I’d rather not broadcast, it was still risky to walk around with my impossible-to-silence magic sending out a come-hither-dead-things beacon.

      My body ached like my skin was too thin to contain me. That only happened when my magic was out of control—which was far too often lately. I needed to hold everything in check while watching for the dead. That meant that I didn’t want to speak.

      We walked about a mile before Eli stopped at a building in the Garden District that looked like it could have been one of the first in the city. A fence, stone not iron, surrounded a house that had the shimmer of old magic to it, as if the city was built around it, drawn to the echoes of power that the stones whispered. The house itself had no balcony or gallery, no porch or Ionic columns. It was almost so plain as to be unnoticed—which required magic in this area.

      I glanced at him. “May I?”

      He nodded, and I stepped closer.

      I knew the moment I touched the exterior that it had fae protections woven into the foundation so securely that living in it was beyond my paygrade and whatever my future highest paygrade would be, too.

      “What is this?”

      “Be welcome in my home, Genèvieve Crowe.” Eli bowed his head. “I offer you my hearth.”

      I paused. “Your home? I thought we were going to a safehouse.”

      “There is nowhere safer in New Orleans,” Eli said. “The bones once belonged to my great-gran.”

      I reached out and touched the building again, placing both hands on the stone. As I did, I let another small pulse of magic slide from my skin into the wall. I really didn’t need to have Eli’s dead grandmother step out of the walls. I felt for bones, hoping they were restful and ancient, wanting them to be deep asleep.

      Nothing answered my pulse.

      I had no idea how old Eli was, so his great-grandmother’s death could have been centuries ago. Or perhaps she was full fae and wouldn’t hear my call. I’d never woken the dead fae.

      I pushed a little more forcefully, sending the grave magic out in waves that rippled and returned to me.

      “No bones,” I said lightly, still not entering the building. “Are they ground? Treated? Dust?”

      “Bones of the blackhouse where she lived, cupcake,” he said with a laugh threaded into the words. “Not her bones. What kind of monster do you take me for?”

      The grave was still too close to my surface, or maybe the thought of being in Eli’s house clouded my judgment. Either way, I asked, “Do the fae leave actual bones that can wake?”

      “Gran was human.” He opened the door and gestured for me to enter in front of him.

      Peace beckoned as I stood in the foyer. The floor was marble so polished it could be glass.  I couldn’t feel its origin, but the wood under the bannister reached back to me as I slid my hand over it. I felt new shoots start to press outward, buds curling at the tips of branches as if they were feeling spring rains.

      My eyes fell shut at the energy that still rolled through my blood. Pausing here was like finding a forest in the middle of the city. In nature, I could let go, send my magic into the earth. The natural elements here tempted me to do the same. Cautiously, I relaxed more—until I felt my magic brush against Eli.

      That glancing touch was enough to make my body flush. He was the very opposite of the grave. I wanted to roll around in that. I let my energy move toward him, feeling my entire being burn at the nature that was contained in Eli.

      “Geneviève,” Eli said.

      I opened my eyes to find him a moment from touching me. Up close, his eyes looked like tiny lights danced in them. I should have retreated, but I needed to know more. I inhaled, pulling the essence that was Eli into my body.

      Hunger. Longing. Power.

      “What do you long for?” I whispered, my hands on his chest, my body leaning into his, as if closeness would answer. Humans were easier to read. Draugr were probably easier. With Eli, I could feel magic pressing on walls that seemed impenetrable.

      But I glimpsed Elphame. Elf Home. His world. It was vibrant and inviting, and I felt his longing. Home.

      “Why not go home?” I stared at him.

      After a longer than normal pause, Eli said, “Someday, I will tell you, but I would rather you know my secrets from my lips than stolen from my flesh.”

      I swallowed and stared at his lips. Unconsciously, I licked my lips.

      A wave of desire rose up and crashed over us both. The longing was not just for home. He wanted me in a way that was equal to his desire to go home. “Me? Why?”

      “Geneviève . . . you aren’t ready to hear these answers.”

      I stepped back, jerked my hands away, and summoned my self-control. Maybe he was right. I didn’t particularly like being told what I was ready for or felt or needed. I didn’t like it as a child when my mother did it, and I sure as fuck didn’t like it as a grown woman.

      “Shall I tell you what I long for? What I need?” Eli asked in a voice that was thick with the same desire I’d glimpsed.

      I took another step backward. At the thought of what he undoubtedly would offer if I said the word, energy surged out of me in a wave that rattled the ground under us.

      “Or shall we drop this line of conversation?” he asked lightly.

      “I can’t. We . . . we cannot,” I said, although I wasn’t sure which of us I was trying to convince.

      I wanted him. I doubt that anyone could be on the receiving end of Eli’s charm and not consider it. Maybe if he spoke to me like he did to the women he took to the back room at the bar, or even if he offered the excuse that it would mean nothing, I could give in. He never gave me that, though. No fae-lies. No excuses.

      He didn’t move away like he usually did. “Many believe the fae are gifted in touch. Some even say that there is no magic to being faery-struck, simply the fact that no lover is as thorough as a faery.”

      Despite myself, I said, “Being faery-struck is a scientifically proven phenomena. Some mortals are simply overwhelmed and cannot return to human lovers.”

      He laughed and motioned for me to ascend the stairs.

      “Are you admitting to being more fae than you claim, Eli?” I glanced back at him.

      His laughter vanished, and he stared at me intently. “Would that change anything? My heritage? Or my secrets? Or perhaps my full disclosure? Is that your price?”

      “Eli . . .” I swallowed and whispered, “You want something I can never give you.”

      “Do you truly want to debate this, Geneviève?”

      I refused to answer, choosing instead to look away and continue up the stairs to the second floor of the building. This was a bad line of conversation.

      “I can’t do this,” I admitted. “I can’t lose you.”

      “And yet, I am here.” He kissed the air near my face, close enough that I shivered. It wasn’t just sexual. It was so very much more. And I knew then that he meant more than in my life. He was in my life, my world, my city. He was at my side.

      Then he motioned me forward.  That mask, the vaguely amused beautiful face, was back in place, but I saw the things behind it—and I was terrified. To be fae was to want a family. I would never have children. I knew what I was, and I could not pass that on.  Not with Eli. Not with anyone.

      Most of the time, that decision didn’t hurt.  With Eli, it did. Maybe it was his feelings that were making me feel this way. The image of being with Eli wasn’t something I could allow myself. Not even for a moment.

      Eli and I were connected as surely as I was to my two closest female friends and my oldest, dearest friend, Jesse. If I were an animal, I’d consider them my pack. If I were a regular human, I would think of them as my team, my squad, my family. All I knew was that they had my sword as long as I lived—or beyond if I stayed animate after death. They were mine.

      Eli was mine, in the way Jesse and Sera and Christy were. He could not be more than that. I wasn’t able to give that to anyone. I wasn’t sure what I truly was, so attempting a relationship was out of the question—especially with someone I cared about too much to hurt by leading him on.

      Best not to ever risk developing feelings at all.
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      I stopped at the second-floor landing of Eli’s home.  In front of me was an ornate door, wood inlaid with silver and brass. To enter Eli’s home required entry into the building—and I had noticed the formal words to lower whatever barrier the door held beyond physical—and now another door.  Two doors and acceptance verbally. He had three points of opening simply to enter his home.

      “Look back,” Eli said lightly.

      Behind us, his polished stair-railing was covered in buds and blossoms. It was chaotic and beautiful, but it interrupted the polished look of his foyer. I wasn’t sure if I ought to apologize or expect gratitude. Either way, I felt awkward.

      “It was an accident.”

      Eli gave another of his shrugs. “The magic must go somewhere. Best to fight or fuck it out, if not for its intended purpose.” He paused until I met his eyes. “And you are unwilling to invite me to do either, correct?”

      “Eli . . .” I had done well resisting him so far. Most of the time, we were better at being just friends, but just now, I had to lie, avoid, or run.

      “You can leave, Geneviève. I will not stop you,” he reassured me, speaking in that tone that said he knew and accepted my flight urges. “If you want to go, you are free to. There is no trap. I give you my word of honor.”

      Eli was strong enough to give me a better fight than anything other than older draugr.  Most people had no idea just how physically strong the fae were. Even I hadn’t realized it, and the excess power in Eli’s wiry body made me question how well I’d hold up against a full-blood fae if Eli was no more than half.

      “Don’t do this tonight, Eli. Don’t be so . . . you when I’m already energized.”

      He nodded, somber as he rarely was. “I shall not imply so overtly that I desire you.”

      “That’s a very fae way to say that.”

      “If you want to speak without restraint, we will speak of everything. I will answer any question—or demonstrate. Say yes, Geneviève, and I will do anything you ask of me.”

      “No.” I swallowed my fears for a moment, and before I could second-guess myself too much, I admitted, “I just . . . I can’t. If you meant nothing to me, I’d already have taped your smart mouth shut and fucked you until we couldn’t move. You know that, don’t you?”

      He stepped closer to me before the words were fully said, reaching around me to unlock his door. “You won’t want my mouth taped when we are finally together.”

      I could have moved aside. I should have moved. I needed Eli’s friendship. I needed the ease of someone who saw what I could truly do and still thought I was safe and good. I hid parts of myself from Jesse, from Christy and Sera, but with Eli I was more wholly myself than with anyone else I’d met in my life. I couldn’t give that up, not even for what would undoubtedly be fabulous sex.

      “If,” I managed to say. “If we are.”

      “And if you were insignificant to me,” he said hoarsely. “I’d have seduced you by now. I adhere to your rules, Geneviève, because you are important to me. But when we are, you’ll wish you hadn’t delayed.”

      We stood that way, me in the open embrace of his arms and him close enough that my magic wanted to surge into him, follow the air he’d exhaled into my hair back into his lungs, to know him inside.

      “Don’t.” His words were barely a flutter against my neck. “If I must keep my words and mouth away from you, you cannot touch me with magic again. You’ve asked me to play nice. You must do the same, Geneviève.”

      His reaction to my magic exploring him seemed oddly dangerous. With most people, I did so as reflexively as asking their names. A quick scan told me what I needed to know.

      Maybe it was different with Eli because of what he was or what we were.

      I stepped forward, into his home, and said in the lightest tone I could muster, “Drink?”

      Being in his home was new, but he made me relax and I treasured that. My magic felt erratic, and there was literally no one else in New Orleans who knew what could happen if I wasn’t fast enough to contain my calls to the dead. Eli steadied me. He was strong enough to defend himself against many threats, and he had a knack for getting me to listen to reason.

      “Vodka? Gin? Tequila?” He nodded to an inset to our left when we went further inside his home. Gleaming bottles, some so rare I wanted to stay right there and examine all of them, beckoned me forward.

      “Damn.”

      Eli smiled proudly. “Perhaps a single malt? Wine?”

      “All of it?” I looked at the options. There were bars that weren’t as well stocked as his liquor cabinet.

      I pulled my gaze away from the liquor and took in the larger room. Stone and earth. Light-blocking drapes—currently opened to the light of streets and stars.  I felt the age in the building materials of the building. This was a structure with minimal steel, the sort of place even a full fae could visit comfortably.

      “Your home is incredible.”

      “I’ve worked to create a haven,” Eli said. “I am . . . happy to be in New Orleans, but I do like my creature comforts. I miss nature more than I expected. The courtyard here helps. Some of my interior architecture does, too.”

      “Could you go—”

      “Home?” He gave me a wry smile. “To Elphame?”

      I nodded, not sure if I had already crossed a line and afraid that the wrong move or word would shatter the moment. I felt like my entire body was in stasis, not breathing, no heart beating.

      “There are obligations I would need to address,” he said. “My uncle and I have an accord. I agreed to begin the process of fulfilling my duty on our next meeting. He does not ever leave Elphame. As long as I do not visit, the clock does not begin to tick.”

      “You’re in exile.” I stared at him. “I had no idea. I’m so—”

      “Self-imposed. I have not been cast out.” Eli gave me a fierce look. “I choose not to see my brethren. That is the choice I have accepted.”

      I couldn’t say I completely understood. I could, technically, go to my childhood home. I could visit my mother, although I had to keep my visits short for her safety. And I had Jesse—who was like a brother—here with me in New Orleans, too. Like Eli, I had limited choices.  I thought about home more and more these days. I couldn’t live there, or even visit there long.

      “I miss fields,” I admitted. “I grew up in a space where the soil was clean. There were no surprise dead under the ground there.”

      He nodded. “But there are no places in the fields to hide your beacon from the unclean ones.”

      I accepted the ornate textured glass he offered, enjoying the weight of the heavy glass, and stepped back to the liquor choices. “The barriers my mother erected with her magic stopped working when I was eight. I woke most days to draugr and shambling, dead animals surrounding the house. My nature carried from root to stem, dew drop to stream.”

      “And they came.” He poured himself a single malt. I knew what it was by the scent, although the name on the bottle was unfamiliar to me.

      “We are both exiled in our way,” Eli said.

      I grabbed a bottle of tequila. “And not truly by choice.”

      “Let us drink then.” He lifted his glass. “To exile.”

      We drank and stood in silence, both lost in our own thoughts. I considered asking for a bit of juice so I could actually feel intoxicated. Straight liquor was like water for me, nourishing and refreshing; the taste was simply a pleasure. No liquor I’d found would leave me drunk. Wine could offer a light buzz, but that required a full bottle. I didn’t publicize that fact. I’d rather look like a bad-ass with a hollow leg than admit that booze wasn’t limiting to me—but that fruit was.

      “As my dear dead gran isn’t in the walls to summon,” Eli announced suddenly, “perhaps we could relax here until you are ready to visit the family. I have two showers and a pair of tubs. I will need one of the showers after carrying the deceased. What would you prefer?”

      The appeal of sinking into a tub must have been obvious on my face. Eli led me to a room that seemed impossible, but so utterly him. Plants bloomed, and moonlight filtered in through skylights. The ground appeared to be grass. I bent to pet it.

      “I’d ask that you wear no clothes or shoes past this foyer,” he said.  “Some of the plants are sensitive, and we were in the dirt and blood.”

      He motioned to a wooden cabinet. “There are clean clothes here. Identical to items you wear often.”

      “In my size? Or . . .”

      “Yes.” He said no more, but I opened it and glanced in.  It wasn’t as if he had many clothes, of many sizes or styles. Just mine.

      “Eli—”

      “I lack shoes for you, but . . .” He shrugged. “I was not expecting to need those.”

      “My boots are fine.” I bent and removed them.

      “Shower to rinse first if you want.” He gestured to a marble rainfall shower behind plants. “However, the tub filters the water at all times. The controls are on the wall near it, but it is already at a temperature comfortable for you.”

      In the far end of the room was the largest tub I’d ever seen. It was cut of stone, and a small waterfall poured down the wall as if nature had been captured inside. It seemed more like an indoor pond. At least four grown adults could fit inside it.

      I glanced at Eli, thinking about him joining me. “Where will you be?”

      “Another room.” He didn’t respond to my look: no flirtation, no offers. He took a drink of his whisky and walked away.

      When the door closed, I stripped and walked closer to the tub. At the bottom were massive smooth rocks. I sank into the already warm water and tried not to think about my magic’s irregularities or the way I wanted to lean into my body’s response to Eli.

      I was going to drink and wash the gross away instead. I appreciated the way Eli looked and acted, and he appreciated something about me he was kind enough not to say. Ours was still a simple, clear relationship—which was how I liked everything in my life. Clear. Well-defined boundaries.

      I just needed to figure out how to keep it that way.
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      When I returned from bathing, dressed in a nicer version of my standard jeans and shirt, Eli was settled in at a plush chair by the window, reading a tattered book of what appeared to be Gaelic poetry. His hair was damp, and his clothes were clean. I resisted the urge to remark on his reasons for having clothes here for me, or even the fact that my magic was calmer after having a few moments to find my own ways to take the edge off the sexual tension I couldn’t release with him.

      “Better?” he asked. The question felt loaded, and I wondered how much his fae senses told him—or if he just knew me.

      I nodded. I was a witch, tied to nature, life, and death. There weren’t many of us in the world. The only one I knew well was my mother. I’d met two or three others in my childhood. None of them were particularly reserved women. Life and nature and death were all raw, messy, and dealing with that didn’t leave a lot of room for being a prude.

      My mother’s version of the “birds and bees” was along the lines of “witches who refuse their primal energy can’t work magic well.”  Nudity was natural. In this, Eli and I were pleasantly at ease. The fae weren’t any more prudish than witches.

      “I am calmer as well,” he said with a rough voice and wicked smile that made me quite certain that he had taken the edge off his tension much as I had done.

      And just like that, my needs were back. I walked over to the bar, grabbed another drink, and tried not to think about naked Eli.

      I glanced at Eli, who had placed my weapons on a cloth on the floor beside the window.

      “Do you have oil I could use? An old rag?”

      “An old rag? For your sword?” Eli looked scandalized when he lifted his gaze from his book and motioned to the bottom shelf of a massive case. “There is a box in the bottom shelf for you. It is labeled.”

      “A box . . . for me?”

      This time Eli didn’t look at me. His eyes were fixed on the page as he said, “Weapon care supplies. Bone setting implements. Sooner or later, I knew you would be here.”

      He had left an opening to talk about so many things, and again, I was not going to take it.  Silently, I walked over to the bookcase in question, and there was a wooden crate with a hinge. On the outside, in ornate script letters, were the words “Decadent Golden Cream Delight. Unwrap carefully.”

      I looked over at him, and he offered the sort of smile that said he was aware of my response even as I said nothing at all.  I wished fervently just then that I disliked him. Hate fucks or casual fucks with him sounded better by the month. Sadly, he wasn’t offering me those. Everything I would enjoy in a man was composed before me, but I had a lifelong “no relationships” policy. Casual sex was lovely. I had only two rules: no dead things and no serious relationships.

      Cleaning my sword would take far less time than I’d like, especially since Eli had a well-stocked kit. All I truly needed was to wipe it down, and re-sharpen it. The box on Eli’s shelf held oil, cleaning rags, cotton swabs for the grooves of the inlay, as well as a new whetstone.  No unnecessary liquids or fluff that was sold to the unknowing fool. Aside from a spell sachet, the kit he’d prepared was exactly what I would have assembled.

      Eli was damn good at the details.

      Blood, especially draugr blood and flesh, would corrode the blade. Liquids weren’t great for steel either, though. Even with effort and care, my sword would only last a year or so before replacement. Less if not for magic. So, I went through quite a few swords before I started infusing them with various magic.

      I considered my weapons as I removed a bit of rotted flesh that had started to dry. I liked to use a two-hander, a single-hander, and revolver as my default weapons. If folks wouldn’t look at me like I was vaguely terrifying and cross the street to avoid me, I might carry a halberd or even a battle axe, too. It might seem like overkill, but I liked to keep a good distance from draugr teeth—and venom.

      The venom was what worried me.

      Not every bite was one with venom; some were even “dry” bites—no venom injected and no blood taken. There was no way to predict that, however, and I had no idea what venom would do to me. In the living, it could kill. It could also reanimate. Enough bites with venom would turn a person. It was incentive for a lot of people to live behind fences, and it reduced the number of people willing to fight draugr.

      It simply made me extra thorough. I could handle what many could not. I’d never come close to being bitten. If I did, though, I wasn’t sure of the consequences.

      Humanity had spent billions on injections, surgeries, pills, and every manner of way to deceive the eye and appear younger. Who knew that an old Icelandic magic was the answer so many people had sought? I didn’t think a decade of ravenous mindlessness was worth extra years in the world, but draugr forgot much of their first decade or two. That was common knowledge.  They were stumbling, mindless eating machines.

      By forty years post-death, they were fully articulate. They were monstrosities, and I wanted no part of building a rapport with them, as some politicians and religions suggested.

      If anything, they seemed more like reptiles. Cold. Borrowed heat from outside themselves. Hunted well in the dark. The only difference was that reptiles served a purpose in the ecosystem. Draugr were a blight.

      Forty years into the reveal of the draugr, the laws were still struggling to make sense of what it meant. After a few years, they were sentient, but what was to be done between death and sentient minds? Do we let them rise? Do we have social services for the care of the ravenous? If not, were we saying eternity was only for the wealthy? The Re-Animation Advocates had already managed to ban cremation unless pre-planned, notarized in the year prior to death. This modification was valid for the next century “while the legality of life in the post-living is assessed.” The objective, in theory, was to prohibit family members from undoing choices made by the decedent before passing.

      The rest of the laws were in flux. What happened to inheritances when the dead were re-animated? Were prenups violated? Could a draugr own property? What about taxes? Do they owe more because they were still sentient? Or less because they weren’t using the universal healthcare?

      I would never find out firsthand. I glanced at Eli, only to find that he was watching me. He was the one I’d ask to kill me if I was envenomated. He could do it. He was strong enough to end my existence if I woke up shambling and trying to bite my friends. I just wasn’t sure when—or how—to ask him to kill me if the time came.

      Hey, Eli, could you kill me if I wake a draugr? I have money to pay you.

      And now, I had a lot more than I used to with all of my recent clients. This month alone I’d had three wealthy businessmen. I finished cleaning my blade and was pondering the uptick in work when I felt Eli’s gaze on me like a physical thing. He still held his book, but he was obviously not reading.

      “Stop staring at me.”

      “After a job, you are different. It is an honor to see you so.” He lowered his book, surrendering his pretense of reading. “I find myself wanting to procure antique weapons for your hands.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to flirt.”

      He stilled. “I am not flirting, Geneviève. I am remarking that you are a warrior in ways that should be honored.”

      My hand curled around my hilt as if expecting the appearance of an enemy I could slay. Fighting made sense. Kill. Protect. It felt natural. I could summon an army of walking corpses. Violence was in my nature. That was part of why we could never be together.

      I slid to the floor and boxed my cleaning supplies, my new ones that Eli had collected. Whatever he was offering, flattery of my work and useful supplies did more than all of his pastry-based nicknames.

      I did not look away from the box’s contents as I said, “I don’t know the rules that will make our friendship work.”

      “I would ask that you tell me when you are panicking next time rather than refuse my aid.” His voice took on a raw edge as he added, “I would be . . .  not be well if you were injured, especially if it were because you are afraid that I cannot observe your rules. I will not force you to accept my affection. I will not plan to seduce you. You can rely on me.”

      I nodded once because I couldn’t trust my voice just then. I glanced at him. Elegant. Handsome. No longer hiding his dark hair under a cap or under the magic he used to dull it in public.

      I needed to focus on my immediate task: collecting for the Chaddock job. Sometimes collecting was tedious. Retainers were easy. Fear of the dead motivates a lot of people. Afterwards? There were often excuses. People were, by their very natures, deceitful. They doubted my word. Unlike the fae, a traitorous part of my brain whispered. Fae things didn’t lie outright.

      “Would you accompany me to meet the client, Eli?” I asked as I returned the box to the shelf. He’d never accompanied me to meet clients before this, but it seemed foolish to exclude him. I had enough areas of my life that were off-limits to him. This one did not have to be.

      He rose to his feet with a grace he never showed in public. “I would be honored by such trust.”

      “I do trust you.” I cleared my suddenly-dry throat. “But. . .”

      “You find me attractive.”

      I met his gaze. “Of course, I do. Are there straight women who don’t?”

      “I had wondered, since you have selected not to pursue the immense potential we have.”

      “Would it mean something to you? Personally? Culturally? If we—”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, yes, I am ignoring the potential,” I said carefully. “Be my friend. My right hand with my work.”

      “I will accept your terms for a fee.”

      “A fee?” I echoed.

      “One kiss.”

      I shook my head. “Eli—”

      “You know I am not human, Geneviève,” he said bluntly. He had dropped whatever glamour he still had in that moment. His skin glimmered as much as his hair, as if he was cut from the rarest of opals. “You have offered a bargain to one whose heritage requires an exchange. Do not offer a bargain to a faery without expecting a term in exchange. I require a kiss freely given at the time of my choosing.”

      In some ways, his lowering of defenses and disguises with me was still more alluring than his words—and those were increasingly hard to ignore.

      “Where?” I asked suspiciously.

      He laughed. “Have you been researching bargains, bonbon?”

      I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. “Which part of my body do you intend to kiss?”

      “My fee is one, unfettered kiss here.” His fingertip lightly brushed my lips. “You can release your magic if you choose, and whatever decisions you make at that point, I shall accept. Even if it is to use me thoroughly and then discard me.”

      “Eli . . .”

      “You could satisfy your curiosity, and I would forgive you. I will still be here. I will never eject you from my life, Geneviève. It’s an advantageous bargain,” he tempted.

      I licked my lips, tasting the honeysuckle sweetness that his skin seemed to exude. “Why?”

      “Because I believe it will answer your questions,” he said lightly. “And I believe that there is a not insignificant chance that I will gain at least one night exactly where we both want me to be.”

      I gasped involuntarily at the thought. “I accept.”

      We stood there close enough that I could feel the heat of his skin, and if he couldn’t hear my heartbeat, I’d be stunned. I waited. After several years, were we finally going to kiss?

      “Your deal is accepted,” he said, and turned away without kissing me.

      Disappointment crashed through me. “Clearly, I didn’t do enough research,” I muttered.

      He chuckled. “At the time of my choosing,” he reminded me.

      I’d wanted that kiss, wanted to know if it would melt my mind as I expected it to. I’d also hoped—perhaps irrationally—that it would fizzle and the tension between us would disappear. One kiss and I could, maybe, move on. I was braced, ready—and, yes, damn it, I was excited.

      Now he had the right to kiss me, and I had to either think about it constantly to brace for it or be caught unawares. Either way, I was fucked. I’d done as every human in history had when they made a bargain with a fae: believed I was clever enough to come out the winner.

      But, in reality, I’d just handed him all the power.
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      We left Eli’s place in a strange silence, and I was fascinated with how peaceful he seemed. Something I wasn’t yet understanding had transpired. I wanted to know why the bargain calmed him—or maybe it was the promise of a kiss. Whatever it was, Eli was relaxed now, and I wasn’t going to disrupt our peace by asking questions.

      That silence continued as we took Eli’s modified-for-fae car to Esplanade Ridge. The gearshift was like a barrier between us, and there was no backseat, but Eli’s car was exceedingly comfortable with its leather seats and wood inlay. Somehow, he’d turned a machine into just enough nature to seem fitting for him and topped it with a powerful engine. I didn’t know much about cars, but I knew there was a metric shit ton of magic woven into this one. Eli had explained in passing once--before I’d asked for help on the first job together--that there were ways to make steel tolerable—but that the cost was prohibitive. He’d paid for it at the bar and in his sleek blue car.

      And it had done nothing to hamper the obscene speed he could get out of the machine as he darted around the taxis and car service vehicles that made up almost all of the traffic in the city. At this hour, they were scarce, though. His little blue convertible moved with a near-silent engine, unless Eli was in the mood to make it growl. The one time I’d driven it, I had such a fit of sportscar lust that I think I drooled. I’d never thought I was a car person, but I may confess to dating a man or three just to drive their cars after that day.

      It didn’t hurt that the car, much like Eli did, blended in with the sort of people who lived in the neighborhood we were visiting.  I was relieved that he was at my side for this, as I felt out of place when meeting most of my clients. I hadn’t grown up destitute, but I’d been raised with simplicity and nature. In New Orleans, most money meant layers of demonstration of their deep pockets. Houses. Cars. Clothes. Those who hired me typically were the sort of people I’d never otherwise encounter.

      This row of houses was nothing but old estates, stately homes, or squatting palatial mansions that looked foreboding. It felt stifling. And I felt tense just being there.

      “What do you need of me?” Eli prompted.

      “Be charming,” I said as we approached the gate to be buzzed into the Chaddock Estate. “The widow is young . . . with crocodile tears on command. She hired me because her stepson contested the will and filed a case of decedent rights where he would control the estate until his father could fully return to the company.”

      “So, the Chaddock son knew his father would rise.” Eli’s tone held all the same questions I’d had when I realized that detail. The dead could be safely housed, warehoused with medical personnel and feeding tubes. It was an expensive stay, but if money isn’t an object, some families were all in. Accidents still happened, though, and people still died.

      “The court filing was a prelim motion, an ‘in-case-of-rising.’ She was not to know it was filed, but . . .”

      Eli shook his head. “So, the widow had her husband killed a second time to keep from spending it on Transitional Care Homes.”

      “Draugr are not alive, so I didn’t actually kill him.” I shot Eli an angrier than usual look.

      We didn’t agree on this. Not truly. Newly infected draugr were dangerous enough that I questioned if these well-to-do medical facilities had any chance of success. They had been founded to drain the accounts of the foolish, and they employed the desperate.  The pay at the T-Cell Houses was exceptional, but so was the risk of death.

      “Maybe she had him returned to his grave, but that’s not murder.”

      “I know your views, divinity.”

      “Divinity? How is that a baked—”

      “It’s a candy-fudge confection. Sweet and dizzyingly heady.” Eli depressed the buzzer before I could reply and announced, “Ms. Crowe and her associate to see Ms. Chaddock.”

      The gate unlocked with a loud clank as I whispered, “I need professionalism toward me and charm toward her, as if you could see her as a paramour, but without being sleazy.”

      “Of course, Ms. Crowe.” Then he added, “Later, I’ll bake some desserts for you. That one is rich enough to make your neighbor’s teeth ache.”

      I should be irritated with him after our bargaining, but I found myself smiling as we walked up a cobblestone driveway to the house. Gun on one hip. Short blade on my other. I looked like the wrong sort of woman to approach such a house, but at least I had charm personified walking with me. There was definite appeal in having a fae-blood with a devastating smile that I could use against my current employer.

      A young woman with an impeccable uniform opened the door before we could reach out to knock.

      “Ms. Crowe to see Ms. Chaddock,” Eli said, as if announcing royalty.

      The woman led us to a parlor that was ostentatious in the way that screamed old money and gestured at masculine posturing all at once. The heads of dead animals stared out through glassy eyes from wall mounts, and several smaller mammals were intact and caged under glass. The furniture—white, of course, and immaculate—was stiff and unwelcoming. One particularly atrocious ottoman appeared to be made of an elephant’s foot. It was topped with thick gold tassels and a thin cushion. Everything in the room spoke of death and money.

      “She paid the retainer, but she owes me the balance,” I said, forcing my gaze away from the dead things on display.

      Eli nodded once. “Yes, Ms. Crowe.”

      He met my gaze and then glanced to the mantle where I caught the flicker of light in the eye of a bear.

      We were being recorded.

      I noticed the moment Eli decided to make use of the camera.

      “Ms. Crowe,” Eli said for the camera, “I know you would dislike doing such a thing, but if the client does not settle her account, your particular magic would enable the deceased to rise.”

      I frowned.

      With his back to the camera, Eli mouthed, “Agree.”

      “It seems wrong.”

      Eli smiled. The camera wouldn’t know that I was referring to lying being wrong. He did, though.

      Momentarily, the door flung open to reveal the grieving widow. Mrs. Chaddock was, at most, thirty. Her late husband was in his seventies.  Such matches resulting from love were not impossible, but I had a suspicion that Mrs. Chaddock might have had other more motivating interests.

      “Geneviève, dear, was it . . . did he, you know, crawl out of his vault?” The widow reached out for my hands and asked breathily, “Was it horrible? Did he smell?”

      I’d met more disagreeable women, but it had been a while. Her shoes, jeans, and blouse were all high-end designers. I might not know the brands, but I did notice material and cut. The gems on her ears, wrists, and throat would pay for several draugr containments. The ring alone would pay for at least a year’s worth of my work.

      “It was painless,” I said politely.

      “So, my sweetness didn’t suffer?”

      Eli clearly had no patience for the show that the widow seemed determined to put on. He bluntly said, “Mrs. Chaddock, the deceased was already dead. Ms. Crowe simply guaranteed that he would stay that way rather than gnaw on your throat.”

      I shot him a scowl and mouthed “charm!” at him.

      Eli forced a smile, and then he added, “And Ms. Crowe underestimates the difficulty of her work, due to her mastery of weapons and unique magic. I can assure you that she was in peril. I can further attest to the truth that had any other person been dispatched there, your late husband would have killed them. He was uncommonly agile for a newly turned draugr.”

      I couldn’t decide if I was more flattered or irritated. I didn’t like my oddity being noticed. On the other hand, I liked the way I looked in his eyes. Not a killer. Not a monster. A woman who was a warrior. It made me feel all mushy in my heart space.

      But then the widow gave him an appraisingly look. “Is that what she told you?”

      “It is what I saw,” Eli corrected. “I was there to assist. Your husband was uncommonly violent. The newly risen are usually less aggressive, but he moved with speed and hostility.”

      “Truly?” the widow prompted.

      “He was more agile than normal,” I allowed. I tried again to muzzle my irritation, and I reminded myself that I didn’t want to wake as a draugr. But the fact was that the widow was only fake mourning. It made me dislike her.

      “I see. Violent. Fast. And we are all saved by the incredible Miss Crowe.” The widow Chaddock was far from appreciative in her tone.

      “You weren’t in peril,” I reminded her. “You were here in your gated secure home.”

      “And it’s Ms. Crowe,” Eli corrected with a smile. “Now . . . I believe you owe my employer compensation for her services. Do you have a check drafted to Crowe Enterprises? For the agreed amount?”

      Mrs. Chaddock made a disgruntled noise, but she withdrew a check from her pocket and extended it to me. I hated this part. I didn’t necessarily love the violence inherent in the service I offered, but it was a service. I did what I did because I was uniquely qualified to do so.

      Eli stepped in and plucked it from her hand. “Let me handle this, ma’am.”

      He immediately pulled out a phone and pen, electronically deposited the funds into to my account. I’d agreed to the process because I hated accounting. Letting Eli sort payments out was far more efficient than my magnets-on-the-fridge system until I got around to visiting a bank machine.

      “All done,” Eli said, pocketing the already-deposited check.

      “I had no idea you had a . . . what are you?” She stared at Eli, as if he was an insect that had crept into her mansion.

      “I’m her associate.” Eli smiled as warmly as he could. “I assist her in handling the parts that I am able to.”

      The widow sat. “But what are you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Look at him!” Mrs. Chaddock gestured at Eli. “He’s gorgeous, but he’s barely noticed me. He must be something inhuman.”

      Eli stepped closer to me.

      “Eli is my associate,” I said. “Why would his . . . ancestry matter?”

      The widow sighed. “Alvin and I met at the Society Against Fae and Reanimated Individuals.” She crossed her ankles primly. “There was no way my Alvin would have allowed himself to be poisoned with venom. He was a lifetime SAFARI member.”

      “The Society . . .” I shook my head. “Are you seriously lumping the fae in with walking fucking corpses?”

      “They are not human.”

      “But witches are fine?”

      “I wouldn’t have relations with one,” the widow said.

      My temper was frayed after the last week. My hand went to the hilt of the short sword at my hip .

      “Cream puff,” Eli murmured quietly, turning to face me and putting his back to the widow as his worry overrode professionalism.

      “What?”

      “No.” He put his hand over mine on the sword hilt. “She has paid you. Our business here is done.”

      “Fine.” I took my hand off the sword hilt, trying not to be grateful for the gloves he wore. Then I looked at Mrs. Chaddock and said, “He’s a better person than you. Or me.”

      Eli smothered his smile and turned to face the widow. “Thank you for selecting Crowe Enterprises. We’ll see ourselves out.”

      I attempted to motion Eli forward so he was in front of me, away from the widow.

      “Hush, cupcake. I am not unused to fear.” Eli’s hand hovered close to my low back, not touching, but there should he need to stop me from turning back. “You will not get referrals from your clients if—"

      “Fuck referrals.” I met his gaze. Then I glanced at the widow. “I ought to summon your husband back from the grave and bring him to your door.”

      She blanched. “Can you do that?”

      I pointed at myself. “Witch.” Then I pointed at her. “Bitch.”

      Eli chuckled.

      I wouldn’t do it. The dead didn’t deserve that kind of abuse. The widow Chaddock didn’t know that, though.

      We all have our fears—I was afraid of myself, and of dead things hurting my loved ones, but the fae were sequestered in their homeland.  They didn’t snack on humans, enslave, or otherwise injure people. They bought art, and they returned back to their own world where they were at peace.

      Unlike humans who regularly hurt other humans, and draugr who ate them.
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      “Miss Crowe?” A man who looked at most a few years older than the widow stepped in front of me in the foyer. “Might I have a word with you?”

      Eli glanced at his watch and muttered, “Does anyone in this city ever sleep?”

      I grinned. It was coming up on 5am. Eli’s bedtime. The joy of my genetics was that I knew what his watch said without asking. Just call me a sword-swinging sundial.

      I released a pulse of energy. If the new man noticed me reading him, I wasn’t concerned. He was a Chaddock or employee of them. So far, the two Chaddocks I’d met were a draugr and a bigot. I wanted to know what this man was.

      The glimmer of my energy pulse was a bit more obvious than I meant for it to be, but I’d had a rough night. It made me sloppy. The young Chaddock would have a touch of a migraine soon. He paused and smiled tightly as my energy slid into his skin.

      Human.

      No magic. A touch of death that made me pause, but mostly, he was simply an average thirty-something man in an expensive suit.

      Even so, his family seemed rife with hatred.  I met the man’s gaze and asked, “Are you a member of SAFARI? Because if you are, I have nothing to say to you."

      “No. That was my father’s particular brand of hatred in his later years.” The younger Mr. Chaddock extended a hand to Eli. “I do apologize for . . .  Alice.”

      “Alice?” I echoed.

      Eli shook young Mr. Chaddock’s hand in silence.

      “My father’s most recent bride.” He inclined his chin toward the doorway where the widow stood watching us. “We went to the same school, so calling her ‘stepmother’ would be awkward.”

      “Tres.” Mrs. Chaddock’s demeanor shifted noticeably. She sounded positively kind as she said, “I wasn’t aware that you were here.”

      “It is my house, Alice.”

      “Of course. And it’s my home,” she added.

      “According to the will,” Tres said mildly, “it will only remain so as long as you are not a burden on his children. Do you suppose the court would consider murdering my father a burden on us?”

      “He would not want to be a monster.” The widow’s pretty face darkened. “Someone injected him with that poison and—”

      “I didn’t do it, Alice. None of us did. We’ve gone over this. I want to know who did it, too, but you had him murdered—”

      I raised my hands. “Whoa. Halt. Injected? Murdered?”

      The man, Tres, rubbed his face as if he could wipe away his frustration. It was obvious that he was short on sleep.

      “There was an injection site. The mortician who prepared the, err, body asked about it. I intended to hire a physician’s team, as I wanted my father to be able to become sentient enough to tell us if he was freely dosed or if his death was a result of poison.” Tres glanced at the widow. “And if he knew who did it.”

      “Don’t you look at me that way!” The widow’s anger revealed a thick rural accent. “I took good care of my husband. Day and night. Every need. And I would’ve kept doing so until his natural death.”

      Tres spoke over her, saying, “Dad was generous to a fault with every single one of his six wives. Housing, jewelry, money.” Tres shook his head, and then he looked at me. “My father was a good man, Ms. Crowe and . . . what was your name?”

      “Eli.”

      “Right. Eli.” Tres smiled at him. “My father was a true romantic. He wanted to believe in love, and he married a lot of women over the years in search of what he had with my mother.”

      “Who hasn’t made foolish choices for love?” Eli glanced at me, even though I made a point not to notice it.

      Tres continued, “The widow—whichever one was the current one—was well provided for in the event of my father’s death. Far more so than during the terms of the prenup.”

      The current widow turned on her kitten-heeled foot and walked away like a petulant child. “I did not kill him.”

      “Which time?” Tres asked. “With the injection or”— he gestured at me—"by hiring a killer?”

      I wilted a little. Technically, I was a killer. It was, quite literally, how I paid my bills. That didn’t mean I liked the implications of the word in this case.

      No one spoke for a moment. The widow didn’t defend herself, and neither did I. There was little I could say, and it was obvious that they had very different opinions on how to deal with the draugr issue.

      Finally, Tres asked, “Would you join me in my office, Miss Crowe? Eli?”

      After exchanging a look, Eli and I walked into the small, elegant room. Hard wood floors. A heavy wooden desk. A surprisingly comfortable brocade settee.  Eli gestured to it, and I sat on the edge. He stood at my side like a guard.

      The widow Chaddock attempted to follow us into the room, but Tres stopped her at the door. “I’m sure you understand that this is a private meeting, Allie. After all, you’ve met with Miss Crowe without me. It’s only fair.”

      He shut and locked the door, leaving an angry Alice Chaddock hammering on the door for several moments. Once she stopped, Tres sighed and looked at the door. “We each take shifts with the wives. We have since my mother passed on unexpectedly.”

      “How many—”

      “Wives?” Tres grinned in the way of those who can either see the humor or develop bitterness. “My father really liked romance. Five wives after mom. Each one younger and bustier than the last. They were women in need of a dashing knight, and my father . . .” Tres shook his head. “He wanted to be young and in love.”

      All I wanted was to leave. Guilt was rising up. If the late Mr. Chaddock was murdered, there was little he could tell us now. Death was traumatic, especially if it was murder.  Not that I thought waiting ten to fifteen years for answers would make it better, but I had ended the possibility of answers for the Chaddocks.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered. “For your loss. And your current situation.”

      Eli looked between me and Tres. His expression was not damning, but I knew him as well as he knew me. He heard my guilt—and possibly the fact that I felt slightly kinder because of it.

      “We should depart, Geneviève.” He motioned toward the door.

      “Miss Crowe?” Tres stepped closer. “Could I call upon you? My father didn’t decide to be a mindless corpse. He loved his wife, and he was a good businessman. Smart. Ruthless. There was no way he was going to give up either hobby.”

      Eli’s tone of disapproval was abundantly clear even though all he said was “Geneviève . . .”

      I held up my hand. If Tres was right, I shouldn’t have been hired to behead Alvin Chaddock. Although they would have needed to warehouse Chaddock senior for at least a decade, they could have had their answers.

      “It was a standard contract,” I explained gently. “The ‘make sure my loved one doesn’t eat me or someone else’ deal. Usually, the family hires me, tells me where the deceased is interred, death date, and I verify that they are family. You couldn’t hire me to behead anyone other than a relative. She’s his widow. I just did the job.”

      Tres sighed. “I don’t blame you, Miss Crowe, and I actually understand why Alice hired you. I am well aware that my father would have been opposed to being resurrected, but . . . he wasn’t ill. He should be alive still. Properly alive.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, meaning it. “I’m not sure I can help, though. I’m a hired gun, not a detective.”

      “If you come across another corpse that seems unlikely to have requested envenomation, will you let me know? I need to know who murdered my father.”

      I nodded at him. I didn’t ask what he intended to do. Maybe he was law abiding. Maybe he wasn’t. It wasn’t my business.

      After a tense moment, Eli spoke. “There will be a retainer fee, of course, if you want Ms. Crowe to seek intelligence of use to you.”

      I shot a look at him.

      Eli continued, “And we will require a list of the members of your father’s club. I can set up alerts on the obits for them.”

      “Sure. Wait right here.” Tres stood and left us there alone.

      “A retainer?” I glared at Eli. “Since when do I get a retainer for sending a text or whatever?”

      “Since you’re making decisions out of guilt.” Eli grabbed my hand in his gloved one and squeezed.

      I felt deflated. My anger washed away, and I closed my eyes.

      Eli and I waited in silence for another few moments.

      Tres returned with a sheaf of pages. There were far more members of the hate-group than I’d have expected. Hundreds of people had joined together not only to share hate but to act on it. That might not be what they told themselves they were doing, but once you put your money and time into a group to talk about hate, eventually actions would follow.  The worst part was that perfectly “nice” people were capable of irrational hate that destroyed others’ lives or careers.

      While I glanced at the sheaf of names in horror, Eli simply took the pages and gave Tres a business card. “Please, let us know if you—or your associates—will need to contact Crowe Services. I can send you a bill for the retainer in this case.”

      “Thank you, Eli.” Tres handed Eli his card as well.

      I stood.

      Tres looked at me and held out another card. Eli reached over and plucked it from Tres’ hand. Apparently, he wasn’t allowing me the courtesy of a number to contact Tres. Obviously, I wasn’t going to be a bitch in front of a client, but I glanced at Eli with anger in my eyes.

      Tres added, “It was a pleasure, Geneviève, despite the circumstances.”

      “Sure.” I felt like a dunce the moment I said it. Sure? Super professional.

      “Perhaps we could meet for lunch to discuss matters?”

      “Perhaps,” I agreed.

      “Geneviève,” Eli said coldly.

      I gave Tres an apologetic smile and followed Eli out of the office. There was not much else to say in front of him.

      In a matter of moments, Eli and I were outside, and he was opening the passenger door for me. As ever, Eli was a gentleman, even with a killer as his passenger. I gave him a chilly smile.

      I could feel dawn start to come creeping toward us. Within the hour, it would be here.  “Give me the card.”

      “I shall investigate any leads on the injections,” Eli said.

      “Fine.” I paused and held out my hand. “Card.”

      Eli handed it to me, and I shoved the card in my pocket.

      When we reached my building, I looked at Eli before he could turn off the engine and said, “I’m not a tool to cover up murder.”

      His lips pressed together, as if there were words he was refusing to say.

      “You were hired. You did a job.” He opened his door and got out to open mine.

      I tried to open mine and get out, but he’d locked it. When he opened it, he offered me his glove-covered hand as if nothing was amiss.

      I tensed. “I’m frustrated. I can’t just . . . what if the widow killed him?”

      “Are you an officer of the law?”

      “No.”

      “Did you cover up a crime?”

      “No, but—”

      “You take the world on your shoulders.” He hugged me. “You cannot feel responsible for other people’s misdeeds.”

      I knew he was right, but I still felt like I had to help Tres. I didn’t know him, but I wanted to set things right—even though I couldn’t truly do so. Maybe it was the touch of death on Tres that beckoned. Maybe it was worry that I was an unwitting participant in something heinous. Either way, I felt like a mother bear with no target to maul.

      Eli motioned toward my building. “Ask me into your home. Let me take care of you.”

      “No.”  I folded my arms. “I’m fine. I just . . .”

      “Feel like you must save people?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t,” he said. “Let me deal with Chaddock.”

      “Fine.” I nodded, and then walked to my building door.

      I waved over my shoulder because I knew that behind me, Eli was watching. He always waited until I was inside. I didn’t need to look to verify it, but I still did once I opened the door. And he smiled at me.

      And despite the way he understood me, I was definitely not sleeping with Eli. Breaking both of our hearts seemed like a terrible idea.
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      After the Chaddock job, life resumed something closer to the calm I often preferred. I went looking for Marie Chevalier, watching the usual news sources—which these days included various social media accounts and hashtags. No draugr sightings or suspicious kills came across my news. I didn’t find anything when I went out seeking trouble either. In truth, the newly-corrupted draugr weren’t exactly daily events, but there ought to be something. Someone. Instead, everything was silent.

      I was in my apartment, pausing between work-outs and toying with Tres’ card. I could call him, if not for the fact that I’d left my phone in Eli’s car. I’d need to borrow a phone or go to a public phone.

      For the moment, I would let Eli deal with Tres. That meant I waited to hear about new draugr, and I waited for some sort of information on the injection thing. Unless I got a call on a job or one of my paid-informants who passed on leads said something, I was at a loss. I didn’t get any new job offers. I rested and didn’t leave my home much, not that staying in was a hardship.

      My apartment was a full floor of the building, but that’s because no one else wants to live on a ground floor unit. There were plenty of other people who lived in the building, just not low enough for the dead to look in the windows easily. Me? I liked the closer distance to the soil, and there wasn’t any chance that anyone could be buried in the foundation of the building when I lived down there.  Yes, that really was something I worried about. Walking dead inside the building could be awkward, at the least.

      So, I bought the units next to mine when they came open. Eventually, I owned the whole floor and was little-by-little undertaking a reconstruction that meshed them all.  For now, some of the floor was living space, some was work-out space, and one far end unit was basically an intact apartment. I half-planned for my mother moving in there some day. Sooner or later, even the indominable Mama Lauren would grow too old to live on her own in the Outs. Probably.

      I was back to attacking my poor practice dummies when Christy stopped by my place midday on the third day. I only knew Christy was there because I saw her on the monitors. My music was loud enough to wake the neighbors a block over if not for my extra insulation and sound-proofing.

      Christy Zehr was smarter than ninety-eight percent of the people you’ll meet in life, and pretty as the fairy tale princess you wanted to hate but couldn’t because she’d just given you a dusty page with the antidote to a witch’s spell. She was a towering Black woman who researched freelance and hustled pool, and if I needed to have an alibi, she’d already have called me up and offered it before I’d realized I needed it. Like Jesse and Sera, she was someone I trusted wholly. Unlike Jesse and Sera, she wasn’t a meddler. Jesse was subtle at it, but he was always attuned to me. Sera wasn’t subtle. Christy was somewhere between them, but until I asked a question, she wasn’t usually intrusive.

      Christy looked me up and down when I opened the thick door that separated my living space from the stairwell. “What’s wrong?”

      We went inside, and I flicked the row of locks on the door. “With me?”

      She looked around. My gym was filled with weapons and training dummies. I’d been whaling on the dummies the last couple of days every time I thought about the “Eli situation”—which meant I’d worked out a lot. I was sweaty and gross and no closer to clarity than when I’d started thinking about Eli’s claims that I was being unfair to him.

      “You seem off.” Christy followed me into the gym portion of my home.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Maybe?” I was dripping in sweat, magic zinging around my work-out space like hopped up fireflies. These two units had been stripped to the concrete. I’d covered part of it with wood, but I’d left some of it at crude concrete. Carpet was shit for workouts, and the smell of sweat collected in the fiber.

      She looked at me, the magic strobe show, and shook her head. “I’ll listen.”

      “Am I wrong—?”

      “Often,” she interjected as she plopped down on the floor, toed off her shoes, and made a “continue” gesture.

      “About dead things. Am I wrong about doubting that dead things ought to be out and about like they’re you or me?” I grabbed my water-bottle, which was filled with diluted vodka to hydrate my body and organs. I needed both in excess lately.

      Christy looked up at me and said, “I like tigers. Beautiful but deadly things.”

      “Very different. Corpses aren’t pretty, Chris.”

      She waved my objection away.  “Work with me.”

      I nodded.

      “I like tigers,” she stressed. “If I could, I’d have a predator as my pet. Let it eat my enemies. Probably get a dumb-assed collar and nice cage for it. Buy it good steak.”

      “Okay.”

      “But if the cage door opens and it eats me, people wouldn’t be shocked. Damn stupid if I forgot what it was.”

      “Still with you,” I said.

      “T-Cell Houses are cages.” Christy rolled her shoulders. “We call them hospitals, but they are prisons for draugr.”

      I frowned and punched one of the dummies that was suspended from my ceiling like a fluffy windchime.

      “You don’t go into the cages and kill,” she said.

      She made sense, but it wasn’t the same. Not really. “I wouldn’t kill a tiger, though. And they don’t talk.”

      “What if a tiger gets a taste for human instead of filet?” she asked. “Prowling New Orleans . . .”

      “Fair.”

      “If tigers had been trying to eat you your whole life, you’d want to kill them even in cages,  but you don’t kill every draugr. You think of yourself as a killer, but you only kill the draugr that attack.” Christy shrugged. “That reminds me: Jesse said he needed to talk to you about a blood bag hanging around at the shop.”

      And that was the thing that the people in their posh houses didn’t get; when you live outside the fences and answer your own door or even just have a job without a secretary, the dead can reach you. If they stayed in their little T-Cell cages and if they agreed to a bagged lunch diet forever, maybe they’d be sort of okay, but Christy had a good point.  If the tiger got out of the zoo, it would eat you and your kid because even fresh filets weren’t enough. Tigers hunt, and we’re all just filet with feet.

      Christy hopped to her feet after a minute. “Want to go to the bar? Or you staying in to brood?”

      “I need to check on Jesse,” I said, but then it occurred to me again that Eli had my phone.

      I’d left it in his car, and he hadn’t dropped it off. I could’ve gone to his house to get it except that meant seeing Eli, and I wasn’t ready for that. I could’ve gone to the bar. I didn’t. I needed a break from him, too, and if an urgent job came up, I knew he’d tell me. No one called my phone other than someone offering work, Christy, Sera, or Jesse. They all either had my address or Eli would answer and tell them I left it behind. It was far from the first time I’d left the damn thing behind.

      I wasn’t about to tell Christy where my phone was, so I held out my hand.

      “Can I text Jesse? I left my phone somewhere again.” I gestured around the apartment, as if it was there. “Battery dead or ringer off.”

      Christy rolled her eyes but handed her phone to me.

      “You okay?” I texted.

      “Fanger. Bit customer,” Jesse replied.

      “Inbound. B.D.” I handed the phone back before Jesse could piss me off reminding me that “before dusk” wasn’t the same as arriving at dusk.  His bookshop was in Gentilly, a good five miles away.

      Then without thinking much on it, I texted Tres. “Geneviève here. Friend’s phone. Lunch Saturday?”

      He needed my help, and I was failing at the urge to resist finding a way to help him. It wasn’t like me to be like this, but it wasn’t an urge that was passing.

      I grabbed a quick shower and walked out with Christy, who drove me partway.

      “Tomorrow?” she asked when she dropped me off.

      “Day after that. I promise.” I paused and added, “I texted Tres on your phone. If he replies to it, will you let him know I’m available Saturday?”

      “Tres?”

      “He’s a client.”

      Christy shrugged. “Friday night?”

      “I’ll meet you at the bar,” I swore.

      It was late enough that I wanted to be sure she had time to get home safely, and I felt better with a couple miles of walking.

      I headed out to look after Jesse, my mood lighter from a few minutes chatting with a friend. When I arrived at the bookshop, Jesse filled me in. A draugr, at least ten to twelve years risen, was coming into the shop every night. It had bitten a customer, who had to be hospitalized for blood loss.

      “That must be killing business,” I joked.

      “Seriously, Gen?” Jesse scowled at my attempt at levity. “You might not be here behind the counter or tracking inventory, but it’s your shop, too.”

      “On paper,” I reminded him, for what must have been the hundred and twenty-seventh time. I fronted the start-up costs the first year, and since then, Jesse had paid me enough to more than cover it. As far as I was concerned, we were square.

      These days, Jesse was refusing to remove my name, and I was refusing to cash his checks. Eventually, checks expire, so in the end, the money stayed in his account. “I shredded the last check.”

      “Just fix this,” he muttered when I stood grinning at him.

      “Upstairs.” I pulled my sword out and dropped it on the wooden counter.

      Then I shooed him away.

      Jesse was the sort of man who looked like he wasn’t afraid of much. Muscles. Deep eyes. Dark skin. Gorgeous. Fortunately, Jesse was also secure enough in his manhood that he didn’t object to me being the one with the gun and the sword.  He was my brother in heart, and my oldest, dearest friend if we needed to get technical.

      He was also completely human, and if there was one person I’d slaughter the world to protect, it was him. We were friends in childhood. Friends as teens. Aside from one very awkward attempt at kissing, we had a long history of being the kind of friends that seem like cousins. And since my mother was an only child and my bio-father was dead, twice dead now, I didn’t have any relatives I knew of. Jesse was the only person, other than my mother, who had been in my life for most of my earliest memories.

      Jesse was as protective of me as I was of him, but in vaguely overbearing-big-brothering ways—which was why I still hadn’t told him or Christy or Sera that Eli had been with me at the cemetery. They liked that I had back-up, but they’d seen the way time with Eli got me twisted up. I wanted him. I cared about him. And that made life complicated.

      I never told my friends what I was, but they knew where I stood on relationships—and children. And anyone with eyes could tell that Eli was fae enough to need to father a kid or two. The one man I wouldn’t mind keeping around for a while was also the one man I shouldn’t want.  It made me surly—and then Eli and I argued. Rinse. Repeat. I knew better.

      I also knew that Eli was the only person who could have my back in a fight, and with my magic being unpredictable, I needed the help.  It was a case of the proverbial fucked every direction dilemma I seemed to excel at finding.

      So, I wasn’t going to tell my friends that Eli had helped me with the Chaddock case. Avoid. Ignore. It was one of my favorite solutions when bash-and-behead wasn’t an option.

      I was at the counter at Tomes and Tea, and Jesse was tucked away upstairs watching me on his security cameras.  Sometimes I thought Jesse would love to have had magic or something just to be able to keep me safer, but I was grateful that he was wholly human.

      I glanced up at the camera and smiled in what I hoped was a reassuring way when the draugr strolled in.

      The ones old enough to be semi-sentient evoked the kind of aversion I usually reserved for weddings and lectures. Tall, dark, and dead came through the door of the bookstore like he thought he was alive. I was expecting him, of course, but no amount of expectation quelled my disgust when the infected ones approached me.

      “This store is off-limits to draugr under the age of twenty,” I said. “You fed on a customer.”

      “Hello,” he said.

      “I will not allow you to eat people,” I stressed.

      Somehow the big-assed sword on the counter wasn’t a clue. I mean, no one really thinks of me and says “oh, she’s subtle.” At least after tonight I could claim that someone—or something—thought I was understated because my combo of sword and “off-limits” still earned me a friendly look.

      He smiled in what I guessed he thought was an alluring manner. He had all his teeth plus the two shiny extra teeth that dead things grew, and if you could overlook the icy skin and vague scent of death, maybe a draugr could be attractive.

      Somewhere in his malfunctioning mind, he thought he was sexy.

      I mean, okay, more than a few living humans seemed to enjoy banging the dead. I just couldn’t grasp it. Maybe if my heart wasn’t thumping in irritation and agitation, I would be the sort of woman who thought blood-breath was an aphrodisiac. My mother certainly had.

      Sadly, for him, I hadn’t inherited her perverse streak—just her temper.

      “You are not welcome here,” I added in a louder voice.

      He nodded and then took another step. This one had to be trying to live off a blood-bank diet. No one much discussed it, but dead blood diets seemed to make draugr little better than Hollywood zombies. Faster, of course, than the shambling zombies on screen, but not much for thinking.

      “This store doesn’t serve the recently dead,” I explained calmly.

      He nodded again, as if he understood, but he wasn’t retreating.

      “You know there are laws, right? And you bit a customer.” I reached under the counter, hand searching for the button that would summon the police. Protocol. Every public encounter with an aggressive draugr outside a registered graveyard or cemetery had to be reported. Stores and streetlamps had alarms mounted in reach. All a human had to do was press an alarm so the police could be aware of attacks, potential attacks, and self-defense events. It was all recorded, charted, mapped.

      Most of the time, pushing that button was the last act of a person’s life. Me? I might have the record for successful post-button life.

      Button depressed, I said, “The online stores will ship to—”

      “You aren’t like them.”

      I reassessed its age to closer to fifteen. It spoke clearly, but with obvious effort. Someone had been babysitting this one for it to live this long.

      “You smell,” it said as it sniffed so hard it looked like a feral pig.  No tusks, mind you, but definite pig snout face.

      I grabbed the gun under the counter. I preferred the up-close reliability of steel, but some nights I was impatient. Pointing out that I seemed not-quite-human brought my foul streak out faster than anything other than blind-dates.

      “I would like you to leave and not return.” I pulled a little grave dust magic to my surface and into my skin. It was like cocking a gun—primed but not yet engaged. I just wanted to be ready if it was old enough to be faster than my aim. Freshly awakened ones were predictable. I knew how old they were. On the street or in a store, it was a guessing game. It felt closer to fifteen, but I couldn’t be certain.

      It lunged at me, grabbing for my arm and stretching over the counter.

      I lifted the gun and squeezed the trigger, aiming to the left of where it stood and hoping I guessed correctly. Just in case, I fired a second shot to the right as quickly as I could.  More and more I felt which way they were about to flow before they did. Those were the good nights.

      This was a good night.

      The round I’d fired on the left hit the thing. The stench of old death was instantaneous. Congealed blood started to ooze from the hole that was trying and failing to seal. Heart shot.  Now that the thing wasn’t able to flow into the speed that it relied on to escape, I emptied three more rounds into it. Eye. Eye. Throat. Four hits, one loss, and one spare in the chamber in case it had a friend.

      I shifted the gun into my left hand and grabbed my sword with my right. I leaned down and beheaded it before it could repair itself enough to rise. Once it was well and truly dead, I watched the door. I always worried that they had friends. Contrary to what we used to whisper in the dark about the creatures that lived on blood, they weren’t pack beings. No nests or families. They were typically loners.

      But even loners got urges for the occasional friend or fuck.

      I stared at the door as I called out, “Roll doors.”

      The clattering of the metal shutters dropping over the windows and doors was loud, but comforting in the way of steel at the end of the day. I watched the creature, making sure that it couldn’t flow, as I listened to the solid thunk of the doors slotting into the anchors.

      The latches all clacked, sealing us in.

      The store phone line lit up.

      “Tomes and Tea. How can I help you?” I said cheerily as if there was any chance it wasn’t the police.

      “We had an alarm from your store—”

      “It’s dead. The draugr, not me, I mean.”

      “How many other fatalities?”

      “None.”

      The bullets weren’t ejected from the body on the floor, so the thing was, in fact, dead. I watched the decaying process, as if time sped. The bodies not only stopped moving, biting, screwing, and whatever else they did. They also raced through the years between their first death and this permanent one.  The oldest of their kind faded to ashy powder rather than stopping at bone.

      “Geneviève?” the officer on the line asked after a pause. “Is this Miss Crowe?”

      “Yes,” I said softly.

      “You know witches aren’t immune to their venom,” the officer on the line said. “This is the fifth draugr you killed in the last two months.”

      Ninth, I silently corrected. Some were jobs. Some were awkward side effects of the job. Either way, there were nine dead-again bodies in the last eight weeks. It was a wonder I wasn’t more exhausted.

      I closed my eyes and suggested, “I guess I keep ending up at the wrong place.”

      The officer snorted. Murdering the dead wasn’t illegal. Hiring people to do it or being hired was. Those who pulled it off were usually lucky or had encountered an exhausted one—or one still asleep.

      I only killed to keep people safe. What I never said aloud, though, was that I liked it. I worried that it made me too much like them. There was a satisfaction I found when I killed that I couldn’t explain. It didn’t feed me, but it sometimes took the edge off my temper.

      And that frightened me.

      I wasn’t a sociopath. I just enjoyed protecting my city, and there was sometimes a satisfying jolt inside my body when I fought and didn’t die.

      “Miss Crowe,” the officer said. “Seems like a lot of body retrievals around the places you go.”

      “Are you suggesting I shouldn’t call them in?” I asked lightly.

      “No.”  The officer on the line sighed. “I’m suggesting that you stop seeking them out. You’re as able to die as the rest of us.”

      “Uh-huh.” I hoped he was right, but I had good reason to doubt it. I really tried not to lie outright unless I had to do so. Too much time around Eli? Too much time studying ethics? I wasn’t sure, and I had no desire to ponder it.

      Life was easier unexamined.

      “We’ll send the Con Crew at dawn,” the officer said. “You’ll need to make a statement this time.”

      I smothered a sigh. “Dead guy tried to grab me. I shot him. There! Statement made.”

      “Tell that to the retrieval officer at dawn.”

      We disconnected, and I glared at the corpse. I hated being trapped, but since I apparently had to be the one to talk to the Con Crew, I was stuck at the shop. I think it was their way of keeping me off the streets.

      That meant being around Jesse and not slipping and saying anything about Eli—or how much work I’d had lately.
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      Right now, the corpse was decayed to nothing but bones and some sinew. It, at least, was dead. Finally. I never understood whatever venom or genetic wrongness caused them to walk after death, but I’d learned how to tell when their spark left.

      It was dead.

      I was trapped.

      One of those was better than the other.

      But the Contamination Crew collected at dawn. They weren’t going to drive around at night scooping up supposedly dead draugr. There wasn’t always a good way to check if they were dead. Even animated, they had no pulse. No one wanted to bend down—throat in their line of sight and scent—and lift them. In the early days, more than one of the Con Crews had died that way.

      Protocol mattered, especially in New Orleans.

      And my offer to go behead the dead for them went over poorly. I seemed too gleeful or some shit. Or maybe the liability insurance was too much. Either way, they did it their way. I did it mine.

      My city wasn’t a place where nights were safe for most people. Some parts of the country were supposedly safe, or so the news stations all swore. To get into those gated areas required being born there or a blood test, seven generations of verifiable lineage, exceptional traits, and a donation that had more zeros in it than I could see clear to hand over even if I had the rest.

      And I didn’t have the rest. My blood test would create an international panic. I would spend my life in a facility with a lot of security to keep me inside—or they’d simply kill me on the spot. So, I stayed in New Orleans. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I could leave anyhow. It was an incredible city with music, booze, and a river.

      I glanced over my shoulder as the steel door behind me unlocked and opened.

      “You’re sure?” Jesse asked as he came up behind me.

      “I’m sure.” I pointed at the decaying corpse on the plastic tarps that Jesse had put down before I arrived. Blood and quickly contracting flesh puddled there. “It smells like wet ass.”

      Jesse laughed and handed me a plastic baggie with a menthol-soaked cloth. I covered my mouth and nose.

      “I don’t know how you stand it.”

      “It barely smells, Gen,” he said quietly.

      “Uh huh.” I tied the rag over my face. “I’ll hang out here for the night if that’s okay. Con Crew insists.”

      He gave me a sympathetic look and motioned to the store. “Load a bag. It’s not much but you won’t take your cut of sales and you did this—”

      “Handling it took five minutes.” I shrugged.

      I was several steps away when he said, “You know I’ll accept you no matter what, right?”

      “Sure.” I stared at the thing on the floor. I wasn’t much different. Living and dead all at once. I was technically alive, but no one knew what happened to the child of a draugr. The women who got pregnant to them typically aborted or miscarried.

      Draugr, obviously, could impregnate women. I existed, so it was an irrefutable fact. I just hadn’t ever heard of any of their offspring living to adulthood. Lucky me.

      “My mother was a witch,” I argued, as if that was a valid explanation. “I’m quick. Good at defense. I’m not sure what there is to accept. Lot of witches out there, Jess.”

      Jesse said nothing at first, but after a moment, he added, “Witches don’t flow.”

      I glanced back “I didn’t—”

      “The first time I saw you do it was when I was falling out of that tree. We were . . . what? Ten maybe?” He shook his head. “I should have cracked my head, but suddenly there was a damn sofa cushion. Right there under me. A cushion from my living room in the middle of the backyard. You know there was no other way to explain it.”

      “We brought it out earlier. You just forg—”

      “No. I didn’t forget.” Jesse looked at me intently. “That wasn’t the only time either. I wasn’t sure until I saw one of them the first time. Those draugr that showed up at the river. Do you remember? I suspected you were different, but I wasn’t sure. That night, I knew. You flow, Gen.”

      I stared at him. For most of my twenty-nine and change years, Jesse was my constant. My rock. My shelter. My best friend.

      “We were eighteen when I figured it out for sure,” he said mildly as he wrapped the corpse up in the tarp and duct taped it shut like it was some strange gift. He stood up. “Been a minute since I knew. If it was going to change something with us, it would’ve happened years ago. You’re still my family.”

      And I stood there watching him, trying to figure out how this conversation had happened after all this time.

      “Gen?”

      I met his gaze.

      “Do you want to admit that Eli is hunting with you again while we’re clearing the air?”

      I shook my head. “I was going to tell you.”

      “I know. He told me accidentally, though.” Jesse stared like he was trying to will understanding directly into my mind. We both knew Eli did exactly nothing by accident.

      “How?”

      “I met Christy last night and—”

      “Oh?” I’d been trying to set them up for a year.

      “Yep.” Jesse said, popping the ‘p,’ but he didn’t spill any details. Instead, he said, “Eli asked about you. He gets a tone when he’s irritated with you.”

      “So, you knew he saw me because he sounded irritated?” I glared at Jesse.

      “When you two are around each other, he’s irritable, and you are happier.” Jesse grinned. “If I liked him more, I’d feel bad for him.”

      “He’s likeable,” I muttered.

      “You’re my only family, Gen. I’m honor-bound to dislike any man who looks at you like he does. And he looks. He wants to screw my sister, so I must hate him. It’s like a law or something.”

      I sighed. I loved him in a way I doubted I could love another human, but sometimes I understood why siblings fought.  He watched me as if I needed to defend myself or Eli. I wasn’t doing either.

      After a tense moment, I pointed at the remains. “It’s dead, but I’d still feel better if you slept upstairs. I can stay down here to be sure—”

      “No.” Jesse rolled his eyes. “It’s been reduced to bones now. Find some books. There’s a fifteenth century Book of Relics that I stowed in a hex box for you, but grab whatever else catches your eye.”

      Despite the rest, my attention perked up. I had an excellent collection of esoteric magic and mysticism books thanks to Jesse. Some months, I was sure my book buys were what kept the shop afloat. The sensitive books were on display in enhanced glass boxes that were soldered to silver and steel pedestals.  They couldn’t be removed without the keys that were woven into his skin and mine, so to buy any of those, either the buyer had to be an already approved customer or I had to vet them.

      “And an illuminated cook book,” Jesse added.

      “What year?”

      My best friend laughed at my undisguised hope. “Not that one, I’m afraid. Still looking for it.”

      I’d been searching for a seventh-century potion that I thought might yield a few new defenses. At least, I thought it was seventh-century. Record keeping was questionable with magic workers, and rumors were intentionally created. Still, all reliable data I’d found said that the seventh-century book was the real deal. I just needed to find the damn thing.

      “Grab your new books.” Jesse pointed. “We’ll go up and get some rest. I already changed the linens in your room.”

      “Not my room,” I muttered.

      “The ‘guest’”—he made air quotes— “room that no one else ever uses because you keep clothes and swords and weird smelling tea bags in it.”

      “Tea bags?” I laughed. “I’d like to see someone drink tea out of a spell bag. Wake up with a fucking bunny tail or who the hell knows!”

      “Books, Gen.” Jesse waved me forward.

      And then he stood there waiting until I’d retrieved my payment and accompanied him up to the apartment that was my second home.

      I was hoping that we weren’t going to have a heart-to-heart about the fact that I would likely live on in some way after my heart stopped beating. Because the sheer truth was that my second life would only last as long as it took to starve. I wasn’t eating people. My earth-magic mother raised me as a g’damn vegetarian. If I couldn’t eat the flesh of a cow, how was I to eat people? No. Hard fucking no.

      Sooner or later, I needed a plan for what I’d do after I died. Short of buying the working guillotine I’d found on an auction site, I couldn’t handle it myself.  And somehow, I felt like replacing my sofa with a guillotine would send an alarming message to my friends. That meant I needed a friend or friends who could behead me when the time came—or find a guillotine that was accessible to the public.
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      I typically needed about as much sleep as a junkie on a good long bender.  It wasn’t that I never grew tired, but I had the peculiar metabolism that meant that I could do a low-grade activity while my body recharged.  Watch a show? Take a bath? It was as if by powering down my brain, I was somehow recharging muscle and organs. It made me particularly efficient, but it was sometimes lonely.

      But for actively sleeping, eyes closed and body reclined, I only needed maybe four hours a day unless I was injured. So, the guest room—which Jesse called my room—had a stack of books that were designed to numb me to sleep, as well as a bizarre assortment of chamomile teas and lavender bath bombs. He had long allowed me to claim that I had insomnia. What else was I to call it? “Lack of metabolic need to sleep” sounded less than human.  “Fucked up” sounded negative. So, we called it “insomnia” and treated it with relaxation tricks.

      When we lived in Algiers Point, roommates for real then, I roamed at night. There was something joyous in that, creeping through yards and sliding into tree tops and onto roofs. I felt magical, and I saw a part of the world that I missed now that we were on the other side of the river.

      As a kid in the Outs, in what was once a town called Slidell, I didn’t know that the things that made me that way were monstrous. As a twenty-year-old, I was in denial. I told myself it was how witches were. When I was twenty-four, I found out about the necrophilia that resulted in my mother’s pregnancy. I was disgusted—not with my mother for screwing a dead guy, but with myself for being the child of a dead guy.

      My mother’s ability to rationalize anything meant she thought she wasn’t lying all those times when she said my father was dead. I could see her argument to a point, but I guess I wanted to think he’d been alive when I was conceived. I had no words for my shock. Sure, there were people who slept with draugr. I’d thought they were the ones who looked macabre or something. My mom was the sweetest, liveliest person I’d met.  She grew herbs and tended flowers. I mean, if there was ever a human stand-in for a cartoon princess with birds and mice at her side, that was my mother.

      I would never understand how she decided to sleep with a corpse.

      They were a “fling.” It was “just a thing that happened.” They “would’ve had a chance,” but he “refused to adopt a vegetarian lifestyle.” That one I couldn’t even process. Draugr required blood. When I asked if she meant eating actual vegetables or eating vegetable eaters instead of people, she was mad enough that she didn’t speak to me for a month.

      Mom had her version of answers; I had anger. Either way, she forbade me from seeing him—and him from seeing me.

      But he came to see me when I turned twenty-five, and I killed him.

      Mom and I have still not recovered from that, but the last thing I wanted was a dead—as well as deadbeat—dad. Maybe he wasn’t always a monster. Mom argued that he was a good-hearted man once. Maybe there was a time and place where he was different. All I knew was that his plans for me were the sort of thing that would get any man or monster shot.

      I shoved that line of thought away and stared at the ceiling, letting my brain slide into that space that was my version of sleeping. It was a lot easier during the day when the light was so bright that I wanted to close my eyes anyhow. Nights were hard. My body wanted to roam. My mind was active.

      But at some point, I must have actually drifted into sleep because I felt the sunrise at the same time as my door opened.

      “Dawn. Get up.” Jesse stood there pelting me with grapes.  There was a reason for that.  After I’d gone from sound asleep to crouched over him with a knife at his neck when we were twenty and roommates, he’d taken to throwing things like grapes, candy or, my least favorite pick to date, canned vegetables. Who liked to have slippery, slimy, wax beans tossed in their face?

      “You’re lucky I don’t wake you this way,” I muttered, eyes still closed.

      Jesse laughed. “Feeding me grapes for breakfast? Oh, the horror! Your threats are so scary, Gen. I quake in . . .”

      I was up, plucking a fruity projectile out of the air and shoving a grape in his mouth at a speed I wouldn’t have willingly shared yesterday unless it was to protect him.

      “. . . fear,” he finished around the grape in his mouth. Then he grinned, popped a grape into my mouth and added, “Con Crew should be here in about five minutes.”

      I spat out the grape. “Five. . .? What the fuck, Jesse! You couldn’t wake me?”

      “You aren’t usually asleep at night, so how would I know you slept?” He turned and walked away. “Do you want water or vodka for breakfast?”

      “So, we’re just going to put it all on the table? You need to show me how much you figured out?”

      “Best. Friend.” He called back at me. “Very fucking patient best friend, I might add.”

      I followed him.

      “I waited. I waited some more. I hinted. You pretended. So”—he tossed another grape at me with no warning—"yeah.”

      I dodged, and the grape landed with a plink on the wooden floor of the room. I scooped it up and teased, “I might have liked you more when I thought you were stupid.”

      Jesse gave me an incredulous look. “My apartment is filled with plants and hardwood floors on every room. Do you honestly think I accidentally created a nest for you? Magic core elements in every room. Nature-filled. Salt-lined windows. And your mattress is filled with sacred earth and lavender.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “You rest well in your room because I figured out what Mama Lauren used in your mattress at home,” Jesse explained as if I was the one who was utterly sans clues. He wasn’t magic, but he’d trailed behind my mother at my side often enough that I wasn’t able to be shocked that he’d figured out what she’d stuffed in my mattress.

      I gaped at him, though. “How did you get the soil?”

      “It’s harder to get that much stealthily these days, so I was bringing it back a satchel at time, but…I know a guy. He brought a pickup bed full, and I carried it upstairs.” He held out a glass of straight vodka. “And little by little I add it to your mattress at your apartment, too.”

      The buzzer downstairs saved me from needing to reply. A quick look at the street cam revealed the local Con Crew standing at the rolldown. Jesse pushed a few buttons on his remote. It had codes for every door, window, rolldown, as well as for the security boxes for books in the shop.

      I snagged the bottle of vodka from Jesse’s kitchen counter and one of my holsters. Then we went down to welcome them into the store.

      Unlike the night before, I hung back from the front of the shop. The first few hours of daylight had started to make me queasy over the last year or so. It wasn’t impossible to handle, but I saw no need to get too close to the door and that disgusting brightness.

      I slid my sunglasses on and leaned into the doorway.

      “Hang-over again, Gen?” one of the guys teased.

      I lifted the bottle of vodka. “Still drinking.”

      If I wanted to actually get a buzz, I’d drink one of those fruity drinks with a slice or two of citrus or cherries in it. Or eat the grapes Jesse was noshing on like they were a breakfast food.

      “Don’t see any point in being sober when the dead guy is properly dead,” I added. “He can’t hurt me now. So, l’chaim!”

      “Is that a spell?”

      “No, man. It’s Hebrew,” the second member of the Con Crew, Gary, said lightly. “Gen’s a Jewish witch.”

      “A . . . what?”

      “My Jewish mother found Pan or Gaia or something, so she raised me both. It makes for complicated holidays,” I said cheerily. “Also, L’chaim means ‘to life.’”

      “To life, kid.” Gary echoed. Then he shook his head and looked at the blue-tarped body with its duct tape seal. “That our corpse?”

      I nodded.

      “If you keep putting tarps down before you kill them, Gen, they look premeditated.” Gary said.

      “Jesse was about to dust the fans.” I pointed up at the gently spinning, dust-free fans. “Don’t want to get dirt on the books, do we?”

      Gary and the other guy whose name I hadn’t learned yet both looked at me and sighed.  Then Gary asked, “You think you have your magicked-up bullets and that’s enough?”

      “Nah, I think I’m a witch with a few sharp swords,” I said. “No law against killing draugr.”

      “That all you kill?”

      I shrugged. “If I find something or someone trying to hurt innocents while I’m strolling home from the bar, I’m going to do my civic duty.”

      Gary looked at Jesse, who was staying silent.

      At that, Gary shook his head. “Not your responsibility to save the city, Gen.”

      I shrugged. I kind of felt like it was. I had gifts. If I didn’t find some way to use them, wasn’t I as bad as a monster? I slid one of my swords out. “Steel and silver.” I tilted it so the shop lights bounced off it. “With spells embedded in the silver. And you know what my rounds do to a draugr.”

      Gary sighed again. “Try not to die, kid, okay? I know you’ve been lucky, but you aren’t always going to be fast enough.”

      I nodded because I did try not to lie more than necessary. Omitting details was a lot easier than outright lying. I mean, I could lie. I just felt guilt when I did it, so I tried to keep my lies to a minimum. Killing, on the other hand, didn’t bother me at all.

      I didn’t know what that meant about me. I thought about it a lot, and I guess I was coping by living a blend of my mother’s faith and my own Jewish leanings. In both cases, there was an idea that we were here to make the world a better place. Nothing wrong with other faiths, but those that focused on a hell or heaven as a motivator weren’t a good match for me. I wasn’t likely to ever be able to knock on any extra-worldly doors, and even if I could, I didn’t really dig the notion that my choices ought to be guided by carrots or sticks.

      I might not know why an abomination like me existed, but I figured there was a Plan. I just needed to try to make the best of it. Be a force of good in the world. Silly, maybe, but that was my goal.

      Not like I was so arrogant to think I was a soldier for some higher being, no great mission or role for me. But I was here, and I had skills, so I used them. The way I used them was often brutal, like Torah and Christian Old Testament brutal, but to suggest only forgiveness in the face of hate or murderous intent was a stance that was not for me. I preferred an old-fashioned sword to the throat or heart most days. When that wasn’t viable, I went for my modified rounds and a reliable pistol.

      I killed more monsters with bloody, cold violence than magic—although I let the New Orleans Police Department think otherwise.

      My magic was earth-based. My rounds worked because they healed, and the life of it was incompatible with draugr. It was also why the dead woke after my magic flashed out. It was why they regrew their flesh and followed me like puppies needing a home. Somehow, I was born of magic and death, but my magic was life giving.

      No one asked a lot of questions, though, so I kept that tidbit to myself. I was what I was, and I trusted that I was working to make the world a better place. It let me sleep well most nights.

      Today, Jesse stayed at my side as we watched them tote the tarp-wrapped draugr into their wagon. There was one other there, but it was rare to see more than a couple of them sent off to the incinerator. Once they were bagged, tagged, and delivered, the Con Crew would toss them in the re-purposed cremation facility, and then once a day, all the ashes would be mixed with sacred soil and scattered in a field designated for that purpose.

      The paranoia about the regenerative skills of their sort led to a lot of safeguards.

      And I understood it. The wrong sort of bullets did little damage, but figuring out the right way to injure them required a captive draugr —or someone foolish enough to test new rounds on the street.

      “Gary,” I called out, carefully avoiding going too far into the sunlight. It didn’t injure me. I just disliked the headaches that it left behind. I beckoned him over.

      Then, stealthily, I held out a few of my newest high caliber rounds.  “Just keep these in your back-up gun in case one of them isn’t all the way dead.”

      Gary looked at me, scowled. “My paycheck doesn’t come close to covering those.”

      “Then it’s your gift for not asking a lot of questions,” I said casually. After so many pick-ups lately, I’d seen Gary more than most of my friends that month. “And . . .  if there are any rogue draugr that you hear about, I’d like a call.”

      He looked at me in what I supposed was meant to be a fatherly way. I hadn’t had that experience from my actual father, who was more interested in discussing my abnormalities and breeding me with a few of his kind to see what we could “add” to my theoretical offspring.

      “Try to stay alive,” Gary murmured, but he took the proffered rounds in his hand.

      It was as close to agreeing to my terms as I could hope. “You, too,” I said. “I wouldn’t like it if you died.”

      The police in New Orleans were peculiar. It took a special sort of person to want to work here.  We had a higher population of dead things than anywhere else in the nation. I couldn’t fathom what drove most men and women to come here seeking work. I was here because there were no other options, but many of the police officers chose it. They got signing bonuses, and the pay was incredible, but it was a gamble. The mortality rate was high. Every time I saw them, it was always a chance it would be the last time.

      Gary and his newest partner left, and I hoped they’d still be living next time I called for a pick-up. They might not consider my job the same as theirs if they knew about it, but I felt like we were connected.

      Jesse closed the door and locked it. The store wouldn’t open for another hour or so.  Most everyone in the city started their work day not long after the sunrise. Come dusk, the sidewalk might as well be rolled up and tucked away.

      “I’m going to grab a mop, and—”

      “I’m out.” I flashed him a grin and kissed his cheek. Then I went upstairs to grab one of my books, my bag, and a pair of the special-order dark glasses I had stashed here. Getting home before I had to face the midday sun would decrease my odds of another migraine. It was go now or stay until afternoon.

      When I came downstairs, Jesse had a mop and bucket in hand. There was no ooze from the death. His floor was fine, but I understood the impulse. Cleaning up after a murder seemed reasonable.

      “You could stay and watch me clean,” Jesse said in that light voice he adopted more and more with me. It made me feel like I suspected a feral cat would, intrigued but not exactly eager to chance it.

      “Nope. I’m going over a few job things. The last dead guy was injected. His son thinks it was what killed him.”

      Jesse stuffed the mop into the bucket and watched me. “I don’t like how Eli looks at you, but if something’s weird out there . . . well, weirder than normal, I’m glad you’re taking him with you.”

      “Eli’s not bad,” I pointed out.

      “He wants to get my little sister naked. It’s my sibling right to want to punch him.” Jesse grinned.

      “Little sister?”

      “Two months, Gen. My birthday is a full two months before yours. It counts.”

      “Whatever.” I grabbed the vodka and took another drink. “Thanks for breakfast, Jesse.”

      Then I slipped my glasses on and headed out the door. Tomorrow, I would get back my phone and start to see what I had to do and where I was going next.

      Today, though, I was going to visit my mother. I wasn’t going to tell Jesse in case he decided to tag along, but I needed maternal insight on what was wrong with my magic. If anyone in the world had theories about my fucked-up biology, it would be Mama Lauren.
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      I walked to the bus depot and boarded one of the three buses headed across Lake Pontchartrain over to what we now called the “Outs.” The driver, a man with plenty of tattoos and a few wrinkles, had a shotgun jutting out the left window. It was mounted in what appeared to be a homemade rig that would give steadiness and wide range to shoot anything on the left of the bus. Soldered to the driver’s chair on the right was a holster. Stepping onto the bus meant the pistol was eye-level to each passenger. The driver’s hand rested on the butt of the gun. If anything unwelcome entered the bus door, he could stop it—or at least stall it. I suppose it depended on what was loaded in the chambers of the revolver.

      Most busses weren’t driven by folks who were so public with their weapons. I paused and gestured at the guns. “Expecting problems?”

      “Not lately, but I do like to take precautions.” He motioned to my weapons belt. A short sword and gun hung on either side of my hips. He asked, “You? Running from or toward trouble?”

      “Neither. Just prepared if trouble crosses my path.”

      We exchanged nods, and I walked to the back of the bus, glad I was early enough to avoid walking through a crowded bus with weapons visible. Sometimes people got nervous at the sight of me. I blamed it on my weapons, but Jesse argued that I simply don’t smile enough.

      Several busses crossed the ghost zone on day trips to the outskirts every morning around dawn. They started bringing people back mid-afternoon. Despite the inherent appeal of nature, no one stayed out of New Orleans after dusk. There was no sheriff, no police, and the few souls who lived in the Outs were mostly unpredictable.

      Jesse and I grew up in the Outs, so I was at ease there—despite the “Wild West” attitude that prevailed in the Outs. It was home, and weird as fuck or boring as watching paint dry, home was always special in some way. I grinned at the thought of being barefoot in a field in a few short hours.

      The bus crossed through the city walls into the ghost zone. It was the first casualty of the draugr reveal.  A few people dismembered at a park-and-ride lot made international news. Draugr had existed for centuries, but for reasons no one knew, one random Thursday a bunch of violent newly-infected dead folks started attacking across the country. People moved in mass exodus to cities, and a lot of cities had found ways to be completely draugr free.

      Blood tests. Wealth. And a shit ton of laws. Those cities weren’t for me—and to be completely honest, even if my blood was pure, I wouldn’t trade my weapons for such an existence. Walls were made to go over or under, and the idea of total trust in any faceless governing body made me cringe.

      Others had vacated entire towns.  Either way, the suburbs were completely emptied in mere weeks. Too widespread to wall and too filled with anxiety to stay. Every city had a ghost zone now—and draugr claimed whichever vacant houses they wanted.

      People watched out closed windows anxiously. A few draugr watched the bus from the shaded porches of stolen houses. And I tried not to shudder at the feeling of so very many dead things gathered near.

      The more miles between New Orleans and the lake, the more open it was. Windows opened, and the unmistakable scents of nature filled the bus. Trees, soil, and flowers. It was a kind of dizzying perfume that cities couldn’t offer. Beyond the ghost zone was the Outs—where I had been born and raised.

      The few people who lived here now held as much land as they wanted, but it wasn’t part of a town or city. No utility services. No sheriff. No law. To live in the Outs meant you handled your own law. If not for my allure to the dead, I’d prefer being outside society. Solar or wind power, well water, your own self-defense. In this, I was my mother’s daughter. I saw the appeal in that sort of life.

      Mama Lauren was handy with a gun, and now she had roll-downs for every window, door, chicken coop, and greenhouse on her farm. Some of those were added after she had me. The first time she found a cluster of draugr napping in the barn and one under her chicken coop, she added more roll-downs.

      The roads became dirt and gravel about ten miles outside New Orleans, and the street lights were replaced by trees. Now that we’d passed the ghost zone, nature was all there was. The murmurs of the others on the bus grew louder. Families brought their children out here, and seniors went to sit on benches at the lake or walk along the short trails there. During the day, it was perfect. Draugr weren’t all trapped by sunlight, but the newly-infected ravenous ones were.

      The bus pulled in with a rattle and whoosh.

      The driver repeated the same announcement that all the bus drivers made each day: “First bus back will be here at 4PM. Last bus thirty minutes before dusk.”

      The busses were consistent in their schedule. They made sure to count each passenger to be sure no one was left behind in the dark. For the most part, that was for the best. I waited until everyone else was gone before I stood and walked to the front of the bus.

      “I won’t be on any of the return busses tonight.”

      “Miss, you can’t stay out here. I see you’re armed but—” He stared at me in the way of those who think they’re dealing with the very stupid or very depressed. He wasn’t sure which. “There are things out there."

      “Draugr. I know, but—”

      “Let me take you back. It’s suicide to go out there in the dark.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” I explained.

      And he very obviously took my words wrong. His face slid toward a kindness that made me hope he was quick enough to keep himself safe. Good people made me hope that for them.

      “There are other choices,” he said as he reached out a wrinkled hand. “Whatever happened. Whatever brought you to this. Remember: Bleak days pass.”

      I had a momentary urge to hug him, but instead I accepted his outstretched hand. “I’m not suicidal. I’m a witch, and my mother lives out there. I’ll be back tomorrow. Tonight, I’ll be tucked in with gross tea and steel roll-downs.”

      When I lifted my chin in the direction of home, the man stared at me with a new understanding. “You’re Lauren’s baby girl?”

      I nodded.

      He laughed. “That explains everything. That woman’s as stubborn as a herd of mules.”

      “And I am my mother’s daughter,” I said lightly.

      “Get there before dusk at least.” He waited until I nodded again and then sighed in a way that said that he had met my mother more than once. “Tell her Bud sends regards.”

      Then he waved me off.

      I couldn’t flow with Bud watching me, so I walked at a brisk pace until I was hidden by the copse of trees that grew thick and strong without humans interfering. People enjoyed short trips to nature, but by and large, they weren’t comfortable too long outside the walls of cities. Nature was rebounding without the litter and greed of humanity. If I slowed, I knew there were wolves, foxes, birds, and any number of prey animals in the thick undergrowth of the forest. As a child, I’d taken glee in playing near them, comforted by the knowledge that my speed and magic would prevent the larger ones from eating me.

      It was not nature that scared me. The unnatural draugr and the fearful man, those frightened me. Nature made sense.

      As I started to flow toward my mother’s house, I knew that her magic was why I felt such trust in nature. She’d given me a gift, a regard for life and all the slithering, crawling, running, flying, or swimming things in it.

      I recognized that gift, but my relationship with my mother was still strained. Not on her side, mind you. My mother, bless her sweet heart, was fairly sure I was goddess-sent or G-d-sent, depending on which faith she was leaning into that week. Mama Lauren was raised Jewish, discovered paganism, and honestly, argued convincingly that the two faiths worked remarkably well together on a lot of practical matters. Vegan witch wasn’t much different than kosher Jew. Some of the ethos fused well, too: make the world a better place and “harm none.” In some ways, it made for an idyllic childhood.

      My mother stood in a garden in front of the tidy little A-frame house where I grew up. When I came home, I could forget that I’d ever left. Home was a constant, my mother surrounded by plants or herbs or brewing something while she danced through the house. As usual her hair, barely gray still, was tied up in the sort of untidy knot that looked somehow elegant. I could’ve been any age from two until now, and my mother still wore the same basic thing: tall boots, dress, and a pair of pistols holstered at her hips. She was all about life and love, but she was aware of the world, too. Her hand went to the butt of one of those guns at the same time as she lifted her head. If I was a human meaning her harm, I’d be dead before I reached her.

      When she saw it was me, her hand dropped away from her gun. “Genny! What a lovely surprise!”

      It wasn’t just her voice that filled with joy. My mother lit up at the sight of me, arms open for an embrace, and I couldn’t refuse. Honestly, I don’t go broadcasting it because I fear someone using her to hurt me, but I always felt like pleasing my mother was my life’s mission. Sometimes, I thought that was part of the strain between us: Mama Lauren never quite saw me as I was.

      To her, I was a miracle, a gift, a mission, and I just wanted to be a girl.

      “The cards said you’d visit, but I wasn’t expecting you so soon,” Mama Lauren said in a tone that felt like reproach. “You could have let me know.”

      I stepped away, but let her take my hand in hers. “You don’t have a phone. How was I to let you know?”

      My mother let out a pulse of magic that I felt like a sizzle on my skin. She said nothing, though. She’d answered my question. I could have sent a message. We were both witches.

      “I don’t exactly like broadcasting where I am or where you are.”

      She gave me a look that used to send me cringing in fear.

      “Fine. I suppose I could’ve sent a message when I was on the bus,” I murmured.

      She made a hmm noise and smiled. It wasn’t simply that she used her non-answers like weapons. My mother was an artist at emoting. She embraced a school of thought that basically said that illness comes from repressed emotion. And yes, it was just about as anxiety-inducing in childhood as it sounded. Every feeling, every possible emotion, was to be shared.

      “I worry,” she said, as if that was news.

      “I know.” I let her tug me to her patio where there was a table with a pot of tea, a bottle of homemade moonshine, and two sturdy teacups.

      She released my hand and looked me over, cataloguing things I didn’t need to know. I squirmed as she brushed my hair back and stared at my face. I stayed still, though, when she put her fingers under my eyes and tugged so she could examine my eyes more closely.

      When she smoothed her hands over my temples and jaw, I asked, “Any wrinkles yet?”

      She frowned and swatted my arm. “Don’t be cheeky. Your iron is low.”

      I winced. My mother had any number of herbal drinks that she’d concocted over the years to try to offset my peculiar diet. Sometimes I’d rather be low on multiple things than be forced to drink a cup of whatever gritty sludge fixed my daily deficiencies.

      “I’ll eat later, and grab a few vitamins, too.”

      She made the same hmm noise and gestured for me to sit. Dutifully, I did, and my mother went over to a raised garden bed and pulled out a tuber that looked like the beet’s uglier cousin. A sharp knife from her pocket, and she sliced the root into slivers that she dropped into a tea cup.

      Then she topped it off with a spoonful of what looked like sugar and a splash of moonshine. “Drink.”

      I sighed and accepted the cup of dirty root and homemade booze. There was no sense arguing with her. I could be a hundred, and she’d still be mixing up things that most mothers wouldn’t give a child but know damn well that it was precisely what my weird body required. She could read me with the same ease she had with the soil in her various gardens. Sometimes, I suspect the truth was that she parented the plants or maybe gardened me. To her, it was one and the same. Who’s to say she was wrong?

      It was salt, not sugar, in my cup. Salt, dirt, root, and booze. It was weird, but her concoctions always were. The damned gritty root cocktail was making me feel better already. I lifted the cup and said, “It’s helping.”

      “Well, of course it is.” She patted my arm. “Don’t forget salt, child. You’re low.”

      We sat and enjoyed the afternoon sun, chatting and drinking moonshine, and I felt a lot of my stress slip away. There was a lot of my life I questioned, but no matter what went wrong or right or somewhere in between, I always knew I was loved and accepted unconditionally. Some days, that was everything.

      Other days, it was a pressure, a weight I didn’t want. I had fear that my very soul was tied to her, and if I were injured it would break her—but we had agreed not to discuss that. She’d made sacrifices to have me, and I couldn’t get an answer as to how deep the costs were.

      “Jesse okay?” she asked after we’d relaxed long enough for her patience to wear thin.

      “He is.”

      “The girls?”

      “Good, too.”

      “Work?” Her tone was identical to the first questions, but I saw her hands tighten around her cup.

      “It’s good, Mama.” I reached out and took her hand. “I’m safe. Careful. I have Eli helping, too.”

      I didn’t feel compelled to mention that I’d rejected Eli’s help for months, or that it was just recently that I gave in. There were things best not said, and any version of what she’d hear as “I’ve been being reckless” was always on that list. In this, Sera and my mother saw eye-to-eye.

      “Eli? The bartender?”

      “Bar owner,” I corrected. “He’s strong.”

      My mother nodded, and I would typically leave it at that, but I couldn’t ask more if I didn’t come clean. She was the only person other than Eli who knew of otherworldly things. Witches weren’t exactly common, and everyone said that the true fae were all tucked away in Elphame.

      “He’s half-fae,” I whispered.

      Mama Lauren made that humming noise in her throat. “He is?”

      I nodded. “I’ve needed him to help because . . . my magic is off.”

      My mother leaned back in her seat and smiled at me with the same look that she gave her prize vegetable or moonshine. “Well, then. It’s about time! Eli explains why your magic is off, doesn’t it?”

      “Eli’s ancestry?”

      “No, dear. The feelings you have for him.” She walked over to a short citrus tree, plucked a hybrid fruit of some sort.  She stood staring at the fields and holding this bright pink thing that was lime-sized. Her back was to me, and I felt that she’d just used some sort of magic.

      “Mama?”

      She tossed the remains of her tea into the garden and refilled both of our glasses with moonshine. She looked at me. “I’m guessing you’re feeling erratic? Magic surges? Waking up corpses by accident?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mmm.” Mama Lauren tore the rind off the fruit and squeezed the pulp into my glass of liquor. “This calls for being a little tipsy.” Then she lifted hers and said, “To secrets unveiled. Goddess have mercy.”

      I drained my glass, and she did the same.

      “Baby girl, you’re going to be upset with me, but” —she looked away for a moment, cleared her throat, and met my gaze again as she announced—“hear me out. I made a bargain. It was the only way to keep you safe when you were younger.”

      I refilled my glass and dropped the rest of the weird pink fruit into it. “What sort of bargain?”

      “I tamped your magic down until you found a real partner,” she said shakily, not looking at me as she spoke. “I meant to tell you, and eventually, I would have. You know that . . . but you said you weren’t dating. I ask Jesse’s parents every time I see them. I used to think it would be him, you know? Close as you two were? I was afraid I’d done all that only to have you find your intended as a teenager. Most people never find their perfect mate, Gen.”

      “My perfect . . . Eli?” I was careful as I explained, “We’re friends.”

      She smiled.

      And I laughed. Despite the sheer exhaustion of my mother’s overprotectiveness, I could still laugh at the idea of Eli and I as perfect mates. We were something, but perfect? I could never give him what he’d need.  I wasn’t that person. I never would be.

      The thought, though, of having Eli in a permanent way did weird things to my heart.

      I looked at my mother and explained, “We might be compatible in bed—although I don’t know because I haven’t gone there—but he’s half-fae, Mama. He’ll want children. He has to have at least one child of his blood.”

      “You might be able—”

      “Not happening,” I said coldly. “Whatever perversion of nature I am, I’m not passing it on to a baby, and he isn’t going to violate his people’s law for me. That’s not fair.”

      “Geneviève!” My mother had tears in her eyes now.

      But I was not going to console her. Not now. I stood and stepped away to prevent myself from hugging her. “What were the exact terms of the bargain, Mama?”

      “‘Your beacon to the grave would be tamped down. Your draugr traits tamped down. Until you met a true partner, loyal and able to stand at your side. So mote it be.’” She spoke the words like a recitation.

      “That’s not romantic in wording!” I turned and hugged her. “Eli is my business partner. Your wording left room for interpretation. He’s safe.”

      “Geneviève . . .”

      “This is fine.” I kissed her head. “So, it’s just a learning curve, right? Like puberty.” I thought about all the corpses I summoned my first few periods and winced. “Hopefully, not quite like that! But I get more juice since I have a business partner.”

      Now that I knew the words she’d used, I felt relieved. I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell Eli, but I suppose I probably needed to. He was the one who’d had to deal with my come-here-dead-things pulse the other night—and my temper being touchier. He deserved to know about this. Well, parts of it. He didn’t need to know that for just a moment the thought that the decision was out of my hands made me practically quake with a twisted mess of fear and desire and hope. If we were bound, I’d have to face whatever this was. We weren’t, though. Partners.

      “Geneviève, honey.” Mama Lauren pulled me close and put her hands on my face. “That bargain was intended to be about being loved, about you not being alone once I die. I asked for your bashert, your soulmate.”

      “Those weren’t the exact words of the bargain, though, and faery bargains are notoriously unreliable. You were had. You might have been seeking my destiny, but Eli is my business partner. I used that word, and this is the result,” I insisted, shoving the thought of being loved by Eli far away. I gave Mama Lauren a tight smile and said, “I’m going to enjoy the farm before sunset.”

      “Geneviève?”

      I paused and looked at her, half-daring her to argue, but she just sighed and said, “I’ll freshen your room. Stay away from the bayou.”

      And I went to ramble the fields where I’d grown up. I could roam, and with my speed, I’d be at the water. Sometimes, when I was a little girl, my mother allowed it. It made her nervous, despite my best intentions. If I would flow, she couldn’t keep up.

      It hit me that this was what I was with bindings. I wasn’t going to think about what it would mean to be unbound. I wasn’t going to think about bad faery bargains. I’d called Eli my partner more than once. The bargain was worded as “partner,” and that was that.

      The alternative, the thought that she could trap him with her bargain and I could cost him his heritage, filled me with sorrow. And in my deepest of hearts, I could admit that there was a fear that if I had the chance to be fully loved by Eli I’d be destroyed by losing it—and I would have to lose it. People near me were at risk. Even my friends were kept at a distance. What if I lost control? What if my ancestry changed me little-by-little? What if I couldn’t stop from summoning the dead? I was too dangerous to love, and caring about Eli—which I could admit to—meant making sure he didn’t get too close to me.  My mother had the right of it living alone. I followed her example these days. No roommates. No permanent relationships. Limit time with loved ones, including my own mother. There was no way to know what I would evolve into, but I had a pretty good idea that it wasn’t going to be cute and cuddly.

      I kicked off my shoes and stepped into the grassy soil that nourished me. Coming home wasn’t easy, but it had perks. Rich soil and open space, fresh moonshine and Mama Lauren, I wished briefly that I could stay. I supposed it was hiding, but I preferred to think of it as a retreat. Strategic withdrawal. Returning home.

      I was stronger, and maybe there was a way to stay here now.

      Tonight, I was going to enjoy a little country peace. If I was wrong about the bargain, I’d burn that bridge when I got there. And if all else failed, I knew a faery. Maybe I could make a new bargain to bind my cursed traits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I felt refreshed and optimistic. My mother’s tinctures and teas—and the secret she spilled—made me feel better than I had in months. My magic being erratic was temporary. Hell, maybe once the dust settled, I’d be stronger and surer.

      By early afternoon, I felt positively energized.

      “You understand why I did it, then?” Mama Lauren asked again. “You were just so young, and I was hiding you. They started showing up when you weren’t even teething yet, and I was a single mother and . . . scared.”

      There was no way this conversation was going to good places. She was a single mother to an aberration by her own choice. She took fertility teas for months and actively tried to conceive me with a draugr. I wasn’t a miracle baby, an oops, or even a birth control failure. She chose me.

      “I don’t blame you for binding me,” I said. I kept the list of things I did blame her for to myself. We both knew it was there just under the surface.

      “No child has been as wanted as you were, Geneviève.” My mother stared at me, and there was no way to deny the sheer love in her expression. She had wanted me enough to break the laws of nature. There was power in her that few people realized. She had done the impossible.

      I knew, though. She was a terrifying woman, a powerful witch, and a devoted mother. I would rather face a field of angry corpses than my mother when she was angry. I still asked the detail she’d pointedly ignored addressing: “What did you give in exchange?”

      “It doesn’t matter, Geneviève.” She waved her hand as if she could physically ward off my words. She could, but to get her anger to the point of silencing my voice was a thing I hadn’t managed since killing the corpse that fathered me—and intended to use me like breeding stock whether I agreed to it or not.

      I shoved that thought back into the recesses of my mind to address more pressing issues. “So . . . the fee was huge then?”

      “Geneviève!” Mama Lauren looked at me and sighed. “It’s a favor for a faery called Doran. That’s all.”

      “To do what?”

      “Whatever is asked of me,” she said quietly. “No restrictions.”

      I took several deep breaths. Then I repeated the process. I folded my arms over my chest. And in the calmest voice I could summon, which admittedly was like angry bean sidhe on a bender, I asked, “To clarify, you gave an open-ended vow for an unspecified favor to a faery?”

      “Yes.” My mother tilted her chin up and stared at me. “You are my baby, Geneviève. I would carve out my heart for you if that was what it took to protect you. Those corpses and the draugr, they were everywhere. Like maggots on rot. And they weren’t like your father. They were terrifying.”

      I closed my eyes. “We will not discuss him. You agreed.”

      “Fine!” Mama Lauren touched my face. “You are my world though, Geneviève. Surely you understand. When you’re a mother, you’ll—"

      “Please. Don’t.” My voice cracked. “If you are contacted, you tell them to find me. Whatever faery it is, I need to be present. I want you to be safe. Agree to that, and . . . and I’ll forgive you.”

      “You have my word,” my mother said softly.

      I nodded. Her madness over motherhood wasn’t a thing I understood. Maybe it was a Jewish thing, or a pagan one. Both faiths uphold maternity as nearly holy. Maybe it was just her. Some women felt the call to mother as if it was their divine function. Whatever it was, the one and only thing she ever wanted out of this lifetime was to be a mom. She insisted everyone call her Mama Lauren. Not just me. It was her identity.

      And me? I never wanted children. All I could think of was passing my own wrongness on. And I suppose it didn’t help that the dead man who helped her in her quest for motherhood wanted to use me as an incubator for draugr reproduction. To me, motherhood was a trap, and to her it was a gift. We would not agree on this.

      “I’m heading out.” I pretended not to see the heartbreak on her face, but I still hugged her tighter than any human could do and reminded her, “No mother has been as loving as mine, and I am the luckiest child to have you as a mom. I know that.”

      She sniffled. “I love you.”

      “I know.” I kissed her on both cheeks and her nose. “I love you, too. If you hear anything, let me know? Something is wrong with the rise in new draugr.”

      Mama Lauren nodded. She might not always make sense to me, but when it came to lending a hand—or a spell—I could count on her. No human could gather information from the otherworldly quite like a witch. A draugr was previously-human. A faery only looked human. Witches were both human and otherworldly.

      And then I let myself flow back to the park to catch the first bus back to New Orleans. I felt better physically, and I had a few answers, but I had new questions, too.

      Tonight, I’d see my friends. Tomorrow, I’d meet Tres. And in the middle, I’d pretend not to know secrets I ought to share with Eli.
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        * * *

      

      Until recently, finding steady work had been harder than I’d like. Then, in the last two months, I had more removal jobs than time to do them. Part of me wondered why. Draugr weren’t keen on creating an excess of mouths to feed on the population. They’d kept themselves a secret for centuries, so they were well-aware of how many of their kind they could feed and hide.

      So why was there a bump in newly-infected draugr? Had one of them freed Marie Chevalier? And who injected Chaddock? Was the woman with the syringe there because of Marie? Had Marie been injected, too? Why?

      The injections mentioned by Tres certainly set off alarms, but he was one man with one theory. Alvin Chaddock could have been getting injections for pain medicine or vitamins. I had no reason to believe that there was a conspiracy or that the injection was tied to his death or the increase in beheadings I had to do. And sure, Chaddock was weirdly alert, and he’d seemed strong—but I was tired and my magic was wonky. Three days of rest and one night in the relaxing bed at Jesse’s flat had calmed my worries. The visit to the Outs had me feeling like I was invincible.

      The need to help Tres pressed at the back of my mind, and I decided to reach out to the police. Subtly. The fucking lectures Gary had already given me were my ceiling for well-intentioned worry. And I wasn’t about to hang out an old-school detective shingle.  I was making a few calls. Asking Mama Lauren. Monitoring obits. But I was still me—just a woman with weapons and the skill to use them.

      Tonight, though, I was ready to relax with my friends—and get my phone back from Eli. Maybe I’d call Tres to follow up and see if he’d learned anything. There was no reason to wait until lunch tomorrow. We could meet later tonight. I could see what he’d learned and—

      I paused. My desire to help Tres felt like more than guilt. I wasn’t sure why, but the list of things that made no sense was growing too long.

      “Fucksicles.”

      Having my magic untethered was making me off kilter in way too many ways. I needed stability, and that meant seeing my friends. I could sort out the rest later.First, I’d drink and see friends at Eli’s bar. I needed friendship and liquor, and I thought they needed to see me, too. Both Christy and Sera were worrying in their own ways, and I felt guilty for not talking to them about my magic being weird—and about my feelings for Eli. I just tried to limit what I told them about my job. No sense making their stress levels higher.

      I’d delayed later than I should’ve, stayed inside out of the glaring sun, and now I was scurrying through the streets at a pace just shy of flowing.  Sometimes, I would call myself careful. Tonight wasn’t such a time. I could feel tendrils of energy, a sort of low hum that told me draugr were near.  The warehouse district was two blocks away, and somewhere there was a group of dead things. They felt like gaps in the world, pockets of vacancy. I couldn’t feel just one with pinpoint accuracy, but if several were together, I sensed it much as hearing sirens or smelling cigars.

      The sirens lifted and fell like a strange song. Voices rose in anger, in greetings, in excitement. And things that skittered on paws and claws ran nearby. My mind sorted through the sounds faster than I registered most of them.

      And with my internal sundial, I realized how close to careless I was tonight. Put me in a windowless room, and I’d still know. Sunset was in three minutes.

      Three g’damn minutes.

      I slammed open the doors to Bill’s like I was running from a pride of hungry lions.

      “Slow down,” Eli grumbled as his hand stopped one of the doors from contact with his face.

      “Life’s short,” I said drolly.

      “We’re all going to die, cupcake,” he said. “I’d rather not die because you kill me with my own door.”

      I grinned. “No murder, bonbon. Just trying to make your perfect face match your flawed personality.”

      He made a noise that wasn’t quite a laugh. Honestly, we both knew I wouldn’t want to kill him, most days. Maybe I liked Eli because he wasn’t going to die of natural causes. Fae creatures lived longer than most draugr. I wasn’t sure if I was going to live longer than a human, but if I did, it would be nice to have a few familiar faces.

      Perfect partner, a little voice whispered. It sounded like Mama Lauren, but it was my own neurosis, not her magic. I needed to tell him—maybe ask about Doran, too.

      I wasn’t about to discuss it here, though. Tonight, I wanted to pretend I was plain old run of the mill human. Witches were human, and humans died. I’d be gone long before a faery.

      “Afraid of the dark?” Eli asked as he looked into the dusk behind me before pushing the door shut, as if it would trap the bad things outside. “Or something in it tonight?”

      “Sometimes. Or maybe how much I enjoy what I do in it.”

      “Your job doesn’t define you, Geneviève,” Eli said quietly. “You hunt in the dark, but you are not dark.”

      I laughed in a combination of relief and amusement. I loved that Eli called what I did “hunting.” I leaned in and said, “I kill in the dark. It’s very different than mere hunting.”

      “And you are radiant as you do so,” he said, unperturbed by my words.

      “I am not.”

      He pressed his lips together as if trapping words from escaping again. He did that more and more. Silently, he opened a box on the table and handed me my phone.

      I looked at it. Four messages from Tres.

      Eli’s disapproval was beyond obvious. “His messaging feels more obsessive than normal.”

      “He’s grieving. People do that differently.”

      “Send me a bottle?” I asked in a flirtier tone than I should have, pointedly shoving the phone in my back pocket. Eli had read the texts, and that meant I didn’t need to read them just now. Tonight was a night out with friends—and maybe a little careful flirting with Eli.

      I cleared my throat. “Join us for a drink later?”

      “Of course, my dear meringue.”

      “Good.” I paused before adding, “I like being around you.”

      “I know.” He gave me a wicked smile. Then he passed by me closer than comfortable and whispered, “Sunglasses.”

      I pulled my shades off, and winced at the loss of detail that followed.  But as I left him there, I was smiling. I liked us this way. Easy. Light. We simply weren’t suited for long conversations right now. Perhaps we never would be.

      Perfect partner, my ass. We’d be a disaster.

      Eli motioned to the bartender as I scanned the room, looking for my two closest female friends.  Honestly, I was suspicious of the sort of women who lacked good female friends.  Mine were people I’d easily kill for or die to protect. Hell, I’d even sit through pedicures for them, and that was a lot less fun to me than killing.

      The bar was dim in the way of my preferred bars. I saw better in the dark, and if I had my way, the only kind of place I’d be in would be dark rooms, darker rooms, and carefully chosen areas on nights with a New Moon.  Those were a sort of perfection that I wished I could enjoy without being aware of what else was in the dark with me. The world took on a kind of clarity that only happened when the sky was perfectly dark.

      In the darkest corner of the bar, I saw Christy and Sera beside a pool table. Several old men watched them. I wasn’t sure if it was because Christy was running the table or because she was bent low and wearing a shirt with a lot of cleavage. She had several degrees in esoteric shit, but research didn’t pay the way her pool hustling could.

      Consciously slowing myself, I slid between tables and waitresses, bodies and beers.  Sera sighed in relief at the sight of me.

      “Thought you weren’t going to make it,” she said as she stood and hugged me.

      Christy’s gaze lifted from the table, assessed me, and that was that. We didn’t talk when she was earning the rent, and goddess love ’em, tourist after tourist bought her sweet and fumbling act most nights. She was adept at a lot of things, but an affinity for physics meant that she steered pool balls like she had a magic wand instead of a pool cue.

      I settled in at a table to watch.

      “Dinner.” Sera slid a glass of whisky, neat, toward me. Not a dram. Not some terrible “water added” nonsense. A generous tumbler of booze.

      I put my hand on my heart and said, “I love you best in the whole world.”

      “As you should.” Sera slid a plate of greasy, onion-and-bacon-coated fries toward me.

      I did eat. Solid food, too, just like a regular person. Okay, mostly like a regular person.

      “Bless you,” I said.

      Sera and I watched Christy fleece the fool who agreed to play against her. The old men in the corner chortled and high-fived her. I swear I hadn’t figured out yet if they were more entertained by watching her because she was such a curvy girl or because they were in on the secret. Either way, she paused to talk to them as she folded her cash and tucked it into her cleavage.

      “Where were you the last two nights?” Sera asked.

      I shrugged. “Work?”

      “I heard from a friend at the station,” she pronounced, as if she’d caught me in a lie. “Jesse’s place?”

      “Still work.”

      “Both nights?”

      “Outs last night,” I whispered. “Needed to see Mama Lauren.”

      Sera looked ready to say something more, but Eli paused at our table with a bottle just then.  I knew not to remark on the fact that he delivered it himself.  Everything with the damn fae had meanings, ritual in old ways that I was still trying to learn.

      “Well, aren’t you sweet?” Sera murmured. “Or are you just sweet on Gen?”

      Eli’s mouth curved into a smile, transforming his face in a way that screamed “not human.” It wasn’t exactly a secret, but in that moment, it was glaringly obvious.

      “I don’t believe one could be ‘sweet’ on a creature such as Geneviève.” Eli opened the bottle, cracking the seal in front of me. “In awe? Frightened? Fascinated? I dare say that no other creature in all of New Orleans is quite so rich in contradictions as she is.”

      Christy came over mid-proclamation.

      “House cut,” she said, withdrawing a folded bill from her cleavage. “Left them drinking cash this time too.”

      “Be still my winged heart,” Eli murmured.

      The doors opened without a sound, but I didn’t need sound to tell me what had walked into the building. I felt their tug on my skin, tightening muscles as my body wanted to flow. Like called to like.

      Tonight, though, they were trying to read me. Tendrils of grave magic pounded against my mental shields. I was on my feet without knowing how or when I moved.

      Eli stayed at my side. “Sugar frost, I believe you have a small duty before relaxing. May I assist?”

      Short sword already in hand, I glanced at my friends. “Guard them.”

      “As you wish,” he murmured. Draugr were pleasantly frightened of fae blood until they reached around a century old. By then, they could control themselves. Fae blood looked a lot like liquid silver, and in any dose but a quick sip, it acted like silver, too, leaving the draugr sickened and ravenous all at once. Eli had an innate safety with most of these, but not this one. She was old, and that meant Eli was in need of protection, too.

      And without thinking about the consequences, I let myself flow. In the flicker of a moment, I was at the front of the bar, sword in one hand and gun in the other.
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      “You need to come with us,” the front draugr said. He had the perpetually elongated teeth of an again-walker in his second-decade. It made him harder to understand, but at least he was more articulate than grunts.

      Behind him were three more walking corpses and one who stood drooling around the gag in her mouth. One of the draugr held onto the prisoner, who appeared to be a nice grandmother with a growling and hissing problem.

      The two draugr not guarding a prisoner stood on either side of a woman who was dressed like she’d watched Interview with a Vampire far too often. Added to that was make-up that looked like she was prepping for her own funeral. She was old, though; the sort of old that told me I wasn’t fast enough to shoot her. My bones tingled at the chill she radiated. When she died, there would be no need for a Con Crew pick-up. Dust and air would be all that remained of her.

      And I wasn’t sure I could kill her even if I was prepared, even if I was facing just her.

      My hand was wrapped around the hilt of my single-handed sword, and the blade was resting on my left shoulder. Only the forward edge and a few inches at the curved tip were sharp, so it was more comfortable to rest the blunt edge on my shoulder than hold it aloft. A standard weight sword was only two pounds. Still, I felt better with it in a waiting position—and less silly than standing poised to attack.

      “I’ve been over this with almost a dozen of you.” I sighed and met several dead-eyed stares. “You all need a social media site or newsletter. This is my bar, and anything other than a human has to have my permission to be here.”

      I ignored the technicality that it was Eli’s bar. It was mine only in the sense that I was happy here.

      “We need to talk to you, Geneviève,” the older woman in the center of their clutch said. She was the most articulate monster I’d met, more so than most humans. It still didn’t mean I wanted to chat.

      “I have nothing to say,” I told her.

      “Darius,” the one in front said.

      Maybe because it was my so-called father’s name, or maybe it was because the dead guy reached out. Either way, I brought my sword down reflexively. His hand flopped to the ground, a rotting putrid lump. It looked like week-old meat.

      “Newly infected, aren’t you?” I muttered.

      “Reborn,” the woman said. “He was reborn during your lifetime.”

      “Potato, pa-tah-to.” I didn’t lift my sword or my gun.

      Her gaze was still fixed on me, and I realized that her fangs were retracted. There was nothing but control in her form and face. Her voice was steady, and she gazed upon me with the surety that she had no reason to fear. I’d never met a draugr as old as her. If she wanted to kill everyone in the bar, we would die.

      I still said, “Exit now, or we’ll need to call the body bus.”

      The woman pressed her lips together. She looked around, and I resisted the amateurish impulse to see where her gaze fell. Watch the scary lady. Eli could tell me later what she’d been studying.

      When her attention re-settled on me, she said, “I knew your father, Geneviève.”

      “Cool. That makes one of us.” I pasted a smile on my face.

      Two of the draugr laughed. Lucky me. I was amusing to corpses. It wasn’t exactly a life goal, but to be honest, I wasn’t sure what my goals were. Don’t die? Don’t wake up a walking corpse? It was more of an un-list than a to-do list. I really ought to have a bucket list that contained things other than “don’t kick the bucket.”

      “You’re special, Geneviève,” the dead woman said. “A hy--”

      “No.” My sword raising ended her words. “I am a witch, one who very much dislikes dead things.”

      “We can speak about your heritage here, or we can sit down like civilized women and address it later. We will address it,” the woman said in a tone very much like an order.

      I really disliked orders.

      “Not here. Not now.” I didn’t add “not later” aloud although I had exactly zero interest in talking to her later either.  I had a lousy temper, and chatting with something old enough to kill me with her elegant pinky finger wasn’t a great plan.

      “We shall plan a luncheon,” the dead lady said. “I will answer your questions, and you will not attack me.”

      One of her corpse guards moved forward, and I was left in the unenviable position of deciding how much I wanted to expose myself and how much I wanted to avoid being touched. Most of the people in the bar weren’t looking at me. Fear blurred recall anyhow, so I could explain away my speed.

      I opted for expediency, and raised my gun.

      “We did not inject those people, Geneviève,” she said. “I wanted to tell you myself, so you would understand the seriousness of it. I’ve watched you and respected your work from afar, but I require your aid directly.”

      “What?”

      “I am hiring you. Several of my subjects were kidnapped. Milked like serpents.” The draugr woman sounded increasingly agitated. “And left to starve to death. Do you have any idea what they must have suffered?”

      I swallowed. It sounded awful. I could admit that. Mildly, I said, “My kills are always clean.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I do find your work for us helpful, Geneviève. I would gladly compensate you for it, but I was worried that you’d be affronted.”

      I faltered at that. “What?”

      “Pay? Donate?” The draugr woman frowned. “Be your patron? What is the word?”

      “For . . .”

      “Cleaning up the troublesome ones.” She smiled, showing blood-stained teeth.  “You are a most effective bougie-man.” She paused, frowned again at the shortened version of bourgeois. “Not bougie. Booger-man? You are a good threat.”

      I gaped at her, truly at a loss in that moment. Bougie? Booger? I was neither bourgeois or snot. I shouldn’t be amused by a corpse attempting slang either. I killed her kind, had lopped off a draugr’s hand a few moments ago. Now she was offering to pay me.

      “I am called Beatrice,” she pronounced. “When you have knowledge of this problem, speak my name, and they shall find me. You may not consider yourself my subject, but you are of me and I am your ally in this. I’ve brought you a gift as a token of my regard.”

      “Subject?” I echoed. “Gift?”

      I was fairly sure I didn’t want to ask the question at the tip of my tongue. Still, I needed confirmation. “What are you? Who?”

      “Don’t be daft, Geneviève. For now, however, you may simply consider me your patron.” She looked at me with a vaguely amused look and withdrew an envelope which she tossed to me.

      I let it fall to the floor. My hands were occupied with weapons. “My . . . patron.”

      Then the woman, Beatrice, ripped the head off the woman, the draugr prisoner. “Marie Chevalier. She was let loose after an unwilling transformation. Injected.”

      Beatrice dropped the head next to the corpse’s body and said to the remaining draugr, “Guard my exit. Do not injure her even if she strikes you.”

      I felt more than saw Beatrice flow. She was there, and then gone. The ease of her exit was like a gentle ocean current, and with it, I felt an underlying certainty that she could shift that gentle ripple into the edge of a storm. I’d once thought that the corpse that impregnated my mother was old. He was an infant next to Beatrice.

      The young corpses stayed for a moment, and then turned to walk away once she was a few blocks away.  I felt her pause and send a pulse of energy toward me, an energy I’d thought of as solely my maternal heritage.

      And then I was standing alone in the doorway with a sword in my hand and a lot of questions in my mind.

      I called dispatch. “No human injuries.” I paused. “Marie Chevalier. Recent walker. Killed a security guard at Cypress Grove a couple nights ago. I didn’t kill her.”

      I disconnected.  Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to say. Dead lady brought me a gift? My surprise patron saint beheaded another draugr for me? I grabbed the envelope Beatrice had tossed to me, and then I stood clutching my phone.

      When my phone buzzed, I stared at it and then at Eli. It rang. Buzzed again. Patrons in the bar were freaking out in general, and I heard Eli’s staff going around verifying that no pictures  had been taken. Honestly, I couldn’t process the events of the last few moments.

      I walked toward my friends.

      “Cupcake?” Eli prompted.

      A message from Tres appeared. Associate dead. At morgue in 15 min. Injection. Come?

      “Geneviève?”

      I held up a hand to Eli. I needed to process the mystery of Beatrice, but right now, I’d have to hold off on that.

      In his recent message, Tres was all business, but I scrolled to see the other texts he’d sent. One per day. Friendly, slightly flirty, and then simply, “Grab a drink?”

      I lifted my gaze to Eli. I hated to admit it, but Tres’ reaction to me was a bit beyond weird. I had no information for him. I didn’t know him.

      “Tres texted. Again.”

      “Twice in one day?” Eli said. “Do you not find it . . . strange?”

      “Who’s Tres?” Sera asked.

      “Son of a dead man,” Eli said.

      “Client.” I stared at Eli and added, “I’m meeting him tomorrow.”

      “Geneviève,” Eli started.

      And part of me thought I was making a mistake. There was something off. “Donkey balls.”

      Sera met my gaze. “Eli worrying for a reason?”

      “I don’t know.  I just . . . wanted to help him, but . . .”

      “He’s fixating on Geneviève,” Eli said.

      “Shit crackers.” I sighed and nodded. “First situation first. . . The dead chick back there says their kind aren’t injecting anyone. She paid me.” I motioned to the money I’d dropped on the table. I wasn’t going to leave a thick bundle of cash on the floor either.

      Eli pocketed it. “I will handle this.”

      “Police will come by for . . .” I gestured at the body.

      Eli nodded.

      I glanced over as one of the bartenders spread a sheet over the remains.

      Honestly, I should’ve done that, but I wasn’t sure what to do. Being hired by the same kind of thing I killed was weird as fuck. How was Mrs. Chevalier connected? To Chaddock? Why inject people with venom? I glanced back toward the door. One weird thing at a time, or maybe the same weird thing. Either way, I needed to deal with the next dilemma on the list.

      “Tres texted about another body with an injection site,” I said.

      Eli glanced at Christy. He withdrew the same folded stack of cash that she had handed him from pool hustling before the draugr arrived. He extended it to her. “Mind the bar?”

      She nodded and took the cash.

      Even though I knew better, I started, “I could handle it—”

      “Do. Not.” Eli snapped. “You know something is peculiar here, and I accompany you for work.”

      I hesitated. Texted Jesse: “Job thing came up. S and C at bar. Come to them?” I paused, sighed, and added, “Eli with me.”

      “Be right there,” Jesse texted back.

      I held my gun out to Sera, butt first, and said, “It’s loaded with my special bullets.”

      Both of them opened bags and pulled out their own guns. Christy said, “We’re good. Keep your gun.”
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t quite ready to confront my feelings about my draugr encounter. I was equally unable to address my feelings about Eli. And I hated to admit that Tres wasn’t the only one acting strangely. I had a nagging urge to help him, see him, rescue him. It made no sense. Why was everything so complicated? I walked to the passenger door of Eli’s car. He was there, opening it, treating me the way he always did.

      When he got in, I said, “You confuse me.”

      “You infuriate me,” he replied in the same tone.

      I sighed as he steered us into traffic. New Orleans, like anywhere at night, had traffic that was wretched at the best of times. Almost no one walked in the dark.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your guilt is unnatural.”

      I stared out the window. “I know.”

      “I want to help, but you push me away.”

      “I cannot—"

      “Will not,” he interjected. “You will not let me in. Nothing and no one is stopping you. You, Geneviève, are making this choice for me. You decided I couldn’t handle it. My opinion doesn’t factor into the decision. Only yours.”

      “So, I should do what? Risk our friendship? Use you until there are too many feelings? Should I be with you knowing it will hurt you eventually?”

      Eli glanced at me. “Yes.”

      I wanted to hit him. I knew better. Punching someone because they pissed you off was shitty. Doing it while he was driving was even stupider.

      “Go enjoy your boy toys, and in the end, you’ll see that I could have been here all along. The fae are not so . . . narrow. I do not begrudge you the flings you need to find peace.”

      “Liar.”

      He drove in silence for several minutes. “I do not lie to you.”

      My anger bubbled inside me. I knew the fae didn’t lie.

      So, when he pulled into the morgue parking lot and put on his gloves, I decided to test my theories. He opened my door. I stepped out, but instead of taking his steadying hand, I wrapped my arms around him. He didn’t resist as I turned him so my back was to the half-lit lot.

      I shoved him a bit forcefully into the side of his car and took a wrist in each hand, squeezed them, and held him in place. Electric surges, magic that grew between us like sparks before an inferno, threatened to overwhelm me. I didn’t retreat.

      When Eli opened his mouth to speak, I kissed him.

      And he didn’t refuse me. He parted his lips and let me have control. I gave him none of the affection he deserved. No kindness. No soft touches. No words of regard. I told myself he was no different than a stranger in a bar.

      But he tasted like honeysuckle wine, and I wanted more. It wasn’t Eli who couldn’t handle what we could be. It was me. I wanted Eli. Even in the moment, I couldn’t tell myself he was anyone else. I wanted him. No one else.

      My body pressed into him, toe to hip. We were sealed tightly together. I felt his muscles hard against me, and the realization that he might be able to overpower me made me moan a little. So few people could overcome me physically with my fucked-up ancestry. Eli could. If he knew I wanted that, he would.

      And he wouldn’t judge me for it.

      My hand slid into his silken hair, clutching to be sure he wouldn’t escape.

      No mercy.

      My magic was the only thing I kept in check.

      I felt his body respond, so I hitched my leg up, pressing closer to his obvious arousal. He made a noise that eroded a little more of my self-control. I tried to pretend he was not Eli. I tried to pretend we didn’t fit. I was simply proving a point. I was using him. He was just a body, replaceable, meaningless. I wasn’t emotional.

      Eli might not lie, but in this, I was. Eli mattered to me. I knew that, and now that we were hip-to-hip and mouth-to-mouth, I also knew that the chemistry we had was extreme.

      I was . . . so very fucked.

      Nothing had felt as natural as kissing Eli. I kept my eyes closed, but I could smell the unique scent of Eli, taste him, and my body was awash in need that was more than simply sexual. It made me pause.

      As soon as I felt his arms lift, his hands grip my hips to hold me to him, I tried to step away. I managed to pull back enough to stare at him. He looked as shaken as I felt.

      “Still right here, peach,” he said lightly. His grip tightened, and he bit my throat gently, kissed my neck, and whispered into my ear, “I’m still here. Trust me. Trust this.”

      Casually, or at least as casual as I could be, I said, “If I can’t use my magic, and you can’t leave your hands where I put them, it wouldn’t work, so stop pretending it could.”

      I stepped away, and he let go. I wanted to prove that he couldn’t accept being used, that he’d demand more, that he wouldn’t give me that kind of control. So, I turned and walked away from the pretty little blue sports car and the gorgeous man leaning against it.

      Honestly, I needed distance or I wouldn’t stop touching him—and he needed not to know that. My attempt to prove that he wouldn’t settle as he claimed he would was far from well-advised. If I hadn’t retreated, I’d have shoved him onto the hood of the car and made a spectacular and very public mistake.

      That was the secret I’d kept from him—and myself. I might not do relationships or feelings, but I was already there. If I went any closer, I’d break at least one of our hearts. I’d spent so long claiming I was protecting him, but the reality was that letting Eli into my heart or my bed would destroy me in the end.

      I was three steps away when he answered, “If you don’t trust my control, I suppose you’ll need to use handcuffs then.”
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      My pace quickened as I walked across the dark and light patches of the parking lot without replying to Eli. I was not running. Clearly. I was simply walking quickly. And what was there to say to that? The image of Eli handcuffed to my bed was enough to short-circuit my already lust-soaked brain. Eli wasn’t the one to finally kiss me, despite the fact that I’d granted him a kiss in a bargain. He’d kept his word. He didn’t cross the lines I’d drawn. That was all on me.

      And now my lips tasted of honeysuckle wine. His kiss was on my lips like a lingering drink of liquor. I licked my lips, trying to drink the last drops of his kiss.

      A moment later, Eli was at my back as I walked. He hummed to himself, as if we were out for a walk at the park instead of going to see a corpse. A guilty whisper in my mind reminded me that I ought to have a little more respect for the dead. This wasn’t a date. Nice girls don’t go to the morgue on their dates.

      Or practically dry hump their friends in parking lots.

      Of course, if I was a nice girl, a lot of things in my life would be different. I was who I was, and for the most part, I was fine with it. No walk of shame here. Not now, not ever.  I straightened my shoulders and strolled across the badly rippled and cracked asphalt. I kept my lazy saunter up until I was at the side entrance to the morgue.

      Three men in suits waited at the door like rumpled male Fates who weren’t sure which of them had the scissors. Two of the three looked confused and wary as I approached. The third, Tres, looked at me in hope.

      “Miss Crowe,” he said warmly. “I was starting to think you hadn’t received my messages.”

      I nodded and cleared my throat. “I had work to handle.”

      “Are we still meeting tomorrow?” Tres asked as his gaze raked over me.

      I squirmed, wondering what exactly the three men had seen. I wasn’t embarrassed, but it was a bit unprofessional to stop and maul my associate as I had. Perhaps, though, it was no worse than planning to meet my client for reasons that had nothing to do with the case.

      “Shall we continue?” Eli said from behind me.

      My body heard that question differently than the people with us, and I repressed a shiver of need.

      “Lead the way, Mr. Chaddock,” I said as I motioned to the building. The door itself was atypical for the city—it appeared to be a basement floor entry. The illusion was a result of the way the asphalt was built up in the front of the building. There were no deep basements in a city prone to floods, but the morgue was in a new building with architectural oddities, so the men had descended several steps. In the mini stairwell, they were tucked in where they were reasonably secure, illuminated by the greenish light over the thick steel door. It was foolish to be outside in the dark.

      “Why aren’t you inside?” I asked.

      Tres smiled, and it looked a little creeptastic. Then he sobered and said, “I just arrived, and when I saw the car, I waited for you. That is quite a memorable vehicle.”

      “Mr. Chaddock.” Eli stepped forward, ignoring the flattering remark on his car. “Thank you for letting us know about the latest development.”

      His professional-sounding voice reminded me that this was a work call.  My body might feel half-high on the honeysuckle kiss I just had, but . . . I paused, glanced at Eli, and realized that I did feel off. This wasn’t the place to address it, but I would need to address it later. A warm glow had eased over the edges of my usual attitude. I felt calmer, languid, as if I’d been soaked in hot honey until every muscle was loose.

      “Can we go inside?” I said bluntly, trying to at least sound like myself despite the mellow feeling which was most likely a side-effect of kissing Eli.

      “Of course,” Tres said.

      One of the suits opened the door he’d been propping open with his foot. Obviously, at least one of them had been inside. Both men entered in front of Tres, either to lead him or guard him. It wasn’t clear.

      I followed behind Tres, and Eli was behind me.  The hallway had the sterile look of cheap government buildings. Walls of mint green were illuminated by the harsh lights that buzzed faintly.

      “It locks automatically,” Suit One said.

      I made a point of pushing the door, so Eli didn’t need to touch it. He had gloves on, knowing where we were headed, but even with gloves, steel was unpleasant for him.

      “Geneviève,” Eli said softly.

      I slowed so Eli could walk at my side.

      “Are you . . . well?”

      I nodded once, but I mouthed, “Very calm.” Then I leaned in close enough that my lips were almost touching his ear and whispered, “You taste like honeysuckle wine.”

      Despite common sense, I flicked his ear with my tongue while I was there, and for a blink of a moment, I wondered if we could get this done and go somewhere else. Naked Eli. I had a strong suspicion that Naked Eli would be one of my favorite kinds of Eli. Logic tried to shove traitorous thoughts away, but I was standing still, staring at Eli.

      “Is everything in order, Miss Crowe?” Tres asked.

      “We were at a bar when you contacted us,” Eli said, nudging me to continue walking. “Relaxing with friends.”

      “I’m a little tipsy,” I said in a softer than normal voice, an almost girlish sound that really ought to belong to someone else.

      “Tipsy?” Tres echoed.

      I took a few seconds to focus myself, correct my voice and posture, and added, “Tipsy, not drunk. I’m relaxed but more than sober enough to work, Tres.” I met his gaze unflinchingly. “I am fine. The job will be fine. Even if I were drunk—and I am not—Eli is completely sober, and he is more than adept at gathering the information you have.”

      I gave Eli the sort of smile that probably made it seem like we were lovers, but fuck it, I was being honest. He was capable. Maybe I needed to bottle whatever wine Eli had been drinking. I felt lighter, giddier, happier than I’d ever felt before.  Sex was a great mood leveler for me. Witch, right? But this was different. A kiss shouldn’t relax me this much.

      “I’m the slash and kill part of this team,” I added cheerily.  I mean, technically, I was all of the team until recently. For years, it was just me. Eli was a very recent addition, but it sounded better this way, and my drunk brain wanted to sound professional.

      “I see,” Tres said. “Well, perhaps then, Eli can notice the evidence that you will need to know when you are ready to work.”

      “What do you mean by—"

      “Do not question her ability, Chaddock.” Eli stepped forward as if I needed shielding. “Even slightly inebriated, Geneviève is more adept at understanding death than the rest of us combined. She’s easing your worries, but a few sips of something intoxicating will not decrease anything other than her manners.”

      “You say the sweetest things,” I murmured. “Do you remember when I came to the bar with a broken ulna jutting out of my thigh?”

      “Do you mean a femur?” one of the suits asked.

      I laughed because, really, a femur? A bone that big would’ve severed an artery if I got stabbed with it.

      “No. Ulna.” I pointed to my forearm. “Arm bone.”

      “It was not Ms. Crowe’s bone,” Eli said, clarifying what I thought was obvious already.

      Why would my own ulna be jabbed in my leg?

      “One of the draugr used it to stab me after his friend went all goop and bone.  That one hurt,” I explained. “I lost so much blood I was like a stumbling drunk. I think I actually crawled into the bar that night after I finished the job.”

      Eli glanced at me. “It was more of a roll than a crawl.”

      I looked at Tres and his lackies and smiled. “Anyhow, a little blood loss or booze doesn’t really stop me from getting the job done. I still got it done that night. I was just a little rough the next few days. So, no worries.”

      I met their gazes, offering reassuring smiles at each man. Weirdly, they didn’t look comforted. I was going to offer more examples, but Eli said, “Let us see their evidence and get you home.”

      The three men continued on to a closed door. I didn’t need to hear their explanations to know there were multiple corpses in the room.

      I felt the answers before they opened the door. One of the corpses was likely to wake, to be an again-walker. Like the light in the hall, there was a soft hum of energy around it, as if the spark wasn’t there completely.

      I wanted to sit and watch, a wake for the not-properly-dead. I wondered if someone would sit shiva for me one day. Eli. I’d need to ask it of him, not to mourn but to protect my mother and friends if I woke. I really ought to have done it before now. I looked at him and asked, “If I die, stay with my body for mourning. Not at a morgue.”

      “Are you in peril here?” Eli stepped close. “Geneviève?”

      “Not really. Maybe?” I shot him a look and a smile. “Aren’t we always?”

      He nodded. “I will attend your wake if you exit the world of the living.”

      It was enough for now. He wasn’t asking questions I’d rather avoid. Maybe doing the hard conversations during disasters was the trick. And I was starting to think this was going to be a disaster.

      I stepped into the room. The dead man before me hummed, and I felt like a moth trying to ignore a bright light. My magic wanted to explore. It was a rare thing to be so near to a draugr before it stood. I could feel it, a sort of low noise of awareness that buzzed over the skin of the corpse. There was a spark of energy hovering in wait, and I wanted to catch it. I felt like I was Dr. Frankenstein about to catch lightning.

      My magic could do that with corpses, call them back to our world. They weren’t alive, though. They were animated dead, and the moment they were too far from me, they crumbled as they were when they were raised. They weren’t alive when I brought them back to our world. They weren’t tethered. No food. No drink.

      On the other hand, they were a lot more sentient than the average draugr.

      The draugr before me would wake with or without me. It would walk, eat, destroy, and eventually, it would gain sentience.

      With the truly dead, the only spark was me. When I called flesh and sinew to knit over bones, I felt a warmth in my belly like I’d just had a long drink of hot cider. I felt as if I had a hearth for them to gather near. I was the hearth. This was different. The closest comparison I could draw was a rattlesnake, coiled, poised, vibrating so fast that the possibility of motion felt tangible. I wanted to understand, but I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of fangs.

      I drew my sword.

      “Geneviève?” Eli asked.

      “Alert,” I explained. “It’s alert now.”

      “Do not behead it,” he reminded me.

      “It shouldn’t want to wake yet, but I feel it. It wants to come talk to me.” I felt my eyes trying to shift, to slid into those slits that would bring me the vision of the grave. “Mind the humans, please.”

      Eli nodded. “Gentlemen, Ms. Crowe needs a little bit of space to assess the deceased.”

      I glanced at the pair of men with Tres. They were average, middling men who wore the sort of suits that were clearly off the rack—the cheap rack, to be specific. Most of my clothes were thrift, so I wasn’t judging. I was merely trying to get a sense of who they were. The one on the left, Suit Two, had a weak valve in his heart.

      “See a heart doctor soon,” I told him.

      Suit Two frowned, gaze unhealthier than I realized until now.

      “You’re dying.” I pressed my magic along his heart, sliding it like a fingertip over the wet warm thing that pumped his blood. It stuttered. I wanted to pet it into health, but I wasn’t a physician.  Experimenting with my unexpected surge in abilities seemed like a wretched idea. Was this part of the break of binding my mother had created?

      I could tell the suit, though, that his heart wasn’t strong. “Three years, tops.”

      “Miss Crowe,” Tres said. He didn’t move away as I approached. It wasn’t the sound of a stranger greeting me. His voice was deep and friendly, and I knew that he was responding to the pulse of magic that was slowly drifting toward the covered bodies on the tables.

      I let my magic slide over him, feeling the shape of him. His heart was strong. Muscles taut. I blinked at the longing radiating from him, and then I felt his body respond to my magic.

      “Miss Crowe?” Tres’s voice held awe, not just interest, but something closer to devotion.

      “Geneviève,” I offered, almost against my will. Perhaps it was the proximity to the corpse, but he was eliciting the same protective urge that the dead did.

      Tres smiled, and then he looked guiltily at the suits and the covered corpses.  The suits were already looking at me with the same fondness I suspect they’d show maggots. I wasn’t surprised. My eyes were reptilian, not human, and my knowledge wasn’t the sort I ought to have. More than a few people hated witches, and goodness knows, a barbeque or two had been suggested to me over the years.

      “The dead don’t mind,” I assured Tres, who was looking appalled when he realized he was nearly flirting over a corpse.

      Either way, Tres wouldn’t be smiling in a moment. Most men only found me attractive or interesting when they hadn’t seen my affinity with death. The new abilities were interesting, but they didn’t undo what I was.

      I stepped closer to the corpse I was there to see. “Uncover him.”

      One of them asked, “How did you know which—"

      “I can feel his infection.” I watched as he peeled the sheet back. My grave vision is uncommonly useful with the recently infected. I could see the venom under his skin, like green light. “Between the toes, right? That’s where the injection is. Tell me about him.”

      “Mr. Odem was an associate of my father’s,” Tres began, sounding serious and businesslike now. “His widow, three daughters, and seven grandchildren are in mourning. There was no reason to expect him to be…changed.” He paused, awkwardly, as if guilty, and then he said, “I’ve made considerable donations. Legal, of course, but I asked to be notified of any injection sites on recent deceased.”

      “No judgment.” I glanced at Tres. “It’s your money now.”

      Tres said nothing further, so I let myself draw on even more of my grave magic, letting it drift over the corpse. I found no other traces. Most draugr had a limited capacity for venom. To fully infect the living took several envenomations. They had a limited food supply, so evolutionarily speaking, they were remarkable. There were a lot of fail-safes to prevent overpopulation. Draugr were the apex predator, and much like a shark on a reef, they needed to have enough food to support them. If every bite was contagious, that would quickly complicate the balance of food to predator. Venom could kill, or weaken, but transformation required a choice.

      Aside from the obvious, draugr sure as fuck couldn’t bite someone between the toes.

      One of the suits spread the toes of the deceased to look for a mark. “She’s right.”

      With my grave vision, I could see the vibrant green of venom. Without my vision, I suspect it looked almost unnoticeable, a minute blemish between the toes. For an older man with a cardiac history, a post mortem exam was probably not as thorough as in the case of a suspicious death. Money changed hands to get this exam and to get me into the morgue.

      Eli leaned in, took a picture of the injection, and stepped back. “No diabetes? Social drug use? Vitamin shots even?”

      He knew the answer, but it was form to ask.

      “Jimmy Odem was a respectable man,” Suit One said.

      “And a member of SAFARI?” Eli asked. I knew by the tone of his voice that he recalled the man’s name from the list.

      “He was,” Tres confirmed.

      I still had my sword at ready, but I was curious. I let magic fill me until I felt like my skin was going to split and spill the energy onto the world. When I could stand no more, I released it in the direction of the late Mr. Odem. I was the conduit from the grave to the living, or in some cases, a conduit from the far side of the grave to our side. Either way, undead magic filled me to the point that my vision slid into that place where the world looked like a dream, hazy and ethereal, as if I’d become a ghost for a moment—not that ghosts were real, mind you. They were just like shapeshifters and cyborgs and tentacled aliens: merely the stuff of fiction. I enjoyed reading of them, but not of witches or draugr. I had the ability to see the world with such an eerie vision that any horror director would be jealous.

      With that grave vision, I saw that Tres burned with a light, but his glow was a flicker next to the shining glow that made Eli look like he’d swallowed a city-sized menorah on the night of the last candle.

      “They’re dead,” I said, gesturing at the other corpses in the room. “Truly gone, but I could summon—”

      “No. They are unrelated,” Eli said. “They have nothing to tell us.”

      He was right, and until recently, the resting dead could not be summoned. I felt enough power flowing into my skin tonight that I wanted to try. Eli’s voice stopped me, though. I trusted him, and experimenting as I’d been doing was dangerous.

      I tapped my sword tip on the sheet covering the late Mr. Odem. “He knows things.”

      I pressed grave magic into him, filling him from the soles of his feet to the crinkles on his balding head. I’d never tried to speak to the dead who were at a crossroad like this. Not full dead like the corpses I drew together. Not awake yet as a regular draugr would be a few days after death.

      “Geneviève?” Eli asked. “What are you doing?”

      I was about to tell him that I had it under control, but the dead man sat up. He slid to the edge of the table and stood with a sudden lurch. He leaned against the edge of it, but he had pushed to his feet and opened his eyes.

      “Talk to me,” I ordered. “Tell me what I seek.”

      I let my magic carry questions: the visual of the injection, the dead Chaddock, the conversation snippet of Tres telling me someone had murdered his father.

      When the corpse of Odem tried to speak, he noticed that his lips were sewn shut—as all corpses’ were. He frowned, looked around, and then the naked dead man walked over to a counter, grabbed a scalpel and sliced the threads sealing his mouth.

      “What is the meaning of this?” The re-animated Mr. Odem gestured at all of us with the scalpel.

      One of the suits fainted.

      I held my sword at ready.

      What had I done? The dead man ought to be a muttering, hungry corpse, no more sentient than any other newborn. This was unexpected. I tried to keep myself positioned, so I was between the dead and the living. Eli, Tres, and the suits ought to leave so I could . . . what was I to do? Odem seemed coherent.

      “Mr. Odem?” Tres asked. “James?”

      “Chaddock.” The late Mr. Odem stepped forward. “What are you doing here? I was sorry to hear about Alvin, but . . .” He paused, glanced down, and frowned. “Why am I standing here starkers?”

      “Geneviève?” Eli walked up to my side. “What just happened?”

      James Odem was alert, dead, and sounded very much like he’d skipped the entire decade-plus of drooling, starving nonsense that draugr all had.

      I cleared my throat and admitted, “I think I, umm, accidentally fixed a draugr.”
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      Tres looked at me and then the dead man who was wrapping a morgue sheet around himself like a cheap toga. The suits, who were both upright now, gaped at me. Their expressions were horror-filled. Tres, however, had a look of awe on his face that frightened me more than I could explain.

      “You did that.” Tres gazed at me, all semblance of calm businessman long gone. He watched me in the way of zealots—and not the predictable pitchforks-and-torches sort. This was worse.  He looked more like he might build me a temple than a pyre.

      “You, boy.” Mr. Odem gestured at one of the suits, who were both watching him warily. Neither man moved, but they both looked at Odem. The old man held out a very steady hand and ordered, “Jacket.”

      “I need to get out of here,” I whispered to Eli. Tres’ reaction had been odd before, but this?

      “Could you bring my father back?” Tres reached for my arm.

      “I cut his head off.”

      “Could a plastic surgeon or”—he gestured to the morgue—“pick a new body. Something younger.”

      “The fuck . . .? They’re not cars, Tres.” I backed away from him. “Eli?”

      “Chaddock, step out into the hall with us.”

      When Tres joined us in the hall, he was no longer looking at me in any way remotely resembling normal. He looked at me the way folks looked on prophets or false messiahs.

      “Do you want to deal with Odem or should I behead him . . .?” I asked Tres.

      Tres laughed. “You restored him. The possibilities, Geneviève! Can you—”

      “So, you’ll stay here and deal with the police and whatnot?” I glanced into the room where Odem was holding court. One disaster of shit-storm potential at a time. Odem was first. He might be alert now, but I had my concerns about what this all meant. Would he stay alert? Could he be trusted to go home? Would the police find a house full of mutilated corpses if he did?

      “You could save so many people.” Tres tried to take my hand, but I jerked away. He dropped to his knees and stared up at me. “You created life, Geneviève.”

      Eli shook his head.

      “Does that mean you will protect my secret?” I tried to sound holy, but I felt like I mostly sounded constipated. “No one can know, Tres.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want people to know?” He stared at me in confusion.

      “We could kill you,” Eli said mildly. “Them, too. All that happened here was that the old man must have had some experimental drug before dying. That’s what happened.”

      “No.” Tres glared at him. “St. Geneviève—”

      “Oh, hell no.” I stepped back. “Your vow, Tres. Swear you won’t tell anyone what you think happened.”

      “My kind take vows seriously, Chaddock. You do not want to face the consequences of breaking a vow.” Eli tugged off his glove and flicked the steel sword in my hand. The sizzle of his flesh made my stomach turn, but Eli was lowering his own defenses to the fae-deadly metal to make a point about what he was.

      I kept my worry to myself. I wouldn’t undo his point.

      “There are consequences,” Eli said. “And I have vows of my own.” He stepped forward, so he was between me and the still-kneeling Tres. “I would slaughter the whole city to protect Geneviève.”

      I was startled at that revelation, but Eli wasn’t done.

      “Swear that you protect her secret unless you would prefer the grave,” Eli demanded.

      Tres stared at me as he swore, “I will never betray Geneviève.” He stood finally and glanced into the room. “Neither will they. I’ll see to it.”

      “Good. Your vow is accepted in exchange for your life. Should you break this trust, I will kill you slowly.”

      “Understood,” Tres said. He sounded a bit frightened, but then he met my gaze briefly. His voice softened as he said, “I hope to see you tomorrow, Geneviève. I’ve cleared my entire weekend in hopes . . .” Tres bowed his head to me and returned to the room.

      I stared at Eli for several moments. “What the fuck was that?”

      Eli shrugged. “We are in accord that this new skill is one that ought to be held in secret. The young Mr. Chaddock was given incentive to protect your secret.”

      “But . . . he’s . . . what’s going on with him?” I glanced back. “That was fucking drunk monkeyballs levels of weird, right?”

      “It was.” Eli held my gaze. “If he becomes a threat . . .I do not enjoy killing, Geneviève, but I will do so to protect you.”

      I nodded and then let out a deep sigh. “Putting a pin in the zealot businessman. I need to figure out what the fuck I just did with Odem.”

      “Healed him, I think,” Eli said. “Are there solutions other than eliminating the dead or binding them to you?”

      I looked away. Short of killing them, there truly was no other solution with a draugr.

      “What if it’s temporary, though?” I asked. “What if he just . . . goes back to a normal draugr? Like the dead do when I’m out of range?”

      “Then I will not need to kill the young Mr. Chaddock to keep his silence.” Eli shrugged.

      I knew he was not a heartless person, but he was fae. Perhaps telling me so bluntly meant that he wasn’t hiding that anymore.  The fae were coldly practical. And as I looked at him, I understood the chilly practicality of his words; he would kill for my safety, as I did with the draugr. A part of me was warmed at the thought of being held in such regard, but another part of me whispered that the feelings I was so afraid of were already deeper than I’d realized.

      I took a deep breath. I couldn’t deal with that right now. First, I had to figure out what to do with Odem. Walking away seemed irresponsible, and I wasn’t going to take the suddenly sentient draugr to my home.

      But I really didn’t want blood on my hands because of my mistake—which is why I was about to do what might be the stupidest thing I’d done in years.

      And that was saying something.

      I was as sober as a judge when Eli and I walked to the door where we’d entered the morgue. I guess either I needed more of Eli’s touch to stay drunk or my magic had burned the drunk out of me. Either way, I was painfully clear-headed as I said, “I need you to get into the car first.”

      I escorted him to the driver’s side rather than stopping on the passenger side. “Please?”

      He unlocked and opened the door, but that was it. “Talk to me.”

      “I have to tell someone about Odem,” I said as I shoved him backward into the car. “I’m not even sure she’ll come, but I need to try.”

      “Tell who? Tell her what?”

      “Beatrice. Just give me ten minutes.” I smiled, trying to appear reassuring. “It’s probably not the best plan.”

      “I’m shocked,” he said drolly.

      “If you need to leave, I—”

      “Two minutes.” Eli reached out to me. “Don’t be reckless.”

      “Who me?” I pushed the door shut and leaned against the car. To get out, Eli would need to slam his door into my back. He cared about me and his very expensive car enough not to do that unless it was truly urgent.

      Cautiously, I sent my magic out like a net and thought her name, “Beatrice.”

      I could hear Eli through the haze that was over me. Too much magic. Too often. I’d resurrected a man tonight. Oh, he was still dead as nails, but he had his mind. That ought not be the case. It had never happened before—and I was damned if I wanted to take all the blame. Maybe it was the injection.

      “Beatrice, Beatrice, Beatrice,” I chanted.

      The draugr’s name made me wish to be elsewhere. It made me want to be the sort of cold bitch I tried to be, but even if I didn’t care about the three men here at the morgue, I knew Odem had grandkids. A widow. Staff. A dozen humans would be there, innocents in most cases, and all I could think of was getting a call because children died.

      “Geneviève.” Her voice was there before Beatrice was. This time, she was wearing the equivalent of an early Victorian formal dress.  Her skirt was full, bodice fitted, and the whole thing seemed to be sewn of some kind of blue shimmering material. Darker blue lace trimmed the edges of the overskirt, the décolletage, and hem.  A full dark lace waterfall draped from the sleeve edge and over her wrists and hands. A hat with a feather and a cameo necklace were her only accessories.

      I nodded at the scary dead lady. My choice. My idea. Damn, I had some lousy ideas. I’d never met anyone as old or as scary as her, and I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust her. My aversion to draugr meant that I did not trust her fundamentally, but someone needed to know about Odem.

      “Thank you for responding.” I tried to sound calm, but my sword was in my right hand and my gun was in my left.

      “Have you invited me to a beheading?” Beatrice glanced at my weapons. “Perhaps a duel?”

      I scowled. “I’m not sure I could behead you, and I’m not intending to try tonight.”

      Her laughter was musical, and I liked being laughed at about as much as I liked being sucker punched.

      “Did you bring me a snack all wrapped up in a pretty box?” Beatrice glanced at the car, raised her brow, and peered inside.

      The windows were darkly tinted, but I still prickled at her words. “If you ever—”

      “Yours are all safe from mine, at least those who obey me. I know your nest’s names and faces. They are marked as protected,” she said in a tone that reminded me far too much of my mother when she was exasperated with me.

      “My nest? Protected?” I goggled at the thought. Why would they be protected? And who was Beatrice in their world that people obeyed her that way? I had more questions the more she spoke—although she said everything as if I should already know it.

      But Beatrice frowned, and she sniffed delicately. Whatever she sensed about Eli was enough for her to add, “That one, however, would be safe either way.”

      I resisted the urge to look at Eli.  I couldn’t see through the glass anyhow, but I wanted to stare. I wanted to ask what she smelled and if I smelled it, too, but didn’t register it to identify it.

      “There are things older than I am,” Beatrice said mildly.

      “Fae.”

      “Lovely for other indulgences. Not for snacking, sadly.” She stared into the car as if seeing an animal in an enclosure. Her lips parted as if hoping for a kiss, and my irritation increased. Eli might not be my lover, but I wasn’t keen on a dead woman trying to get into his bed. “He was at that tavern you frequent. He doesn’t carry your scent, but you smell angry now. Is he unattached? Or yours?”

      I swallowed my tangle of feelings. Possessive. Protective. Fearful. I had no idea what to do with it other than say, “He’s mine.”

      She nodded once. “He is a fitting choice for your status. Beware the consequences, Daughter of Mine.”

      “Not your daughter.” I bit off the words. My mother might be as flighty as a dragonfly, but she was my mother. I would have no other call me theirs. “Not even the monster that impregnated my mother was foolish enough to call me his daughter.”

      Instead of answering me, Beatrice stared into Eli’s car and announced, “I have no quarrel with those who speak to earth and stone.”

      I rolled my eyes. I was way past whatever mood I’d need to be in to parse the situation, and from the way she’d looked at Eli, even with glass between them, there was a meaning in the words beyond the obvious bit about no quarrel. My theory was that she was offering a ritual statement of some sort or another.

      “How old are you?” I asked bluntly. My magic pushed toward her, as if I would pet her and read her with my grave knowledge. It wasn’t exactly carbon-dating, but there was a process akin to scientific dating when I let myself lean into it. Tonight, I knew I could read more than I ever had before in my life. Beatrice’s attire was Victorian, but there was no way she was younger than four-hundred-years.

      Again, she laughed. “I danced with kings whose bones are dust, and watched men burn women like us alive over plagues and cattle.”

      I revised my stance to five hundred.

      “Helpful.” I obviously wasn’t getting a clear answer tonight, so I pointed at the building with my gun. “Dead guy in there.”

      Beatrice followed my gaze. “It is the morgue, Geneviève. One would hope that the dead were in there.”

      I nodded. “Usually my preference, as a matter of fact. I’d prefer the dead don’t walk.”

      This time, Beatrice merely smiled.  “And yet you have invited me here to speak . . .”

      I sighed, looked around the lot, and wondered if this was the worst idea ever. There was no easy way to confess this to a draugr, especially this one, but I needed to know the Odem family wasn’t going to be dead by dawn.

      I met her gaze. “Dead guy who should be muttering and rocking. Biting at flies.”

      “Flies? Truly, Geneviève?” Her voice held all the laughter she didn’t show in her expression.

      I shrugged. “I was here to investigate him. Saw the venom.” I swallowed louder than I meant to and admitted, “And when I saw it in his skin, I did as with rotting corpses. He was going to wake soon, but I pulled and he woke, and now, he speaks like he’s been out of the grave at least two or three decades.”

      “That’s not possible. The venom, yes, but such alertness . . . no.” Beatrice pressed her pale lips together.

      “Maybe it was the venom,” I offered hopefully. Please, let it be the venom. Not me.

      She opened her mouth, and I expected a question.

      Beatrice whipped her head to the side to glance at the building, and I knew without another word when she felt Mr. Odem’s presence. As her shock made her energy flash out, I felt echoes of her age and revised my assessment of her age to earlier than the Elizabethan era. I was guessing the early Renaissance, perhaps even earlier. It sent a wave of fear through me.

      In a blink, Beatrice flowed toward the morgue. I could typically track the motion of a draugr, but she moved so swiftly it was as if she’d teleported. She hadn’t, obviously. Whatever she’d done, however, meant that the door to the morgue opened in the next moment after she’d arrived at the top of the steps.

      Mr. Odem, clad in suit jacket and pair of jeans I assumed the men had stolen from a locker, looked like a spry graduate student rather than wealthy businessman. Dead or not, he moved with a grace that old humans lacked. He flowed and was up the steps, staring at Beatrice in an instant.

      “Where did you get the venom?” Beatrice demanded. She had a hold of Odem, lifting him to her face as if he weighed nothing. His legs dangled as he was held in front of her like an oversized doll held by a child.

      The suits exited the morgue in a run, and behind them was Tres.  I wasn’t sure what Beatrice intended, but she was the oldest, strongest monster I’d ever met. It didn’t give me a lot of hope that this would go well.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I flowed toward the angry draugr lady, the far-too-agile Odem, and three vulnerable humans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice was holding Odem aloft and staring at him with the kind of intensity that made me sure that there was a magic to draugr that I hadn’t known until this moment. Behind her the three human men looked various sorts of shocked. I couldn’t blame them. I was betting that not many suits had up-close contact with again-walkers, and even if they had, the two here were the most unusual I’d ever met—unless I counted myself, which I didn’t.  Draugr ancestry or not, I was very much alive.

      And I truly did want to stay that way, but I’d clearly underestimated Beatrice’s reaction, and since my reason for calling her was to prevent deaths, I felt like I kind of had to intervene. With a sigh, I moved behind her so I could put myself between the humans and the two draugr.

      “Not his fault. He was injected against his will,” I told her in the most soothe-the-predator voice I could muster. “Murdered, just like another man I recently sent back to death.”

      Odem was silently staring at Beatrice. He did not behave like a sentient man, nor did he rage like a new draugr. I realized then that Beatrice was reading him, much as I did with the truly dead and with her kind.

      “He’s yours,” Beatrice said softly.

      “What? My what? My problem, my—”

      “Yours,” Beatrice repeated as she turned to face me. Her eyes had slipped from human to narrow slits as mine often did. It was unsettling to see my eyes in her face. Most draugr didn’t do that, and as much as I’d thought it was a trait that I’d inherited from the dead jackass who impregnated my mother, I’d not seen it in other draugr. Why did Beatrice have snake eyes? Why did I?

      “You bound him to you, Geneviève,” she added mildly.

      “Dick waffles.” I tried to think of how I had done that and offered, “Not on purpose.”

      Beatrice stared at me in silence, and then, she dropped Odem to the ground, where he sat and looked around. Something about Beatrice made him opt to stay there rather than standing. I couldn’t blame him. My knees felt weak, but I think that was a mix of shock and terror. Okay, admittedly, that was probably exactly what he felt, too.

      Eli joined us. I felt him crossing the lot and stopping behind Beatrice.  I wasn’t sure whether to move so I was between him and the monsters or stay where I was, so the humans were behind me.  My logic said to defend the weak, but my instinct was to protect Eli.

      I glanced at him where he stood behind Beatrice. The glittering night sky that he usually hid was shining in every strand of hair. He glimmered. There was no polite way to tell him to tone it down, not without drawing her attention to him. I wanted to ask why, to tell him not here, to get him out of here.

      But then Beatrice sighed and folded her arms. It was disconcerting how maternal—or grandmotherly, perhaps—the terrifying dead lady was. Oddly, it made me like her a little bit more.  Intense, powerful women made up an easy ninety percent of my idols.  Maybe Mama Lauren wasn’t the cookie-baking maternal prototype for most people, but she was my template, which meant that deadly women made me relax a bit.

      “You truly had no idea you could bind,” Beatrice said, continuing the weary-mom-who-could-flay-you schtick she had going on.

      I shuffled awkwardly.  No one really loved being called stupid, and aloud or implied, that was what she was saying. In my defense, I’d been kissing a hot mostly-fae man and dealing with some complicated feelings about my own magic.  I wasn’t exactly at peak clarity.

      “I knew I could with the ones I put together and pull from the soil,” I said, my words slipping out in a voice quieter than I meant to be. “The truly dead will obey me. Follow me. That’s why I tuck them back into their graves. If not, it’s like this combo of surprise army and needy kids all in one.”

      “I bind my subjects to me,” Beatrice said mildly. She stared down at Odem with a strange expression. “The new are unpredictable, and once I bind them, they are not wandering off gnawing on the peasants.”

      “Peasants?” Eli echoed. He’d taken another step, so he was closer still.

      Seriously, I could’ve smacked him for drawing Beatrice’s gaze to him. She looked him up and down, not like he was a food source but like he was a beautiful man. Her gaze was pure predator, but less like the lion looking at the gazelle and more like the lioness picking a lion for a romp.

      “Mine,” I growled, staring at both of them.

      “Always,” he replied with a smile just for me, and I decided that particular smile of his needed to be patented as a panty-dropping weapon.

      Beatrice shot that vaguely amused look at me again and stroked her chin lightly with one hand. “You would fight me over”—she motioned at Eli—“this?”

      “Mine,” I repeated, moving between them. My back was to him, defending him. A rational part of my brain screamed not to attack the scary dead lady, but another part saw only that she was looking at someone I could not sacrifice.

      My sword was suddenly out and raised.

      “Geneviève?” Eli touched my shoulder. “Bonbon, I do not think she means me ill.”

      “I recognize you now, Son of Stonecroft.” Beatrice sighed and then gave a moderately deep bow in Eli’s direction, not taking her gaze from us as she did so. When she straightened, she said, “I knew your grandfather. The earth mourned his loss.”

      Eli looked pained, but I didn’t know enough about his family or his culture to understand why. “You speak in words that I would not expect to find on this side. Draugr are not typically so eloquent.”

      “Those who walk among the peasants are not,” Beatrice corrected. “We are not all the same. Much like your father’s kin. Much like humans.”

      “Do you all eat people?” I asked cheerily. I’d rather be cheerful and fight her than see Eli look wounded. Admittedly, I’d caused that look more than a few times, but I was trying to do better, and I sure as sugar wasn’t going to let anyone else cause it if I could help it. “Nosh on the living? Nibble unwilling necks? That sort of thing.”

      “Yes, we do require living food.” Beatrice straightened her very elegant dress. “Not flesh. Merely live blood. The young only take flesh because they are uncontrolled.”

      “Huh. Good to know,” I muttered.

      Eli gave a single nod at her. “I, and my blood, belong to Geneviève Crowe. . . and she to me.”

      Beatrice looked back at me appraisingly while I was trying to figure out what that vow was. Beatrice smiled, and I swore she belonged in a court, not a crumbling asphalt parking lot outside a funky smelling morgue. She looked like there ought to be a throne, elegant cloak, and simple jeweled circlet. Nothing ostentatious, but definitely not this kind of run down.

      Her royal deadness fixed that imperious gaze on me and half-ordered, half-offered, “Gift Odem to me. I will mind him and ask the pertinent questions. If his conversion to clarity is temporary, I shall inform you.”

      “And you won’t release him to his family,” I said. The brief flicker of seeing Beatrice’s humanity seemed to vanish at hearing her admission that even those draugr I did not see were killers. She was a killer.

      But then again, so was I.

      “Agreed,” Beatrice said. “I will safeguard him and take him as my subject. I will neither murder him nor release him into the wild.”

      “Geneviève!” Tres called. “Miss Crowe!”

      I ignored him. I knew I was handing his hope of more answers to a monster. I knew, too, that if there was information about the injection, Beatrice would learn of it. She might be a draugr, but on this, we were on the same side. At least, I thought so.

      “Beatrice, I release Mr. Odem to your care.”

      I watched him, wondering if the transition of the binding to her would change anything about his grip on reality. Had I accidentally created his sentience by binding him? Or was it the injection? Or was it simply a result of my magic being released?

      Beatrice held out her hands, and Odem took them. In that moment, it looked like the strangest handfasting ceremony I’d ever seen. Beatrice looked bridal in her Victorian evening gown as she gazed at Odem in his mismatched suit. No words were spoken, and we had the necessary witnesses—which left me as the armed minister. It was an apt, albeit amusing, image in my head.  Beatrice was about to bind him to her until one of them had a second death.

      I felt her magic flare out as she tied the recently revived draugr to her. It was familiar in a way that answered a question I hadn’t thought to ask until now.

      “You’re a w—”

      “Hush, daughter.” Beatrice held a finger to her lips.

      Maybe it was knowing that she was a witch, too, or maybe it was that she was a more-or-less-dead witch in a Victorian dress. Questions. More of them. She was like a bottomless well of details and clues I didn’t understand. There was a draugr-witch standing in front of me. Like me, but far more dead—and I truly doubted that she’d been born like this.

      When I opened my mouth to comment, she said, “Shush!”

      I shuddered at the creepy, draugr-witch standing in front of me with a glee-filled grin. Not even the unblinking china-faced Victorian doll at my mother’s house looked as eerie as Beatrice did in that moment. I didn’t speak her secret, although it was clear to me. Beatrice, who was seemingly whatever the draugr called their leader, was a witch before she walked as a dead thing.

      “I have questions,” I said once she’d released Odem’s hands.

      She nodded once. “Of course, you do. I would expect no less.”

      But then she flowed with Odem trailing behind her. I had no answers, no corpse, no quarrel or anything else to explain the unsettled feeling rippling over me. I couldn’t have left Odem unsupervised, though. If he lost the clarity he seemed to have or even just got too hungry, his family would die.

      As would neighbors.

      And strangers.

      So, I was left standing in the darkened lot with Eli, Tres, and the suits.

      “What just happened?” Suit One asked.

      The other suit shrugged.

      “Miss Crowe sent Mr. Odem away with a draugr,” Tres said coldly.

      “Not just any draugr,” Eli amended.

      Tres glared at me. His adoration of before was tinged with a hostility that was equally unwelcome. I was neither goddess nor demon. I was a woman who had an uncanny gift for ending up in bad situations, and I was over it. “What if he didn’t stay coherent, Mr. Chaddock? Would you let his entire family die?”

      “You healed him,” Tres insisted with the obstinance of a man who just couldn’t grasp that I wasn’t able to be what he wanted me to be—or maybe it was the privileged rich perspective. I had no doubt that Tres was used to getting exactly what he wanted.

      “I did not.” I pointed at him with the sword that was hanging loose in my hand. “He was injected. I simply bound him to me, and I cannot draugr-sit. My neighbors are still pissed about covering the lawn with the ‘zombies.’”

      I made air quotes with my free hand because, really? Wrong damn word. There wasn’t anything Haitian about the dead folks that were scattered on my lawn last year. I didn’t create them. I simply summoned the dead to life. Basic necromancy.

      “But . . . two men have been killed,” Tres objected. “At least two more are missing.”

      He walked closer, and I felt Eli step to my side. I wasn’t a bone to be tugged between two men either. Tres was a client, and Eli was my partner. I pushed my rising temper away. It wasn’t really about the word, or the anger from Tres, or even needing to summon Beatrice.

      “Two more?” Eli asked.

      “There are four members of my father’s club unaccounted for,” Tres said.

      “Perhaps they are on trips, yachts, or with mistresses.”

      “Not every businessman has a mistress,” Tres muttered.

      As calmly as I could, I explained, “I want answers, too, but I won’t risk the Odem family’s life to get them. Beatrice—”

      “The draugr?” Tres asked.

      “Yes.” I cleared my throat before saying a sentence I’d never really expected to say: “I trust her.”

      Eli shot a quizzical glance at me.

      “On this,” I added. “She wants answers, too. She’ll get them if he has them. I’ll figure it out from there, but I’m not babysitting a corpse—or releasing it to eat people. So”—I shrugged— “I asked her to take him.”

      I turned and headed to the car. I’d already let Eli see me flow twice tonight, so I didn’t bother being circumspect. It felt freeing.

      In not much more than a blink, not as fast as Beatrice, but a lot faster than most draugr, I was beside Eli’s car.  I thought briefly that in this state, I could flip the thing. Not that I would, but it was a detail to file away for future encounters with monsters. If I thought I could, I was sure some draugr could too.

      I watched Eli walk toward me, trying to ignore the smile he wore as I stared at him. I refused to look away. I liked looking, and tonight, I wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. He’d offered himself up for my use. His kisses left me feeling languid.

      “Do you suppose we should discuss your ability to flow, peach pie?” Eli asked as he reached the passenger door.

      “As soon as we talk about you telling the dead lady that your blood was mine or I was yours, sweetbread.”

      He raised his brows. “Sweetbread is not a baked food. It’s part of a dead animal.”

      “True.”

      “Are you threatening me? Or admitting to craving me?” Eli gave me the sort of smile that probably resulted in most women or men hastily shedding clothing. “You should realize that I’m content either way.”

      “Why would you say I was in possession of your blood?” I asked in a slightly calmer voice.

      “Why did you declare me yours? I heard you, Geneviève. You said ‘mine’ in a way that was far from meaningless.” He paused. “And asking me to watch your corpse after you died? We all have secrets, but you can trust me with yours. My body or my blood, Geneviève. Fighting at your side. Tell me what you want, and I will give it to you.”

      For a moment, I stared at him. Quietly, I admitted, “That isn’t working, is it? I asked for space.”

      “You did. You also kissed me,” he said just as quietly.

      Instead of answering, I jerked open the car door. “Either drive me home, or I can flow and get there on my own.”

      Eli motioned for me to get into the car, closed the door, and got into the driver’s side. Even when facing my temper, he was a gentleman, and sometimes I wanted to punch him for it.
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      Eli stayed silent as he put the car in motion.  Sometimes, I stared at the dim alleys, the people sliding into the shadows, and I wondered at our world. I realized that New Orleans was seedier than a lot of cities, but there were plenty of places like ours. Someday, I would visit Prague or Amsterdam. I’d see what it was like there. Did they have more police? Was it simply that they let the again-walkers feed on the homeless who were out at night or was the tolerance a tactic, a cheap way to deter criminals? Were there fewer muggings in the large cities with draugr?

      I knew on some fundamental level that the draugr had not suddenly appeared in the world. Were they few and rare at the beginning? Had the draugr grown in relation to the food—humans—populating so much of the planet?

      I surely didn’t buy the “angry god” answers.  I didn’t see the rise of the dead as a sign that the divine was angry at humanity for this or that, especially when it usually boiled down to folks grumbling over women having opinions, people marrying folks they loved, or the like. But then again, I’d never been a fire and brimstone, hell-is-waiting-for-you, person. Jew and witch by birth didn’t lead to that. Instead, I wondered about the science of it all.  Were the diseases, the plagues of modern life, a divine pay-attention-or-else, or had we created them in our labs? Or, with our destruction of other predators, of the very earth, had these man-shaped killers grown more numerous?

      I had no answers.

      “Geneviève?” Eli’s voice tugged me out of my thoughts.

      “Just thinking about draugr,” I said.

      He kept his gaze fixed on the road as he said, “I offered my blood because you have enough draugr traits that I’ve had my suspicions about your humanity. If you need blood, mine is available. I would’ve offered sooner if I thought you really did need it now.” He glanced at me and teased, “But mostly, you appear to need liquor not blood, so I offered that instead.”

      His smile had me making a rude gesture at him, even as it eased the tension between us. There was only so far we could contain whatever was between us, and my impulsive kiss earlier had eroded some of that peace. Honestly, the fluctuation of my magic had started it months ago.

      It hit me that it was related. “My magic . . .” I shook my head, feeling like an idiot. My magic had identified him as my partner, and it was erratic from being unbound, but magic was not some weird thing with no rules. The thing binding me for most of my life was magic, too. It and my own gifts were at odds. I needed to be tethered. “I think I need to have sex.”

      “I’ll offer that, too,” he said lightly. “If memory serves, I have offered.”

      I sighed. “And I am considering it, but—”

      Eli stopped the car alongside the street, sliding into a narrow parking spot as if he could drive with his eyes closed. He still had one hand on the wheel, but he twisted to stare at me. “Truly?”

      I sighed again. “Yes.”

      “With me?” he clarified.

      “I liked kissing you.” I shot him my wickedest smile. “The handcuffs idea wasn’t without merit either.”

      Eli’s quiet groan made me need to muffle my own response. Whatever else we were, our chemistry was excellent. It was the “what else” part that complicated my life. Still, I felt like I had to tell him.

      “Eli?”

      “Cream puff?”

      “It’s not just that. My magic is weird lately because my mother made a bargain. A faery bargain.” I felt like the air itself went still when I said it. I also felt like he deserved to know, since he was a factor. My shift happened because Eli had become my partner, and of course, he was dealing with the fallout. “And that whole ‘mine’ thing that happened was just my magic being crazyballs.”

      He made a “continue” gesture.

      “I went to see my mother. She made a faery bargain so my beacon to the grave would be tamped down,” I said. “And my draugr traits tamped down. Until I met ‘a true partner, loyal and able to stand at my side.’”

      Eli stared at me as if I’d just declared him a frog who ought to kiss me, or maybe since I was the one who’d been restricted, I was the frog in this fairy tale. Either way, I felt like he was hearing sentences I didn’t mean to say.

      “Geneviève . . . I am honored.” His voice was thick with emotion I didn’t want to identify.

      “Honored?”

      “That your magic chose me,” he said in that same voice. He took my hand in his and lifted it. “It means more than I can say.”

      I was running out of fight. “I trust you.”

      His lips brushed my knuckles. Such a gentle thing ought not make my heart race or my knickers damp. His allure somehow ignored what ought to be and how my body ought to react. I pulled my hand away.

      “And you have my back,” I said as calmly as I could. “You protect me. Who else would be my partner?”

      “Geneviève . . . I have waited for years to hear you admit these things.”

      Again with the perhaps-we-weren’t-in-the-same-conversation. This was why dealing with the fae—and probably the draugr—was fraught with misunderstanding. It was like cross-cultural conflicts, but cross-species. A friend of mine had accidentally ended up engaged because she’d accepted a gift that she thought was sweet, and the man thought was a statement of intentions.

      Carefully, I said, “You’re one of my closest friends.”

      Eli gave me a look with so much heat in it that I was suddenly grateful he’d respected my requests not to seduce me. Then he said, “And I am more than ready to prove that you will never need another person in your bed.”

      “Somehow, I don’t have any doubts of your prowess after that kiss,” I said quietly. Admittedly, the women at the tavern who stared at him like they would sell their souls for another night with him had already convinced me that I would more than enjoy being naked with Eli.

      “Tell me that if you are taking anyone to your bedchamber tomorrow that it will be me?” He leaned forward.

      I closed the distance to brush my lips over his. “Can I think about it?”

      “You have been.” He kissed my throat. “For years. As have I. Why delay? We’re here.”

      “In a tiny car,” I said softly. Despite the skills I knew he undoubtedly had, I wasn’t going to try to do anything in his little convertible. The gearshift between us, and the lack of a backseat didn’t leave too many options. Even if the seat were to recline enough, I wasn’t sure there was room for the things I wanted.

      “Name the place. I’ll bring the handcuffs,” Eli tempted.

      I shoved the thoughts of Eli at my mercy back and leaned away with a loud sigh.

      “I’m just grateful that my mother worded the bargain like that. Can you imagine if she’d said a word other than partner? I’d never be unbound. Fae literalism actually worked in my favor. Put that one in the books. A faery bargain working out on the bargainer’s side doesn’t happen often.”

      Eli gave me an incredulous look, but he said nothing as he pulled the car out of the parking spot and rejoined the flow of traffic. I felt a bit unnerved by it.

      He kept his silence until he arrived at my building.

      When he parked, he looked into my eyes, and said, “Sometimes, my tiramisu, you are an absolute fucking idiot.”

      My mouth opened, but no words came.

      “Faery bargains do not benefit the bargainer. Not truly.” He caressed my face. “We play to win, and you, my love, are lying to yourself. The words—and your own magic—know what your infuriatingly obstinate self denies.”

      I met his gaze for a moment. “You are my business partner and friend, and I . . . care about you a lot . . . and want to fuck you. That’s all.”

      And Eli laughed. It was a joyous sound, but I wasn’t in on the same joke, apparently.

      “What?”

      “That’s all? My dear, surely you realize that my people marry with far less compatibility. You count me as a friend and a business ally. You care for me and want me. Our interests align. Our sexual compatibility is intense enough to make you run from me. And you would fight the mistress of the risen-dead for me. How can you not see that we are perfectly matched?”

      Romantic partner? Magic choosing? I mean, I wasn’t exactly new to powers-beyond-my-control fucking with my life. . . but I wasn’t a picket-fence kind of woman. I really really wasn’t ever going to be the marrying sort.

      And I was dangerous.

      This couldn’t happen.

      Eli caressed my face. “I do not think your magic or the bargain misunderstood at all, Geneviève.”
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      I stepped out of the car and was instantly folded into Eli’s embrace. There wasn’t anything magical about a hug, but there was a sort of magic to finding someone who felt like home. In my heart of hearts, I admitted that this was why I had to push Eli away. Losing him would tear a wound in my heart that couldn’t heal.

      But there was a perfection to the way I felt as Eli held me that I didn’t think existed anywhere else in my past—and I feared it would never exist with anyone else. We simply fit. Dear Goddess, we fit. There was a point at which total denial was impossible, and I was finally there. I closed my eyes, let myself not think, and simply feel.

      “I am terrified,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      “I want you,” I whispered against his throat.

      “And I want you.” He leaned back and stared into my eyes.

      “So . . . we boink like bunnies? Risk our friendship for some orgasms?” I tried for light, but I sounded panicked even to myself.

      “I give you my vow, Geneviève Crowe, that I will not stop being your friend if we ever start and then stop boinking.”

      The air felt thick as he spoke, as the magic that rode in his words floated beside us. I felt the magic press into my skin. “Eli of Stonecroft—"

      “You do not need to make a vow,” he reminded me. “This is not a bargain.”

      “I want to. I want you to know that I feel the same, that I want to preserve our friendship,” I explained. “Eli of Stonecroft, I will not stop being your friend. No being alive, again-alive, or dead will cause me to abandon you.”

      The smile he gave me would melt ice on a frigid day. Quietly, he said, “I accept.”

      We stood there beside his car a few moments. A part of me wanted to shove him against his car and kiss him again. Another part of me wanted to say “I can’t” and run.

      I leaned back and said, “So, I guess this means we agree that sex is an option . . .”

      He grinned. “It appears that way.”

      I stared at him, waiting. “Well, we had a bargain: One kiss at your choosing. We could start there. I did kiss you earlier.”

      “Oh, cupcake, you know me better than that.” His voice was back to the familiar teasing one that I treasured. “I will not ruin this moment by claiming that kiss. . Unless you are finally inviting me into your bed tonight, I will bid you goodnight.”

      I felt nervous. Being with him made me feel as awkward as a virgin at an orgy. This was real, not one of the fantasies of him I indulged in during quality time with a vibrator.

      I chickened out. “Not tonight.”

      He continued to be silent. When he extended a hand to me, I accepted, and in an instant, I was in his embrace. No kisses. No wandering hands. He simply hugged me again. If he’d kissed me, I would have dragged him to my bed. Instead, Eli was making the decision all mine.

      “Soon,” I said. “But I need a minute. We . . . I . . . I’m nervous.”

      “I’m nervous, too,” he whispered. He released me and walked back to his side of the car. He paused and gave me a smile, and I recalled briefly how many things he’d done to ease my worries. He was good at this.

      I walked to my door and jabbed the code into the door. When I stepped into the lobby, I looked back at Eli through the closed heavy glass door and waved. Then I stood and watched him drive away, feeling like a much younger, much less experienced woman. I wasn’t sure I knew how to start this after so long avoiding it. Our kiss had been powerful, and . . . now what?

      I sighed and turned toward the firedoor to enter my floor of the building. The light above it must have burned out, so I made a mental note to bitch at the manager in the morning. My vision made the lack of light an improvement, but if my friends visited at night, they’d be stumbling into the umbrella stand or the bench. Having done that in a few drunken moments over the years, I wasn’t going to wish it on anyone else.

      I needed to text Tres and cancel lunch. Whatever was going on there with his vaguely Renfield-like behavior, I wasn’t going to be seeing him alone.

      I was pulling my phone out of my pocket when a noise drew my attention.

      Alice Chaddock stepped out from behind the stairwell. She stood there in an elegant coat and thin heels and stared at me. She took a halting step forward, and I struggled to remain calm.

      “Mrs. Chaddock?” I had no idea why—or how—she was in my lobby, but I’d already had at least three more crises than should happen in any month . . . and I was over it. I just needed a long fucking nap. “Whatever this is, can we do this tomorrow?”

      She sobbed and threw herself into my arms. I definitely don’t cuddle clients as a rule—and I didn’t even like the widow Chaddock. She was clinging to me, though, arms around me like a determined koala.

      “Okay, what happened?” I started, not quite able to detangle her clutching arms. Whatever the damsel-in-distress class was, she took it and aced it. Firmer now, I asked, “Why are you here, Alice?”

      I heard footsteps, the unmistakable clack of heels. I looked over Alice’s shoulder and saw another woman about my age standing there. “Who are you?”

      Before I could say anything more, something jabbed my upper arm. Sharp. Burning. It felt as if my very bone had cracked, and I swayed under the pain. Everything was wrong. I felt my muscles going loose, and icy agony spiraling down from whatever pricked my arm.

      “What . . . have you done?” I slurred as I fell to the floor.

      The two women looked down at me. The second one, a stranger, said, “Why is she still talking? Alvin and Jimmy were dead by this point. The maid, too.”

      Alice shrugged. “Maybe it’s like a witch thing? She’s freaky strong.”

      I was felled by a hug. If I could stand, I’d kick my own ass.

      “Here.” The stranger pulled something out of her bag. I couldn’t see what she was holding out, but I hoped to hell it wasn’t a gun.

      I managed to say, “Why?”

      “Hold on.” Alice crouched beside me and tugged my shirt up.

      I could see her hand and a syringe in it. I tried to lift my hand to bat it away, but all I managed to do was flop my hand onto my belly.

      I felt and saw the needle inject me again, and the world went sideways.
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      I woke to voices. I let my magic slide out before forcing my eyelids to lift. I felt the spaces in my home, three bodies filling the usually empty air. Another trickle of magic told me that Christy, Sera, and Jesse were here.

      Friends. Family. No rich bitches with crocodile tears. I was safe.

      Christy and Sera were in my bathroom. Jesse was beside me, sitting on the floor next to my sofa. He was still, but watching me, guarding me. All of this might mean I was recently dead—or not.

      I wasn’t sure what dying felt like.

      I knew I was on my sofa, on top of what I thought was a tarp, and I had an overall chill, a very cold stomach, and general sense of dampness. I had no idea how I got here. I was home. Not in the building lobby, but inside my home. The last thing I knew I was in the lobby. Had I crawled here? Did I get dragged here? My brain was muzzy, and I knew that it was probably from whatever jabbed me—or a result of the throbbing in my head from hitting the lobby floor.

      I forced my eyes open and turned my head to stare at Jesse. “Up.”

      “Keep the ice there. You stopped convulsing when we got ice on you.” Jesse helped prop me up. “You were burning up when we found you.”

      “How long?”

      Jesse glanced at the wall clock over the sofa. From this angle, I couldn’t see it. “Maybe an hour since we found you. About twenty minutes since you stopped thrashing. Two minutes since you started to wake.”

      I nodded. “Time now?”

      “One-ish. You didn’t call or reply to any of our texts, so . . . we’re here.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal that they had come to check on me and probably saved my life.

      “Dead?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Time would tell if I’d stay alive. I felt the venom in me. What did draugr venom do to someone who was a living but genetically-similar draugr? It was a question I’d asked myself more than once when something cold, dead, and surly slavered on me in attempts to gnaw on my carotid. The poison was inside me, but I had no idea if it would kill me because, technically, it might not be poison to me. It was like a rattlesnake with a cut in its mouth. Did the venom injure the snake? Or was it different because I hadn’t swallowed it, but had it injected in me.

      “What do you need?” Jesse prompted as he scooted closer.

      “Cold drink. More ice.” I swallowed. My whole body felt like it was on fire on the inside. I could trace every vein.

      Jesse turned his head and called, “Water. Ice bags. She’s awake.”

      I noticed that he was wearing black disposable gloves, as if we were about to dye my hair. Actually, they looked like they were the ones from my bathroom used just for that. He’d been careful in this, at least. Who knew how much venom had been on my skin?

      “Vodka,” I corrected, even as I felt the air displaced as one of the women moved from bathroom to kitchen. That was Sera. She was a hummingbird where Christy felt like a jay. Jesse was always more owl in his presence, watchful and strong. Someday, he’d be a great father to children who would be my “nieces” or “nephews.” We weren’t blood, but sometimes family was what you chose.

      Jesse looked at me and said in a low voice, “I can try again to kick them out or you can risk getting all confessional. Asking for vodka after convulsions is going to raise a couple questions. You want to tackle that?”

      “Vodka.” It was that or call Mama Lauren for one of her weird medicinal concoctions.

      “Your call, little sister.” Jesse started to push to his feet, probably to fetch my booze.

      I felt woozy and started shivering, and I wasn’t entirely sure I’d see sunrise.

      Amateurs. The women who did this only left me half-murdered. Fucking amateurs. That was why I liked beheadings. No doubts there. Sever the head, and bodies dropped, even draugr or whatever the fuck I was. If I healed, I was going to be . . . unpleasant at best. Why would they risk that? What if I woke up a draugr? The thought of that particular nightmare made my heart speed. I really, really didn’t want to find out that I was a draugr now.

      I tried to lift my arm to grab him and totally missed.

      “Stay for now,” I rasped.

      Jesse took my hand. “Hey, Gen? Focus on me, yeah?”

      My eyes were not sure how to focus. I convulsed on my sofa.

      “Panic is going to spread the venom.” Jesse was using the calm voice, the one that meant I was legit injured. It was not comforting, but I knew by now that the calm voice meant that I needed to listen to him.

      “No panic,” I promised.

      The venom in my body should have killed me. Was it just slower because of the ice? Where was Eli? Where did all the ice come from? I had the sort of questions that made me worry about twelve things at once. Adrenaline shot with a hemotoxic edge. I glanced down and saw blood oozing around the plastic bag of ice I was currently clutching to my belly.

      As carefully as I could, I said, “Where is ice from?”

      “Sera called a friend.” He made air quotes. “Had it delivered to the building. Bags and bags of it. No one else came in.”

      Sera and Christy came into my living room then. Christy had a bottle and two plastic ziplocked bags of ice. Sera had icepacks, ointment, and a cleaning cloth.

      “Vodka,” I said again, staring at Jesse.

      He nodded and stood.

      I didn’t think the women heard me, but Christy raised her brows at me as she handed me a tall, closed metal water bottle. I shrugged, took the bottle, and swung my feet to the floor. I took both ice bags and pressed one of the icepacks to my shoulder, and the awkward angle made the one on my stomach fall to the floor.

      “Vodka?” Christy repeated.

      I grabbed my fallen ice and plopped it and the new bag of ice on my chest.

      “You’re bleeding! Why is she bleeding again?” Sera came over with a damp cloth and lifted my shirt. “We pulled the needle out. Why isn’t it closing?”

      When I saw the watery blood, I grabbed her wrist. “Don’t touch it.”

      I felt my panic swell again. “Did any of you touch it?”

      “I did.” Jesse held up his gloved hands. “But I was careful. There was a broken needle in your belly. I wasn’t going to leave it there. Pulled it out. Tossed it. Iced you.”

      “Cloth,” I said, holding out my hand.

      Sera let me have it, and I wiped away the thin watery stuff seeping out of my skin. Yes, there was blood, but that wasn’t all. I looked closer and saw a red mark. Circular. Raised. One tiny puncture in the middle. I could feel a bump in there, like a tiny lump of poison where the widow Chaddock had injected me.

      In a calmer than I felt voice, I said, “I need a bag to put contaminates in.”  I met Sera’s glare. “Did you touch any of my blood?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?” I stared at her, my magic zinging at her, studying her, seeking the green glow of venom in her. She seemed clean.

      “Dude! Put the magic away.” Sera glared at me in the way of a friend who was used to all of my quirks. “Don’t go all mind control or whatever that is.”

      “I can’t control your mind,” I said lightly. “I was just—”

      “Slapping your magic at me,” she finished. “Well, stop. Jesse refused to let us touch you. He put on gloves and got cleaning rags to wipe up your blood.”

      “Good.” I nodded at him.

      “Toss it in there.” Jesse motioned to an industrial paint can I used to store salt and as a base for the training dummies I built. Jesse had co-opted an empty one as a makeshift bin for contaminants. It was a smart plan. Bloody rags and water were piled in a reddish mess in the bottom of the can.

      “Not my first time needing to be sure I wasn’t going to catch something from a woman,” Jesse teased. “I’m very in favor of prophylactics of all sorts.”

      “TMI,” Christy said dryly. “And don’t say prophylactics talking about your sister.”

      I grinned, grateful as ever for the smart asses that were my friends. “I’m glad he’s making sure he’s safe. Smart man. Good catch even.” I shot her a look. “And you ought to be glad. I mean, I’m not the one here who’s sleeping with him.”

      “You told her?” Jesse said.

      “No, dumbass.” Christy shook her head. “You just did.”

      I laughed, the movement spilling more venom from the injection in my belly. I typically healed faster than this. I sopped it up again with the rag, noting that the ooze was leaving red trails on my skin. I dabbed instead, trying to absorb it.

      “Christy? I want to hear more about you two later, and you”—Sera pointed at me— “can stop with distracting or magicking me to forget or whatever else you want to do to avoid discussing this.”

      “I can’t magic you to forget,” I muttered. Of all the traits I wished my dad had given me, that one had yet to show up. I wasn’t sure it was even real. Could draugr make people forget? There was speculation, but my father, frat boy of darkness, was dead so I couldn’t ask. Sometimes I was livid about that, that my temper slipped so badly,  that I was not as in control as I wanted--but most of the time I thought the decision to murder him was a good one.

      Being covered in ice wasn’t going to work long-term.  Freezing the venom to buy my body time to eject it was a start. What would happen when the rest of it hit my system though? Would I die? Re-wake? Transform without dying? I had no answers.

      Christy plopped another bag of ice on me. “Keep it cold.”

      My brain was zinging in overtime. Colder was making my mind clearer. I wanted to ponder everything except what was happening to me right then. Maybe if I survived, I’d ask Beatrice about what exactly draugr could truly do. My accidental mind-reading skills might be  either my dead bio-father’s genes or the result of being a hybrid. My witchy mother couldn’t do it.

      “Get your arm. You’re bleeding there, too,” Sera muttered, pulling my focus back to now before she flounced out of the room again.

      I felt my arm. It was oozing, too. Worse yet, it felt icy to the touch without any ice packs. No venom ball there. It was in me. Magic wasn’t necessary to see the venom under my skin.

      “Going to fill us in?” Christy asked.

      “I was injected.”

      “Obviously. With what?” Jesse prompted, even though he knew. Of course he did. They knew I was at the morgue because someone was injecting people. They still stared at me with hope.

      “Draugr venom, I think.” I dabbed my stomach. It was oozing more than my arm. “My blood isn’t coagulating right. Did it feel cold through the glove?”

      “Chilly, but not icy.” Jesse met my eyes. “Will your bio offset this?”

      He didn’t say “bio-dead-dad” or even “biology,” but I knew exactly what he meant. Would my bio-deadbeat draugr and the fucked-up biology from him offset my reaction? I mean, I couldn’t really say for sure. I hadn’t been injected before now. Obviously, to some degree, there was offset. I wasn’t dead.

      “So far, I think it helps,” I said. “They thought I would be dead after the first dose.”

      “Why aren’t you dead then?” Christy asked.

      “Weird biology,” I said lightly. I was glad I sounded much calmer than I felt. The widow and her friend had tried to kill me. Lots of dead things had tried to kill me, but having a human woman try it was new.

      I’d rarely had such cause to celebrate my mother’s bad taste in bedmates. If I were simply human, I’d be dead. Of course, I wouldn’t be a target for well-dressed women with poison if I were merely human—or able to stop them if I survived.

      That aside, I didn’t get it. Why inject people with draugr venom? There were much easier ways to kill someone, but draugr venom had killed Chaddock and Odem. I had been guessing the other woman was Odem’s widow, but she was young. Odem’s wife supposedly wasn’t. Daughter? Another dead man’s wife? Either way, she was a woman who had tried to murder me. Why me? Why them? Why venom? And where did they get it? Only venom from a century-old draugr was lethal, and none of those would be easy to milk like snakes.

      “How did they get to you?” Jesse asked. “Were you distracted? Were there a lot of attackers?”

      That was not the question I wanted to answer.

      “She hugged me,” I said sheepishly. I could face monsters, kill, hunt, and generally bad-ass my way through life. Today, though, I was felled by a hug. It was mortifying.

      “The widow was hiding in the lobby when I got home, and she hugged me. I didn’t know she had a syringe. Once I was down, the other woman handed her a second dose because I wasn’t dead yet.” My heart sped in anger, and I stood.

      My magic lashed out in a pulse that—based on Jesse’s expression—was visible even to my completely mortal friends, and my eyes slipped toward grave vision so quickly that I felt queasy. I knew my eyes had slid into reptilian slits, that my friends could see that I looked more like a draugr than I would like them to see. The vision of the grave let me see that they were, all three, healthy. I glanced at my hands. Green glinted under the skin. Venom.

      “Talk to me, Gen.”  Jesse stepped between me and my other two friends. “Are you . . . still you?”

      I flipped him off because speaking was outside my grasp. Some measure of venom was processing, blending with my already fucked biochemistry, and the result was that I felt less human than normal.

      “Do we call a doctor?” Christy asked.

      “Her mother?” Sera added.

      Jesse came closer. I saw my gun in his hand. He held it loosely, but he held it. “Any urge to bite people?”

      “Love you, brother,” I told him finally. My mouth struggled to form the words. The fact that he’d shoot me rather than let me hurt them was enough to make me tear up a little from relief and pride.

      I looked at Christy and Sera. “You, too.”

      My muscles looked like they were moving on their own. Twitches and ripples. It made me wince as it grew more intense. I could see the darkening green everywhere I could see my skin.  I lifted my shirt and looked at the injection site there. Vibrant emerald glittered inside me so brightly that I reached down to touch my skin. It was icy, making me feel more like a corpse than living person.

      I swallowed and said as calmly as I could, “My body is processing the venom faster now. It was a hard bump, like you’d frozen it, but it’s not staying there.”

      Then I leaned over and vomited into the industrial paint can they were using as a makeshift trashbin. I was starting to shake violently, and my magic was not content to stay quiet as my body resisted the toxins. I felt my magic reach out, seeking the dead.  I tried to keep it, find another way to release the energy because I didn’t need corpses crawling through the windows right now.

      My magic wanted to release itself, to roll out and find the dead, to be utilized. I wasn’t sure I could keep it in check. I closed my eyes and whispered, “Salt the sills and along the walls. Everywhere. Do it now.”

      My three closest friends went to the vats of salt I kept around the house. They all knew the dead came toward my magic, and no one here wanted that. I wasn’t up to standing, much less swinging a sword. I’d developed great control over my grave magic since childhood, but today wasn’t a great day for controlling much of anything.

      I concentrated on trying to stay focused on my magic behaving properly as my friends poured salt lines for me.

      My home was the entire floor of the building, and it was the ground floor, so there was an odd risk that the dead would try to rise through the ground. Concrete was impervious, fortunately, but a good solid salt line should keep the dead from trying to crawl through windows or throw themselves at the door. That had happened once in my childhood.  An old man, clad in his burial suit and loafers, kept battering himself against my bedroom window. I woke to bloody, broken glass and an injured dead man reaching into my room.

      Such things had taught me to have better control, because even with my mother’s faery bargain in place, I had sometimes struggled. Now that I was unbound, I’d struggled more than I had in fifteen years.  And, tonight, after the injection, I wasn’t sure I was going to find control.

      There were too many ways my friends could be in danger, so they needed to get out of here. The most likely case was that the dead would start clustering in the parking lot. I might be able to stop them from coming into my home, but I wasn’t swearing to that.

      I felt all of them: draugr, corpses properly interred, and lost bodies hidden in places the dead ought not be buried. My magic wanted to claim them, animate them, gather them.

      “Phone.”

      With a shaking hand, Christy gave it to me. “Please don’t die on us. Please.”

      “Hoping.”

      I pressed a button or several. I couldn’t actually say, but in a few moments, I heard his voice.  “Geneviève,” Eli answered. “What a pleasant—"

      “I need you.” I took a shuddering breath, forcing my heart to stay calm to not spread the toxin throughout my body even faster.  “Right now, Eli. I think I might be dying.”

      And then the convulsions made my whole body feel as if a drunk stranger had me on marionette strings.
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      I woke covered in ice again.

      Somewhere near me, Sera said, “We’re going to run out. Then what?”

      Between the convulsions and the puking, my attempts to stay calm were not working as well as I’d like.  I’d convinced my small group of determined nursemaids that they could only stay until Eli arrived. I couldn’t decide if I was more irritated or awed by their steadfastness. They weren’t asking me why the venom hadn’t killed me. They weren’t worried that I was going to wake up dead and eat their faces.

      “I’m not safe for you to be around,” I said for the fourth time. I tried to sound rational, even though I felt like screaming at them that they were being irresponsible. Carefully, I explained, “Injected. Could re-awake as draugr.”

      “So what? You’ll have a few draugr traits. You’re still our Gen.” Sera folded her arms and glared down at me.

      As adventurous as Christy but two hundred times more maternal, Sera was a rock for me.  Right now, though, she looked like she was as reasonable as an angry bear.

      “I want you to be safe,” I stressed. “After all the times you said that to me, you ought to understand.”

      “And I want you to have help while you heal.” Sera tapped one foot. “You will heal, Gen. You are not allowed to die, and if that means we stay here while you think you are a threat to us, then—”

      “I am a threat.”

      Sera waved my words away. “I’m not going anywhere until Eli gets here, at the least. I could stay then, too.” She motioned to her purse. “If I need to, I’ll shoot your knees or something if you change into a draugr.”

      “Told you,” Jesse said quietly. He kissed the top of my head and helped me to stand. “Come on. You wanted to be in your own bed, so let’s get you there.”

      The room felt blurry, and I realized my eyes were flickering between normal pupils and serpent slits. As my eyes shifted, so did my vision. It was like someone had shoved a broken strobe light inside my head. I swayed and forced down nausea.

      “I can carry you,” Jesse offered.

      “Piss off.” My bones were intact.  My muscles, too. I was going to walk or I could stay on the damned sofa. I took a stumbling step and grumbled, “Fuck it. Fine. I need help.”

      Sera and Christy swept in to support me. I had one friend on either side, arms around my waist, guiding me across the open room toward my bedroom. It was one of the few times I’d cursed having a large living space. The distance that seemed fine most of the time was too far tonight.

      I wanted to let Jesse keep his gun in hand. Just in case.

      A few halting steps later, the pain in my low abdomen made me gasp. The venom was changing me. I felt a burning, like a kidney stone and hangover got together for a tango. It was making puking only one of my worries. Walking felt like I might piss myself—or worse. A part of my brain, a calmly rational streak, reminded me that this was what the human body did at death. Organs gave up, muscles released, and things came gushing out. I really didn’t want that.

      “Take his gun, Christy? Swap places, I mean.” As soon as they did, I muttered, “Carry me.”

      Jesse swept me up into his arms, and without a word about me admitting my inability to walk there myself, he carried me toward my bedroom.

      “I have money saved,” Jesse said as he strode across the hallway to the unit where I slept. “Enough for twelve years in a T-Cell House.”

      “Seriously?” I managed to say.

      “You’re exposed to biters all the time. We all encounter them in the city. I know the risks living here,” Sera said from behind him. “I have enough saved up for fifteen years.”

      “Eighty here,” Christy offered from my left, where she strolled with a gun in hand.

      “Over a hundred years in hand, already.” Jesse stopped at the foot of my bed. The room was darker than the rest of the floor. I’d walled up the windows when I moved in.

      Sera tugged back my rumpled bed linens and fluffed my pillows, as I watched from where I was held in Jesse’s arms.  “We are a family,” Sera stressed. “Families look out for one another.”

      I felt tears well up and sniffled to stop the sob that went with them.

      When Jesse lowered me to the bed and got me situated, they all stepped back and stared at me as I sat on my bed. It felt like a wake, but with the corpse still alert. As far as wakes go, it wasn’t awful—but I didn’t want to die.

      And I sure as fuck didn’t want to wake again.

      I felt the need to puke, but didn’t want to do that either.

      As they stood there, gathered around me, I felt like I ought to tell them some sort of deathbed wisdom. I had no insights. No wisdom. Just this ball of terror that whatever happened after this was larger and more overwhelming than I could fathom.

      Christy turned to go, and I blurted, “Wait. I’m not ready. I’m not . . .”

      “What do you need?” Sera asked softly, and I knew as well as I knew anything about this world that she saw my terror. Her gaze met mine, and I wanted my friends to stay as much as they wanted to do so.

      But then a shudder made me lift off the bed, and my magic rolled out with the kind of uncontrolled wave that I hadn’t had since I’d murdered my father.  I tamped it down as hard as I could and said, “I need more ice, but also a bowl with hot water, as hot as it can be without burning my skin. Rags. Box with sealed suture supplies. Med gloves.”

      Christy and Sera didn’t question me. Not yet at least. I did get a suspicious stare from everyone when I added, “Silver knife. Fire till it’s hot. Keep it in the bowl of water so it stays sterile.”

      Once they’d left the room, I stretched out in bed, eyes closed, while Jesse tucked me in as if I simply had the flu.

      “Status?” Jesse asked now that we were alone.

      “Chills. Fever. I see the venom inside me with my grave vision.” My brain was remarkably clear, even as my ability to convince my tongue to create words at a reasonable pace wasn’t.  “Going to need to cut part of venom out.”

      “Cut . . .?”

      “Cauterize after if necessary.”

      Jesse looked as nauseous as I felt. He sat on the edge of my bed. “Ice is what’s keeping the shock down. Is heat a good idea?”

      “No, but letting it slowly leak into my organs isn’t working out either. It needs to come out before it finishes melting or whatever the fuck it’s doing.” I had the start of a plan, but it was probably a terrible one.

      Step One wasn’t absolutely awful. That was simply to have Eli here. The other steps were varying degrees of terrible. My brain was processing too many things, but all I really wanted was to call the dead toward me. That had to be a warning sign of some sort. I had the energy to bring hundreds of dead things to my side. I could feel them, all through the city. With a veritable army of corpses at my side, I would be a terrifying force—but to what end?

      I wanted to do something with this energy: to summon, to bind, to hunt Alice.

      Alice.

      Tres.

      A flicker of a thought hit me that Tres was in danger.

      “Phone,” I mumbled.

      Jesse gave it to me without question.

      I struggled to focus my eyes on the here and now. With shaking hands, I texted Tres: “Alice injected me. Dying maybe.”

      After I hit send, I realized that there were a lot of other things to add. It wasn’t the calmest or most articulate of warnings, and I hoped it wasn’t too late. Alice had expected me to be dead. I could picture her designer heels passing me as I stared up at her with eyes and mouth open. My body was in shock as she and her friend stepped away and left me there to die.

      I felt my magic dancing through New Orleans, spreading out for miles, and I felt more older draugr than I knew were in the city look up as if to find the magic that had grazed them.  One of them was Beatrice. I felt as much as saw her say, “Geneviève?”

      I jerked back, tried to roll my wandering strands of magic back to me. It reminded me of trying to stuff a fishing net into a sock.  This much unfurled magic wasn’t going gracefully back into the small space inside of me.

      “Geneviève?” It wasn’t her voice this time.

      When I opened my eyes, Eli stood in my room next to Jesse.  He was holding a bag half-filled with ice. At his feet were two tall white buckets of ice, and I realized that several more bags were piled on my stomach, chest, and arms.

      “You seized up,” Jesse said. “Moving . . . or warming up?”

      I nodded.

      “Sera texted to bring ice,” Eli said, and I wondered if he’d say much more if we were alone. He was very open with me in private, at least compared to the reputation of the fae, but there was a witness here.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” I gave him what I hoped was a convincing smile. I was incredibly cold, but my brain was clearer again.

      It was odd seeing Jesse and Eli there at the same moment, especially in my bedroom. The undercurrent between them meant they were typically at odds. Tonight, they were in rare accord. Who knew that all I needed to do was be near death to get them to be at peace?

      Even if I wasn’t used to reading his emotions, I’d have realized that Eli looked stricken. I must look worse than I thought.

      I smiled at him. “Hey.”

      Eli didn’t move. “Jesse filled me in. I should’ve walked you inside or—”

      “Nah. . .  but I do have a terrible plan,” I murmured. “Just need your strength to make it work.”

      Seeing the same anxious look on both faces was like a punch to the stomach. I stared at them, and then only at Jesse. I felt like there were a million things to say, and I couldn’t make myself say any of them. He was my brother. My rock. My family. I didn’t want to leave him alone, and I sure as hell wasn’t willing to wake up without remembering everything. My greatest fear was becoming like my father.

      “Try not to die,” Jesse said in a rough voice. “I’m going to need you here when I screw up with Christy again.”

      I nodded and held out my hand to him. I wasn’t going to die on purpose. I had things to do yet. “Take care of them if—"

      “Yes,” he said. “And I’ll manage Mama Lauren if . . .” His words faded, as if saying it would make it real. “Love you, little sister.”

      “Love you, too.”

      After a few moments, Sera and Christy were standing in the doorway behind Jesse. They all looked like I felt, as if none of us was certain we’d meet again. “I’m planning on not dying,” I said forcefully. “I need you all to go first, though. I can’t do this with you here. I need to focus.”

      “Hot water,” Sera announced. “I brought the suture supplies.” She held up a needle and tweezers and scissors. “You’ll have to swab it to disinfect before you—”

      “I know how to sew her up,” Eli said softly. “I’ve had practice.”

      Sera continued, “And sterile gloves.”

      I tried to keep my eyes human, but I was losing the fight there. My pupils reshaped into something monstrous. I said, “Eli stays. You all go. Now.”

      “We aren’t g—”

      “My father was a draugr,” I blurted out, as much as it horrified me to admit those words. “My mother gave birth to the child of a dead thing. I’m not sure what will happen to me if the venom keeps changing things. I feel it inside, guys. My kidneys. My heart. My vision. I don’t know, and Eli is . . . Eli is strong enough to. . .”

      “We can help you, too,” Sera insisted.

      “Ven-om.” I broke the word in two and glared at her. “If I change . . .” My voice fractured then, and I sobbed. “I could hurt you. Eli’s strong enough to stop me. He works with me because of it. He could . . . he could stop me from hurting him.”

      I felt like something in me was breaking. They ought to fear me, hate me, be disgusted. Instead they were standing here. They’d offered money for a T-Cell House. Who did that? I wanted to explain that it wasn’t that I thought I was dying, but that if I did die, I’d wake again, and I would not, absolutely could not, be like that. To the best of my knowledge the only person on any record of bringing a recently perverted corpse to instant clarity was me, and that was something I’d managed exactly once. If I was dead, I had no idea what I’d be like.  Would I be even stronger since I already had a draugr’s strength while living?

      “I suspected you were bitten years ago,” Sera said. “This explains it better, though. You almost flow sometimes. Not totally, but it’s like you’re here and then you’re there.”

      “Told you.” Jesse grinned, despite everything. “We all still love you. And if you end up in a T-Cell house, we’ll still be—”

      “Please? I can’t do this and worry about hurting you. I need you all to leave.”

      Christy nodded. “Still love you. Still want to stay . . . but we’ll go so you can do whatever.” She looked at Eli. “Keep her alive. If not, we wait for her to come back. If she changes, we have money for a T-Cell.”

      She took Jesse and Sera’s hands, and they left.

      “Geneviève,” Eli began.

      I stared at him, daring him to argue with the inevitable next request. In a low whisper, I said, “I won’t go to a T-Cell House, Eli. I need someone strong enough to stop me if I . . .” I swallowed and shoved the ice aside. “They had to leave in case you need to kill me.”

      I pushed to my feet and tried to stand. Eli helped. I lifted one of my swords from the wall rack in my room and put it on the bed.

      “Geneviève . . .”

      I sat down, hand on the hilt, and looked up at him. He was staring at the sword. “If you wrap your hands in something before you lift this, it won’t hurt you that much to—”

      “Killing you would more than hurt.” Eli tore his gaze away from the sword between us. “It would destroy me.”

      “You understand then. I cannot be something that kills people. I can’t become like that, Eli, and no one else I know is strong enough to stop me.” I’d begun to shake. The few moments without ice was too long. I couldn’t live in bed under ice for the rest of my however-many-decades-or-centuries of life, and I couldn’t become a worse perversion of life than I already was. I grabbed the ice and piled it on my skin again, and with shaky hands, he helped.

      “Geneviève . . . what you ask . . .”

      I hated the way Eli was looking at me. If this got worse, there weren’t many choices left. I needed him to agree before we tried to cut the venom out.

      “I guess the guillotine purchase wasn’t as bad of an idea as I’d thought. If my plan fails . . . don’t warehouse me. I don’t want to be that.”

      Eli met my gaze.

      “If I turn, will you kill me? Please, Eli, I know it’s a lot to ask, but . . .?”

      The moments dragged, but finally, Eli gave one nod, took a steadying breath, and shifted to a businesslike demeanor. I was grateful for it, for him. The familiar light tone in his voice was a total lie, but I was still glad to hear it when he asked, “What is your plan to avoid changing?”

      “It’s a terrible plan,” I warned Eli as I lifted the heated knife.

      “I would expect no less of you.” He was clearly trying to continue to sound light hearted, but he watched me warily. I guess asking someone to kill you is awkward.

      “Sanitize that?” I nodded at my belly as I took the bag of ice off my skin.

      The skin was red with splotches of white. I wasn’t sure what was from the ice and what was from the poison. All I knew for sure was that the venom wouldn’t stay in this knot. Whether the broken needle or the ice had bought me this much time, I didn’t know. The amount in the first injection was more than enough to scare me. More wasn’t an option. It had to come out.

      “I’m going to cut it out.”

      “You’re going to . . .” He stopped himself and tried to match my calm. “Would you like me to . . . do that?”

      “Not really.” I braced myself for the pain. “I will need you to stitch me after I do this. For now, put your hands here and pull the skin taut.”

      I directed his hands to my bare skin. It was not how I wanted him to touch me the first time we were in my bedroom, but I couldn’t imagine trusting anyone else to be at my side for this.  I loved my friends, but only Eli could be here. His strength. His willingness to let me control my fate. I asked a hard thing of him—I knew that. My job was to accept that very request: behead people’s loved ones. It was different when it was someone you loved, and while I didn’t think he loved me, he certainly had feelings.

      I couldn’t say all of that. I simply said, “Thank you.”

      Then I let my eyes slide toward grave sight, so I could see better. I had to find the edges of the poison so I could excise it like a cancer.  I couldn’t carve away what I couldn’t see.

      “Geneviève . . .?”

      “I’m here. Need different vision.” I stared at my skin and the pulsing emerald under the surface.

      It was wider than before. Something—whether the failed injection, my body, or the ice—had enclosed it a capsule.  I could see it writhing, though. The venom was fleeing in little trickles.

      “The venom they injected is more than even I can process. The shot in my arm might still change me. If this was injected carefully, I’d be—” I shook my head, stopping my own words, not wanting to think about the certain death I’d narrowly missed. If it was properly injected. If my friends hadn’t come. If they hadn’t thought to use ice. If this home surgery of mine didn’t work. . .

      I had to cut it out.

      I had to succeed.

      Or Eli would have to behead me.

      I let myself think about what to do next. I’d either give up or I’d be too late. I took a deep breath, and then I jabbed the knife into my skin. Despite best efforts, I made a noise. I might be okay with pain and have more experience with it than anyone should need, but I was not impervious to it.

      In my anxiety over getting it done, the tip of the knife went in a bit further than I wanted. I wasn’t exactly skilled in self-surgery. I twisted the blade so it slid under the ball of venom that we’d effectively frozen. A whimper escaped my lips, and I felt more than saw Eli glance at me.

      He didn’t speak.

      I couldn’t speak.

      Parting my lips would let out cries of pain, rage, and fear.

      My hand wasn’t unsteady in a dangerous way yet, so I tried diligently not to think about the fact that this was my body I was stabbing. Okay, it was a little unsteady. I gouged out a bit more flesh than maybe I needed—but I wasn’t sure I could stab myself twice.

      I pulled the blade out, trying not to look at the blobby thing I’d cut out. It looked like a clutch of frozen frog eggs. My hand hovered in the air, not sure what exactly to do with the lump I’d carved out of my body.

      Then I felt Eli’s hand on my wrist. “I am here, Geneviève. Let me stitch this.”

      I let him take my knife, watched it drop onto a rag on the floor, and closed my eyes.  I felt tears slip through my closed eyes as Eli cleaned blood away, stitched, cleaned, stitched. There was something soothing about it. I sucked at letting people take care of me most of the time, but over the last year, I’d let more than Jesse, Sera, and Christy in. I’d let Eli in.

      “Still with me?”

      “Thinking,” I said. I counted stitches, seven so far, and concentrated on the rhythmic tying together of my flesh. Another wipe, another stitch. The needle pierced my skin. I hated when he had to do this. I knew that Eli could manage steel in the way that true fae couldn’t, but it wasn’t exactly pleasant for him.

      “Thinking about?” he prompted.

      “You,” I admitted.

      He paused for a flicker of a moment, but then he wiped my skin again and stitched again. “Oh?”

      “I trust you.”

      “Good . . .”

      “No, I mean, I really trust you. When I was hurt, my thought was that I needed you, and when I think about keeping my friends safe, I need you to protect them. And when I think about being put down—”

      “’Put down?’ You are not a rabid animal, Geneviève.” Eli wiped again and looked at his work. “And I thought I was counted among your friends.”

      “Fair.” I scooted up slightly. “My point, Eli, was that I don’t trust easily. I’ve known Jesse my whole life, Sera and Christy for almost a decade. It’s a short list.”

      He gave one of those half-shrugs that shouldn’t be charming but was and said, “I waited you out.”

      Then he grinned at me.

      My tension slipped away as I watched him look less calm, more agitated, more emotional. It was a peculiar thing to know that his calm visage was probably the most obvious signal that he was upset. Seeing him less reserved, less controlled was how I knew that we were both thinking that things were probably going to be fine.

      I opened my mouth to reply and felt elongated teeth drop down from my gums. I reached up with one finger and felt them. Fangs. I had fangs.

      Eli reached out to me. “Geneviève?”

      “Fangs!” I clamped a hand over my mouth and grasped my sword with the other. I had failed. There wasn’t any way to stay safe, to keep my family or friends safe. I jumbled with the sword until I had the point under my chin. I held it there with one hand, and then I took the one that was over my mouth and made a slamming gesture at Eli.

      “No,” he said in the calmest voice ever. “I will not shove you onto the sword blade. You’re panicking. Are you still coherent?”

      I gave a slight nod.

      He pushed the sword away from my throat. “Do you want to bite me?”

      I tilted my head, and then shook it. I didn’t. Maybe I just wasn’t hungry. Although I could feel my heart thudding in my ears, I still reached down and checked my pulse.

      “Alive?”

      Live people didn’t have fangs. I had a pulse—and fangs. I had not had them before, though, and I really didn’t want them now. Passing for human was hard enough with often reptilian eyes and the ability to flow. If people knew I was inhuman . . . I blinked tears. I wasn’t sure what was going on, and I stared at Eli and wondered if he had answers. Ideas. Something.

      He took my hand in his, unfolding my fingers so I released the sword. He shoved it away and sat close beside me on the bed. He pulled me against him, holding me, trusting me, and stroked my back and arm. “We need answers, love.”

      I waited. It was that or uncover my mouth, and that sounded like a lousy plan.

      “The only solution I see is to seek the ones who might know,” he murmured. “Beatrice seems to like you—or at the least, want you to like her. Could you reach out to her?”

      I watched him warily. This was turning into an awful day, or maybe it was way past that. I’d figured out who the murderer was by accident, been left for dead, and now I had fangs.

      “She is the last idea I have,” Eli said. “But if the alternative is losing you, bring the dead, crème brûlée. Call for her because there must be a solution that doesn’t involve your death.”
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      Eli’s suggestion was not one I liked, but my magic felt like it was choking me. There was a ball in my throat, like I had the physical need to vomit but the will to stop it. I wanted to release my call to the dead. My magic pushed out, no longer able to be held back.

      “Can you call Beatrice specifically?” Eli urged.

      “Maybe . . .?”

      I closed my eyes and . . . let go of my restraints. It was a relief to let my magic free, as if too-tight trousers, pinching shoes, underwire bra, and a bitchy neighbor were all removed in one glorious moment. Although I was trying to concentrate on Beatrice, on the unique traits that were her, my magic rolled from New Orleans to the Outs. I could see fields, trees, and for a split moment, I could smell the scents that were home to me. Beatrice wasn’t there. Instead, I could see home and my mother.

      “Darius?” Mama Lauren’s voice had a thread of girlish hope. She looked up from her herb-strewn table and seemed to see me. She smiled beatifically. “Baby girl?”

      I watched my mother, who was staring into the darkness of her work room and smiling. At me. She was smiling at me, and I had zero idea how.

      “Look at you,” she said in a teary voice. “I knew you’d become something sacred. I knew it. Just look at you.”

      Beatrice.

      I jerked away, followed the flow of the land, let myself ripple across the air as if the land was too limiting. Air. I was a creature of air and land, of water, of fire. I was Witch. The fire of life and death was in my veins, and I could end a life or create one from the ashes of death. Small dead creatures rested in the soil. The bones of a wolf scattered on the ground as flowers pushed their blossoms between dried remnants of its ribs. The hunter had become the food. His meat had fed the soil, and seeds had sprouted. I could bring wolf and prey to life again.

      I jerked away. My magic usually only sought humanity’s dead. Not creatures. I didn’t want to uproot bone or flowers that grew there.

      Beatrice.

      My attention slid to a river, and my magic rolled over current and stone. This was not where death was. The dead did not belong in water that gave life to land and animal. I pulled away again. I felt my magic seeking the dead, and the dead that looked back at me were waiting for the spark of life I carried.

      Eli’s voice carried all around me, an echo over land and water as he urged, “Geneviève, focus. I need you.”

      Eli. Eli was a shelter, a strong rock under which I could find rest and peace. If I found the dead creature I sought, I could return to Eli. My partner. My tether. Peace to my violence. Balance. A thread of truth there called me. Balance was my source. Life and death. My nature-bound mother and the dead thing that fathered me.

      I needed a specific dead, not one I called to speak from ash-made lips. I needed one who was dead, but again-walking.

      Draugr.

      Beatrice.

      The thought of her name again, the third call to her, was enough to send me hurtling toward her. She stood in a room I couldn’t see, surrounded by people. Seven. Eight. There were others watching her. These seven were the ones I should see. Another time I would ask, study, understand. Today, I simply wanted to live.

      “Leave me.” Beatrice pressed her lips together.

      I knew she didn’t mean me. She was sending them away. She offered me privacy.

      The bodies left. Doors closed.

      “Stop trying to see beyond me, Geneviève.” Even without being beside her, I could tell she was exasperated again.

      “You are beside me.”

      My magic surged. She was here. In my home. With Eli. Was Eli safe?

      I felt her sigh echo in the chambers of my mind, a warm strong breeze. It rushed around, battering at the fog that seemed to be filling my mind. I didn’t like the fog.

      “You’re not in my home, nor am I in yours. Yet.  I gather you are grievously injured then?” Beatrice was moving, footsteps on marble. Her floor was marble. I saw a glimpse of heavy drapes as she passed them. Red brocade.

      “Burgundy,” she corrected as she left the building.

      I stayed next to her as she walked. I could smell grass, wet earth. This was not within the city of New Orleans. The Outs? My mother—

      “Lauren is fine.” Beatrice sighed again. “I would never harm your mother. None of mine would unless they’d like to find their second death.”

      I shook my head, and I felt Eli there next to me. He was in the room where I was in physical space. The part of me that was drifting along on magic was far away, but my body was with Eli.

      He was stroking my face. “Geneviève? Come back to me, love. Find the woman and return. I can’t get your fever down this time. Geneviève? Please, I could not bear to lose you.” He was weeping. Tears sizzled on my flesh. “Please.”

      At that, I felt myself return to my body. I stared up at him, but I could not speak. I could not move. My body was motionless, but I heard my pulse.

      Come, I called, with every sliver of my magic.

      I could not untie myself from this form or place. I’d never projected before, at least not that I was aware of doing. I’d send my magic out in waves, but not my very self. Somehow, tonight, I’d sought out my mother, and I’d found Beatrice. My astral body was tied to my physical self, but I was able to explore. A trickle of fear suggested that this was a result of my impending death. Apparently, it wasn’t only feats of great strength that were possible in times of peril, but feats of new magic.

      I’d pulled myself away from where I was in the world to seek help. I had no idea if it would work. Did Beatrice know where I was? Could she hear my summons and find me?

      If not, there was no time left to give her that information. I shivered in the cold I felt but could not see. Eli must have added more ice, covering me, and as my temperature lowered again, I felt caught, like some sticky fibrous mass was wrapped around my body, melding me to the flesh, the space, the moment where I was. I could not leave my building to find Beatrice, and I wasn’t entirely convinced that her aid was something I wanted.

      But I didn’t want to die.

      Again, I sent the word out on the pulse of my magic: Come. Then for good measure, I added, Beatrice, please come.

      She didn’t answer, and I was unable to untether myself from my body again. When I heard the pounding on the door, I wanted to tell Eli it wasn’t her. They were human. I could feel them, but I could neither move nor speak.

      “Let me see if that is our knight in an elegant gown,” he murmured as he kissed my forehead.  Only then did he release my wrist. Eli wasn’t beheading me, despite my requests to him, but in his defense, I wasn’t technically dead either.

      “I need to see Miss Crowe,” an angry voice insisted.

      “She is unwell,” Eli rebutted.

      “Well, the whole fucking lawn and the parking lot are filling up with zombies again. That’s her doing.”  The man’s voice grew louder as he yelled, “Crowe! Stop whatever hocus pocus you’re doing. I ordered take-away, and the delivery man is quivering in his car.”

      “Could you walk to his car?” another voice asked.

      “Sure, right. I’ll just march through a herd of zombies. Great idea, Martha.”

      And then, no one spoke.

      I felt Beatrice arrive. The air and the space that had been vibrating with anger was suddenly still. Terror rippled through the air. No one would have doubt as to what she was.

      “Lady Beatrice,” Eli said warmly.

      “I come for Geneviève. Do I need to kill these people to reach the door?” Beatrice’s voice was loud enough to carry.

      “No,” Eli said drolly. “They noticed that Geneviève was dying and came to speak to her.”

      “Indeed.” Beatrice sounded amused. “Shall I disperse those worrying in the lot?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind,” my neighbor, Rosemary, said cheerily. I’d always liked her. No nonsense. No fear. If I lived long enough to grow old, I wanted to be like her.

      If I could laugh, I might.

      “It’s a temporary solution, unless Geneviève dies or recovers. Currently, her magic is…summoning the dead,” Beatrice said lightly. “Including draugr.”

      My neighbors’ replies were too muffled to hear, but whatever their opinions, they weren’t arguing with the scary dead woman in the doorway to my home.

      I heard the others leave, as well as a cheerful voice from Rosemary, “Well, she seems nice, doesn’t she?”

      Nice? I doubted that Beatrice was nice by anyone’s standards, but she was efficient. Right now, I was grateful for it. If I recovered, I suspected I’d need to figure out why she was so interested in me, but not today.

      I can hear you, Beatrice whispered in my mind. She sounded like she was amused.

      Really?

      Did you think you were the only one who can read minds? she asked.

      I swear she sounded like she was laughing. No . . .? I replied. Is it a draugr thing?

      After a long pause, she said, No.

      Then I heard Beatrice and Eli come into my room, but I was still silent and motionless as he filled her in on my situation. I could not move or speak. My body had entered some sort of stasis.

      “Paralysis,” she said, meeting my eyes. “She hears us. Sees us. The venom paralyzes as it starts to liquify her organs and muscles. It should have been painful before this stage.”

      “It was.” Eli stroked my face. “Can you . . . is there something we can do? I’ll do anything. I’d really rather not have to kill her.”

      At that, the old draugr looked appalled. “Why ever would you do that?”

      “Her wishes.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “If you stay this way, between living and dying, the dead will continue to gather. Do you understand me?”

      Help. HELP. I wasn’t sure what I needed, but this, this weird vegetative state, wasn’t it. I’d rather die. Someone help me!

      She looked at me. “Don’t yell, daughter. That’s why they are all gathered. If you stay like this, they will drain you. We could fix this, but the paralysis will last for days. If there are bones, you will find them.” She paused. “When you sleep, Geneviève, you will have no control. Would it not be better to be like me?”

      No. Not ever. No. Please no.

      “What if she went where there were no bones?” Eli’s tone scared me. I knew that one. It was mine, the one I had when I was about to embark on a terrible plan. “Would she heal?”

      “If there was no venom left in her,” Beatrice said mildly.

      “How?”

      I drew in a sharp breath because I knew this answer, felt the inevitability of it before she parted her lips and said, “Well, I would remove it, of course.” She stared at me as she asked, “Do I have your consent to remove the venom from Geneviève?”

      “It’s that or death?”

      “Yes. Or this suspended state, summoning the bones of the dead to rebuild them, calling draugr to her until she expires.” Beatrice met my gaze. “What will it be?”

      Not this. I couldn’t answer. Whatever was happening to me, I couldn’t reply with my magic—or she was ignoring me. I couldn’t tell.

      She glanced at Eli.

      “I don’t know if you’d choose this or death,” he said quietly. “I know you would not like to revive after death.” He glanced at Beatrice. “This won’t—”

      “I am removing the venom, not adding to it,” she said in a voice that wouldn’t be out of place in a classroom.

      “Save her,” he said. “You have my consent.”

      Beatrice leaned closer, and in my paralysis, I could not pull away. I was helpless as something older than Shakespeare drove teeth into my arm, right over the injection. I felt her magic drawing the venom, separating it from blood and organ, calling it to her. My gums clenched. My stomach and kidneys did. My lungs.  The places the venom had been already processed wanted to obey her summons, but in those cases, some venom was already absorbed.

      Beatrice was a witch and a draugr. Like me. I had more questions than before, but I also had what I thought was an answer. She was the closest thing to what I was that I’d ever heard of. How long had she lived as the only one like her? Were there other witches that were again-walkers?

      I couldn’t ask, but from the way she smiled at me with my blood on her lips, I had suspicions that she knew my questions.

      “Rest,” she whispered as she stood and accepted a tissue Eli extended.

      “In time she will wake and move, but until then, she’ll summon the dead. They’ll tear down the walls to reach her.” Beatrice brushed my hair back. “You will live, Geneviève. Not exactly as before, but not dead. Not wholly draugr.”

      Then she motioned to the doorway. “May I escort you to the door?”

      “To . . .?” Eli asked.

      “Elphame,” Beatrice said quietly. “There is no other place without bones in the soil. I know who you are. I know where you take her. . . and the cost you will pay for doing so. I have heard whispers, Son of Stonecroft.”

      What cost? Beatrice, answer me. Stop this!

      Beatrice only met my eyes and smiled, and I knew then that she’d heard me—and that she was ignoring me.
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      I woke in a room with only two walls. In front of me—and likely behind me—was a meadow. I heard birds, a waterfall, trees dancing in the wind. That sound, more than the rest, was one I missed. The music of wind through nature was one of the things that was lacking in New Orleans. Rain fell. River rolled. Birds sang. Those were as present in the city as in the country, but the city didn’t give me the rustling of thousands of leaves as if they were instruments that the wind had called to song.

      “Can you stand? Speak? Sit?” Eli’s voice came from my left.

      I turned my head toward him. “What have you done?”

      “Brought you to safety.” He motioned around the room. “To my other home.”

      My gaze slid over the walls; natural rock with trickling water to one side and what appeared to be tightly woven trees on the other. The roots extended into the living space and formed the frames of chairs, a table, and a lounging sofa. It was more magical than I’d expected, but it was as welcoming as Eli’s home in New Orleans. I felt peace here, but I felt like a part of me was missing.

      I sent out a pulse of magic. I felt dizzy with how easily the energy flowed outward, but there were no gaps in the canvas. Nothing dead. My own essence wanted to follow the magic, see where it would lead, but I clung to my physical form. I was afraid to project. It was only a thing I’d done during my near-death.

      “The bones of the dead aren’t here,” Eli said softly. He moved to sit next to me on the bed of soil where I was resting.

      I was in soil, and it took no magic to know where it was from. I felt home through the dirt and rocks. I slid my fingers through it. “How?”

      Eli offered that half-shrug, as if to dismiss the inexplicable feat of gathering so much earth for me in Elphame. “I called in favors, and it was brought to me. You were ill, and I was . . . determined.” He cleared his throat. “Jesse helped.”

      I couldn’t decide whether to be more stunned that Jesse and Eli worked together or that there was soil-of-my-home here for me. I started to reach into his mind for answers, but stopped myself. Leaving him with a migraine because I was trying to rummage around in his mind was wrong.

      “You can look at my memories, Geneviève.”

      “What?” I stared at him.

      “I know you can do it.” He smiled at me in that vaguely amused way. “I felt you a few times.”

      “It wasn’t on purpose,” I blurted. “I mean, just now was, but—"

      “I tried to project,” he interrupted. “Images of us, naked. Of me, thinking of you in my home. Of—”

      “I missed most of that.”

      He nodded. “It was worth a try. Go ahead and look. We couldn’t stay where we were.”

      “It hurts if I do it on purpose,” I warned him.

      He shrugged.

      I wasn’t entirely sure I knew how to glance into a mind without harm, but with an invitation, maybe the walls that protected the mind were lowered—or maybe it was because he wasn’t human. My rooting around in the treasure troves of someone’s consciousness was allowed—and safe for him—because he’d invited me.

      The dead were gathered like a soil-caked army. As Eli carried my unconscious body in his arms, bridal-style, the mass of semi-healed corpses surged. It was as if ripples slid over them.

      “Do not pause,” Beatrice ordered. “I can give you a few meters of space at best, so you need to keep moving.”

      I could see the wave of animated corpses, clad in magically-restored clothes from eras past, older than I ought to be able to call from graves. They moved around us as if they were a ghastly escort. Lights from windows in the buildings we passed illuminated terrified faces.

      “To me,” Beatrice murmured.

      Draugr pushed through the walking dead, clustering between us and the revived corpses. They were clawed and battered, shoved and trampled. They were Beatrice’s to command, and she was clearly commanding them to aid her in her protection of Eli and me.

      “Near?” she asked, voice strained.

      “Yes.”

      And then we were in Elphame where we were greeted by guards with silver swords. A man stepped forward—

      I was thrust out of Eli’s memory.

      “If we had stayed in the city, they’d have torn you limb from limb in their eagerness to be near you, Geneviève.”

      “You could’ve beheaded me.”

      He gave me a look of utter heartbreak. “If you had died, I would’ve. If you’d changed into a draugr. . . I would’ve. I agreed to your request.” He took my hand in his. “You are alive, Geneviève, and I would pay near anything to have it so.”

      “What will it cost you? I heard Beatrice. Who was that man? Why—”

      “I will pay the cost if I must.” Eli stared at me, as if this was a declaration, and maybe it was. I had no idea because he wouldn’t tell me anything substantive.

      “Did that hurt? Letting me in?” I asked. He seemed fine, but I needed to know.

      “Not at all,” he said.

      I nodded, relieved. “How long have I been out?”

      “A month, but—”

      “A month?” I shoved to my feet, somehow transitioning from prone to standing far faster than I’d intended. “Have you contacted my friends? Tres?”

      “Geneviève. . .”

      “They all probably think I died.” I was pacing, seeking boots and weapons, noticing that I appeared to be wearing some sort of vaguely medieval-looking nightdress. “What about Alice’s crime? How many more people are dead?”

      “Geneviève!”

      I paused and glanced at him. “Where are my weapons?”

      “In their world, it’s been three hours.”

      “Oh.” I stood in his home in this fairy tale place and simply stared at him. I suspected I was panicking. It was easier to focus on my friends, my clients, and the safe things than to ask myself about the changes I could feel in my body.

      I ran my tongue over my teeth. The fangs were gone, or at least, retracted. I could feel the hard edges of my new unwanted teeth under the skin. I wondered if they’d retracted permanently or—

      Fangs slid out, extending into my mouth.

      Eli, uncharacteristically, approached and wrapped his arms around me. “They retract and extend, bonbon.”

      “How . . .?”

      “You make faces when your teeth extend,” he said with that small shrug of his.

      “Do you owe Beatrice?” I stood there, staring at him with the gorgeous meadow just outside the missing wall of the building. “Do I?”

      “No.”

      A chime echoed through the house. Eli’s expression shifted to the restrained one that I often thought of as his fae face.  Sometimes I forgot how much he revealed to me until that expression appeared.

      “Gun? Sword?” I asked quietly.

      Eli shook his head. “Not that kind of threat, cupcake.”

      There before us was the same man from Eli’s memory. He was handsome in the way of feral animals, sharp lines and prominent muscles. If not for the grandeur of his fur-lined cloak and wealth of jewels glittering on his hands and wrists, I’d suspect him to be a warrior. He did not look any older than Eli, but determining age with the fae was a skill few possessed.

      “Your majesty,” Eli said with a brief bow.

      “I see the girl is awake,” he said with a cursory glance at me.

      “Woman,” I corrected. “Witch if you prefer.”

      The apparent king of Elphame stared at us. He did not address me, but instead spoke to Eli. “You entered the land of your grandfather with death at your side.”

      “Geneviève is not death,” Eli said mildly. “She is a witch. A human.”

      “She smells of death,” the king said.

      I sniffed. “I smell just fine. Maybe a little flowery, but—”

      “Your blood.” The king gave me a sad look. “I know the scent of death.”

      “I told you she was injected,” Eli began.

      “And I offer my condolences,” the king said, meeting my eyes briefly. He shook his head then. “Now that she is awake, however, we must address the things left unresolved as she healed. She cannot be here as your guest, son of my brother, prince of my throne.”

      My head swiveled to Eli. “What did he say?”

      Eli sighed and stepped between me and his uncle, the king. He glanced over his shoulder and whispered, “I am sorry, sugar cream.”

      Eli had effectively blocked the king from my view. That did nothing to muffle the roar of laughter.

      When the king’s laughter subsided, he said, “You didn’t tell her?” He motioned to Eli. “He fled from home when it was time to choose his bride. He’s been in your world for years, hiding from his duty. The prince knew that when he returned home, he would be staying here permanently. You, dead witch, can return to your world of steel and violence. The heir to my throne will be right here where he belongs. Finally.”

      I stared at Eli’s uncle with a mix of rage and fear. I was fairly sure that attacking the king of Elphame was a terrible idea.  Even if he wasn’t Eli’s uncle, he was a powerful creature, and I was in his domain—and unarmed. I felt a ball of fury squirming in my gut. Magic drew together, urged me to strike.

      Apparently, my temper was not improved by my increase in draugr nature.

      “You cannot demand that he stay, punish him because he was being a decent person.” I reached for the sword that was not there and fisted my hand in irritation. No hilt. No gun butt, either. My hands had only air to grasp—or the absurd nightdress I was wearing. I was not a skirt person and definitely not a medieval nightdress person. I was jeans and steel swords, boots and bullets. I could go with barefoot or even naked. Unarmed always seemed stupid.

      At least I wasn’t truly defenseless, thanks to my magic, but I would rather have my gun or sword. Sometimes the threat of violence was enough. I would love to be able to make a few threats and leave. I didn’t think the consequences of attacking the king would be great.

      “The half-dead and the dead are not welcome in Elphame,” the king pronounced. “You must leave.”

      “Pulse. I have one,” I said mildly, my hand touching my throat. I may have been injected with venom from the draugr, but I was, in fact, alive.

      “My nephew has returned due to your murder, but you must go back to your world, Geneviève of Crowe.” The king smiled as if he was being kind.  “And Eli must take the next step in his journey.”

      “So, I go, and he stays?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re going to punish him for saving my life?” I asked in an increasingly agitated voice.

      “Being in Elphame, in your view, is a punishment?” The king gave me a look of disdain. “No unnatural creatures, save you. No need to work. A devoted, beautiful wife to fulfill his every need. How is this a punishment?”

      Despite everything, the king of Elphame sounded genuinely confused. He motioned to the glorious landscape outside the house. “Our land is fertile, healthy, free of invaders.”

      “Uncle. . . the world there suits me. Our land is beautiful, but I want to know my mother’s world as well.”

      I reached out and squeezed Eli’s hand.

      The king’s gaze dropped to our clasped hands. “I see.”

      “Uncle . . .”

      The king pivoted and left with no ceremony, no further word, and I felt like I’d just fucked up. I tried to pull my hand away from Eli, but he stopped me.  He laced his fingers with mine. “I knew the price, Geneviève. I could not endure losing you to death.”

      “You don’t need to stay here,” I whispered. “What will they do?”

      “Burn my ancestry from the land. I will not do that to my mother or father,” Eli said as he folded me into his embrace. “My father’s soul rests in my hands. My mother was human, one of those humans my people once stole. Traditionally, when we saw a mortal we wanted, we left a bag of twigs and rocks behind as a ‘changeling.’ My mother was such a stolen mortal. My father’s memory, his honors, will be vanished. Never spoken. My family’s tree will be razed.”

      “Oh.” I felt awed that he was telling me such things and horrified that he carried such a weight.

      “My grandfather went to your world and chose a bride. My father did, too.” Eli continued to explain as he led me out of his house and into the meadow beyond. “They found their true loves, and they stole them.”

      “So you would? You’d steal someone? I’m sorry. Never mind.” I squirmed away, as much for asking as for the look he gave me.

      Eli’s expression was implacable. That never boded well.

      “Geneviève, in fae-human marriage, the human is bound to the fae lifespan. My mother lived much, much longer than any human could, but when my father died, she expired simultaneously.” He stared at me as if there were layers of meaning I ought to understand, but all I could think was that I was grateful that my mother outlived my bio father—although technically he was already dead prior to conception.

      “What if they aren’t married?” I plopped down on the ground. My parents weren’t wed, and I was grateful for it. “What happens to the kids? Do they stay here no matter what?”

      “Any child of such union, carries the fae ancestry almost entirely. A fae child is fae.”

      “So, the quarter-fae in our world—”

      “Lying,” Eli said coldly, as if lying were the most heinous crime ever. “You are fae, or you are not-fae.”

      Flowers seemed to surge toward me. My magic was life-affirming. That was why I called the dead so easily. A carpet of wildflowers surrounded me, and in my glee, fangs extended. I felt weirdly like some sort of fanged fairy tale maiden—neither sleeping beauty nor the wall of briars, neither the hungry wolf nor the hooded maiden. I was always stuck between two options.

      My voice was lisping because of the fangs as I asked, “What if they’re just . . . burning through a bit of tension? Are they doomed to togetherness because of an oops baby?”

      “Conception requires true love. It is why so few children are born to us. We arrange marriages based on compatibility, but love is necessary for conception.”

      “But what if it’s just a moment? Fleeting?” My voice rose in outrage, and I cut the edge of my tongue on the spare teeth now protruding into my mouth. “Or what if the human doesn’t know? What if they grow apart? Or . . . the fae spouse wrecks a car? The human just dies at home as a result.”

      He offered that suddenly-infuriating half-shrug and stroked his hand through the carpet of wildflowers. “There are no cars in Elphame. No wars. No diseases.”

      “But if the human spouse leaves to go visit—"

      “They cannot. No one but the fae can open the world door,” Eli said carefully, as if he expected me to lash out. He glanced up from the blossoms. “Mother never saw the world of her birth again. Gran didn’t either.”

      “So, you could trap me here.” The pit in my stomach was deep enough to bury bodies.

      Another shrug. “Perhaps if I explained what you truly are capable of, but my uncle forbade it.” Eli plucked a purple flower and handed it to me. “To the fae, you are ‘half-dead,’ Geneviève. If you were human, you’d be kept here in hopes that you would select a husband from the eligible men. He thinks you are of the grave.”

      I stared at Eli in growing horror as the weight of his mother’s—and grandmother’s and countless other women’s--fates came clear to me. My teeth retracted. Apparently, sorrow worked the opposite of rage. I tried to stay calm, to stop my rage at these women’s fates. Carefully, I said, “To be brought here, to be trapped, married in order to breed. . . Forced marriage is a legalized rape.”

      “No,” Eli said sharply. “Relations must be consensual. If brought here, a woman can build a life, and she can stay unwed. Marriage requires a naturally forming love bond or explicit consent.”

      “But if they don’t fall in love or have sex, they’re still trapped in your world. They can never leave.” I had never felt grateful for my dead-side, but that heritage was saving me. “If I was just human . . .”

      He nodded.

      “I can’t decide if I’m grateful not to be welcome in this world,” I whispered. I leaned back so I was stretched out under perfect, cloudless skies and resting in a mound of flowers. “I’m not keen on the speciesism. Xenophobia is shitty. . . but being trapped anywhere would suck, too.”

      Eli stared at me, and I realized then that there were things I’d missed that he was expecting me to understand.  I rolled it all over in my mind. I suspected it was the “sex could result in marriage” part. Maybe he thought I’d be angry at that?

      “Were you going to tell me about the love-bonded-insta-marriage thing?” I asked.

      “Why? You are so certain that we are merely business partners, that you want no relationship, so what risk is there to you?” Eli leaned down and kissed my cheek, my forehead, the tip of my nose ever-so-softly. “Or are you lying to both of us, Geneviève? Is there a risk that we will be wed if we make love?”

      “No,” I answered quickly.

      He laughed. “As you say.” He remained half-propped up over me. “Shall we stay like this, or should I carry you to your bed? You look tired again.”

      “I am, but I could walk.”

      “Easily?” he asked.

      “No.” I closed my eyes to better enjoy the feel of the sun sliding over me, the soil under me, and the man next to me. “Can we do something?”

      “Of course, bonbon. What would you have of me?”

      “Can we just . . . not deal with any of it for a moment? No injections. No faery kings. No hard questions. No thinking about how close I was to death.”

      Eli’s hand stroked my cheek. “I would be fine never again thinking of how close to death you were.” He paused. “I was afraid in a way I’ve never been.”

      My answering half-laugh was equal part sob. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “Shall I leave you here to rest in the sun while we avoid everything?” he asked softly.

      I opened my eyes finally, needing to see the face hovering so close to mine. I reached up with one arm and languidly pulled him closer. It was a gentle kiss, nothing like the one we’d shared outside the morgue. It felt more dangerous in the context of what we’d said, though. When I released him, he was still close enough to feel my words as I said, “I won’t admit to saying this later, but . . . would you hold me?”

      Eli stretched out beside me and pulled me closer, so my cheek rested on his chest. “I shall never speak of it,” he promised.

      Eli had saved my life. He’d brought me here to heal—and in doing so, he’d condemned himself and given me time to heal without the clock moving in my world. It wasn’t a proclamation of love, but it was damn close to it.

      And as much as I didn’t want to think about forever, in the right now, I was grateful for Eli’s love. Without him, I’d have died—not once but twice, because the venom that had been injected into my body would’ve killed and converted me.
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      By the next day, I was feeling closer to normal—as long as I didn’t think about the question Eli had asked. Would I end up accidentally married if I spent some naked time with him? I didn’t love him. I couldn’t.  I’d woken in his arms on the ground, and he’d carried me back to the soil where I continued to revive. If I had the choice, I’d appreciate a few more days to restore my strength, but that was not an option.

      Today, we had been summoned to see the king of Elphame.  A human woman arrived with a dress for me and orders that we attend the king’s meeting in an hour.

      “I’ll wear my own clothes.” I glared at the diaphanous mass draped over her arm. “I’m not really a dress person.” That was a lie. I was fine with them, but not that one and not today. I smothered a sigh and was more truthful. “What I mean is that dress is not my style.”

      Eli reached out to pull me to his side, and I flinched. I didn’t intend to do so.  It was a reasonable gesture after saving my life—and holding me while I slept. However, showing weakness in front of Eli alone was different. There was a stranger present, assessing me, sent here by a faery king who disliked me. That changed everything.

      “You can’t wear blood-stained clothing,” the woman insisted. “Or a nightdress.”

      “I have trousers and a tunic she can wear,” Eli replied before I could.

      She scrunched her face up into an unpleasant expression. “I’ll leave it here. I was instructed to deliver the dress to the dead woman.”

      “I am—”

      “We have it from here,” Eli said loudly, as if to drown my protests and explanation. I wasn’t dead, though. Not converted to draugr. Not bleeding out on a floor. I felt like someone ought to be able to grasp that rather significant detail.

      “Not dead,” I muttered.

      The woman left without another glance my way, and I was left with the choice of the dress she had brought or Eli’s clothes.

      “You are alive, sugar-drop.” Eli’s gaze swept me. “So, would you like to wear the delicate gown or would you like to get into my trousers?”

      He delivered his offer with a perfectly sincere expression, and I couldn’t help the snort of laughter. I did try to sound serious, though. “I suspect I’d be much happier if I could get into your trousers.”

      He nodded sagely. “I’ve thought so for years.”

      Then he led me to his bedroom. Surprisingly, it was utterly devoid of interesting details. The room was plain wooden-walls and neutral-colored tile floors. Inside was an oversized-king bed with a plush down-filled quilt. If I knew quilts I might be able to read hints of a story or meaning in the pattern, but all I could say for sure was that it was geometric and bold. To the left of the bed was an immense wardrobe.

      Eli went to the wardrobe and opened it. Silently, he withdrew several pairs of trousers in various fabrics, assorted tunics, a few pairs of what looked like leggings, and a heavy capelet.

      I lifted a green pair of the leggings. “Yoga?”

      “Formal events.” He smiled. “Nothing athletic, but definitely exhausting.”

      “Well, yoga pants for formal events is a bonus in your world.”

      “Women still wear gowns,” Eli said. “And the remaining attire for men is far from comfortable.” He held up what looked like a misshapen, jeweled turtle shell. “Codpiece.”

      I smothered a grin and shook my head. “You can keep your crotch-armor, but I will borrow your yoga pants and a tunic.”

      Eli paused awkwardly. “Are you able to . . .” He made vague gestures between me and the clothing I’d picked. “Or do you need help?”

      “Just privacy.”

      He nodded and, after grabbing several items, left me there to dress myself in his clothing.
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      We were led into a nearly-empty room, and Eli was directed to the center of the room. The king entered, took his throne, and glanced at us. I wasn’t sure if he was studying me or what he wanted of us. He was exceptionally fae and thoroughly implacable. If I didn’t know he found me objectionable, I’d be warmed by his bemused look at my make-shift court attire. I looked a bit foolish in emerald green leggings and a deep brown tunic.  If I had my weapons, I’d feel like a fairy tale character who’d spent too long in the forest.

      “Be welcome tonight, nephew.” The king met my gaze. “Death maiden.”

      “Not dead,” I muttered. Louder, I said, “Faery king.”

      Eli winced, but the king laughed. “You are not without charm.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not, and I had no idea if words of thanks were acceptable. So, I nodded. I was capable of some caution.

      Then the king made a gesture, and a long line of faeries filed into the room. Women specifically. Rows of beautiful women lined the throne room. Feet bare, arms bare, and bosoms nearly so. With hair loosened, and in some cases nearly to their knees, the fae women were lovely. I had no idea why they were in the room, though.

      “What’s happening here?” I whispered.  My brain was connecting the dots from what the king had said and the women. Hopefully, I was wrong. The act of choosing a partner, a lover, surely wasn’t this shallow. What was Eli to do? Check their teeth? Their bra sizes? Ask a few questions? Waltz?

      “Pick one. Kiss your intended, and we’ll be done with this stand-off.” The king made a gesture, and somewhere in the shadows beyond the room, a band began to play.

      The women started walking up to us, curtsied, and slowing circled so he could see the full view. They smiled. They met his gaze as best they could while he stood beside me in a state that seemed somewhere between resignation and polite disinterest.

      “If you don’t want to stay here, we’ll fight our way out,” I told Eli quietly.

      Eli glanced at me with a kind of regret in his eyes that made me question everything I’d felt. He stepped closer to me and took my hand. “They’d cut you down if you tried. You are unarmed, cupcake.”

      I shook my head. “For now.”

      My gaze slid over the room, seeking options. The throne room was filled with several dozen faery women who were all available and eligible. Guards now stood around the perimeter—not to keep the women in, but to keep Eli in.

      “I knew the cost when I brought you here,” Eli reminded me. “I expected this.”

      My mouth opened, but no words came.  I realized that he made decisions while I was unconscious. I realized that taking me here to heal was what he thought was necessary, and maybe it was. I just didn’t like the thought of leaving him here. I felt guilty. If he left against the king’s wishes, I would cost him his home and family history. If he stayed, he lost the world where he’d been living for at least six years.

      And me. I couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t a loss. Whether or not he loved me, Eli certainly had high regard for me. He’d basically torched his life to save me—and now we would be separated.

      “You knew there were consequences for me if I came home. I do not regret any cost if it means you are alive.” He held my hand tightly, as if I was the sort of woman to charge an armed faery guard to try to steal a weapon.

      He knew me well.

      But the odds of success in such an endeavor weren’t high, but I really and truly hated feeling trapped.  And the guard two over from the king wasn’t as attentive as the rest. Maybe I could—

      “My nephew will be in Elphame until he has filled his duty,” the king pronounced. He stared at us from the throne, and I wondered if he was as much of a warrior as he looked. I could flow, reach the inattentive guard, and draw that blade against the king and . . . Eli would lose his family. Fighting wouldn’t undo this mess.

      “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I don’t know how to fix this, and I just want us to go home.”

      “I do not want to leave you alone in New Orleans either,” Eli said softly. “But attacking my uncle will not help.” His gaze drifted to the guard I’d been eying. “Please don’t do that.”

      I sighed.

      “I could . . . I understand.” I felt tears in my eyes. “It would be wrong to just pick one of them, right? Get engaged, and then leave.”

      My voice sounded hopeful, and I felt like a terrible woman. A kiss from Eli would turn any of them into his future bride. If he didn’t select a bride, he was trapped here. They were strangers to me, but that didn’t mean I ought to throw any of them under the proverbial bus. So many beautiful faery women, willing to love him and give him children. I hated each of them.

      “Could you select one? Choose the woman to be in my bed one day, Geneviève?” Eli leaned his forehead against mine. “Tell me whose body am I to touch wishing she could be you?”

      “No.”

      His hands cradled my face. “Then how can I?”

      The king’s voice cut through the moment. “Tell her goodbye and pick a bride.”

      Instead of releasing me, Eli said, “There is another option.”

      “Fight?” I asked hopefully.

      Eli smiled.  “No. There is another choice. One that would mean I could leave with you and still come home. A choice that would mean you would have a haven here.”

      We stood in silence as if he was trying to will me to understand. What would allow me to be here? The only way to do that would be if I was . . . his.

      I started to shake my head, but he had my face in the cradle of his hands. “This is not what the king wants.”

      “And you? Do you want me to forsake you?” Eli asked.

      “I am not marriage material,” I reminded him. “You know what I am. You knew that when you—"

      “I will take my kiss now,” Eli said softly. “I am owed one by the terms of our bargain.”

      I stared at him, feeling more betrayed than I could even attempt to explain. “Eli . . .”

      “Geneviève, did you or did you not make a bargain with me?” Eli asked quietly. “One kiss at the time of my choosing.”

      “Don’t do this.” I tried to think of another answer, one that would not mean losing Eli or being his betrothed. There had to be one. “Maybe you can ask your uncle for more time?”

      “You know that answer.” He gave me a look, one I admittedly deserved. He’d had time. He’d spent it running a bar, indulging in the same frivolous one-night-stands I did, and working with me.

      My mind raced, trying to sort out other plans. “Maybe you stay briefly. Break the engagement, and—"

      “You entered a bargain with a faery, knowing full well that we are skilled in negotiations,” Eli said in that same unreadable tone he would adopt when I was panicking. “A kiss.”

      I glanced around the room. Could I walk away and leave him? These were my choices. I stay and deal with the consequences of this kiss—or I flee. I was free to leave. Eli was not.

      “I will not forgive this,” I warned him. “I am a warrior, a witch, not a . . .” I couldn’t even make my mouth say such nonsense as “queen” or “wife.” Those words weren’t for me.

      “Faery marriages have been built on less than what we have,” he said lightly. “Your sword at the side of a king. Your needs met. A safe place to be. I won’t ask you to be less than you are, Geneviève.”

      “Please?”

      Eli sighed and said loudly, “I claim my kiss, Geneviève Crowe. Here. Now.”

      “So mote it be,” I whispered.

      And Eli’s mouth slanted over mine, sealing my fate to his. I wanted to pull away, but he’d bought this kiss and I was bound to accept it. Like every other time he’d touched me, it was perfect. My lips parted, invited him in, and I resisted the urge to take control. My arms had found their way around him, and his hands were splayed on my back.

      My magic was no longer willing to stay quiet as my entire body was filled with the need to touch and be touched. I let go of the restraints I’d built, and I flooded him with my magic.  I saw Eli as a child mourning his mother and father, as a young man arguing with his uncle, as a man in New Orleans watching me. I felt his fascination. I felt his determination to know me.

      I released more magic. Calling it from the soil under the floor, seeking the bones that were lost somewhere in earth, and when no dead answered, I felt the land answer. I lowered myself to the ground, feeling the life of the land respond.

      Eli was still kissing me. He was pressed to my body, and through the magic and the fabric between us, I could feel Eli’s need for me. I arched my hips, seeking more, seeking the connection we’d yet to reach.

      I flipped him over. I wasn’t the sort of woman who handed over control. I was astride him, staring down at him. He smiled with kiss-stung lips, and I felt a surge of possessive hunger. I reached for his belt.

      “Geneviève, my love,” he murmured. His hand stopped mine, covered my hand and held it. “I’ve waited this long, but . . . not here.”

      And it hit me then: We were in a room in the palace of his people, and he was under me. We had been kissing as if we were alone. The reality of the situation washed over me like a sudden unplanned dip in icy water. I pushed away from Eli and stood.

      The room was empty, save for the faery king and a few guards.  That at least was a comfort.

      “Nephew,” the king said. “You are a credit to your mother’s cleverness.”

      Even in my lust-soaked mind, I could hear the king’s anger. Whatever history they had was hidden between words that sounded kind on the surface. They weren’t, though.

      Eli bowed. When he straightened, he said, “I shall return to meet with you, Uncle. We will begin the work of learning how to transition our people should disaster strike.” He met the faery king’s gaze. “But I would ask you to strive to be hale and hardy, to employ the poison testers to full advantage, to do all that you can.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And I wish you fertility, uncle, so that this gift can be bestowed upon a worthier son,” Eli added.

      “So mote it be,” I whispered.

      Both men glanced at me and gave me impenetrable stares. I shrugged. What else could I do? I wasn’t marrying Eli. I wasn’t popping out a baby. And I certainly wasn’t interested in an eternity in Elphame. I wasn’t abandoning my family, my mother, or my responsibility to New Orleans.

      I had no idea before what I’d evolve into, but I was even less prepared for what would happen now that I’d been injected.

      No marriage.

      No kids.

      No trying to build a family I’d destroy the next time my magic decided to call a graveyard over for tea. I kept my expression passive, hoping to hide my emotional turmoil.

      The king stood and bowed. He sounded more impressed than angry when he said, “Welcome to our family, Geneviève of Crowe. May you find haven and happiness among the shelter of our trees.”

      Despite everything, he sounded sincere, and all I could do was bow back. I knew I was to curtsy, but dammit, I wasn’t going to pretend to be dainty. Let them all grit their teeth. When I figured out how to safely break my engagement, they’d be glad to see me go.

      I straightened and walked out. The dead still needed my attention in New Orleans, and fiancé or not, I was going to go home and handle the problems I’d had to put on hold while my body processed the near-toxic dose of venom the grieving widow jabbed into my body.
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      I left Eli with his uncle and walked in the general direction of away from them. The ground was thick with greens, browns, and whites. In the forest undergrowth, trails  twisted in a dozen directions, and dark gnarled branches bent like doorways. I had no idea where any of them went, and setting off into a fairy tale wood in the actual home of the fae seemed like a terrible plan.

      Instead I walked slowly in a general “away from them” route. Not exactly precise, but it was as close as I had to an actual direction. Eli had said he’d “return” so that meant he was intending on coming home to New Orleans with me. I might not be able to deal with my accidental engagement, but I could still do my job. I had to—and not just because the widow Chaddock decided to inject me with venom, ruin my life, and oh, yeah, now I was fucking engaged. Nope, not because I was furious, and definitely not because it was complicating the absolute hell out of my already bonkers life.

      Okay, maaaaybe that was a factor. Stopping her was also the right thing to do. I mean, I wasn’t going to go all shock and “why, I never” over murdering her husband. I’d killed my father. Sometimes families were complicated. Injecting Mr. Odem? Me? That was two so far. She was looking a lot like a well-dressed serial killer.

      Also, I was engaged because of it.

      I took several calming breaths, wishing I could recall that “inhale peace” stuff they did in my one and only attempt at yoga. Witch or not, I wasn’t good at meditating. I was more likely to be one with my surliness than peace.

      Focus.

      Concentrate.

      Details. Details always helped. The root of the problem was the person or people who had been injecting businessmen. Widow Chaddock and her friend. Why? I forced myself to weigh more facts. There were two dead businessmen so far. I didn’t know how many others there were, but the grumpy-venom-injecting-women were fucking with people’s lives, including mine, and it was pissing me off.

      “Geneviève?”

      Eli was finally at my side, and he didn’t even have the grace to look guilty about the mess we were in now. He was hesitant, at least, but it wasn’t enough. A part of me wanted to tear into him.

      The rest of me was all in on compartmentalizing this mess and fucking with him. “I can’t believe he fell for that,” I said lightly.

      “Fell for. . . what?” He reached out to touch a thick tree, as if petting it.

      “You’ve bought time, so you get to come home.” I stared at Eli, trying not to think about the fact that this accidental engagement meant we absolutely, positively wouldn’t be getting naked. My libido had some strong opinions on that decision. With an internal whisper of “down, girl,” I schooled my expression well enough that I might have been fae, and added, “It’s not as if we’re actually engaged.”

      “Geneviève. . .”

      “Am I a citizen of Elphame?” I prompt.

      “No.” Eli’s expression tightened.

      I smiled sweetly. “Then why would you or he think I am bound by this?”

      Eli stopped mid-step. “We had a bargain. I claimed my kiss and chose you—”

      “And you, Eli of Stonecroft, may be bound by that kiss and that king’s dictates. I, citizen of New Orleans and witch-draugr, am not.” I crossed my arms. “You claimed your kiss. End of the deal. Resolved. There is no further significance to it.”

      I paused.

      “Except the obvious,” I added. “I like you. A lot.”

      He grinned. “You are remarkably infuriating.” Eli leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Shall we return to our fair city, my crème brûlee?”

      “Why do you do that?” I stared past him to a glimmering doorway in the copse of trees that hadn’t been there when we walked to our meeting with the king.

      “What?”

      “The dessert thing.” The doorway glowed brighter. He had to see it. “Why do you call me dessert names?”

      Eli laughed. “My people crave the taste of rich desserts, cream, decadent tastes. And you, my love, I cra—”

      “Got it,” I interrupted. I blushed, and then I sighed at the realization that the sex I thought was on the horizon was now out of reach. Engaged and intimate? I wasn’t about to risk that. “Is that our exit? The glowing thing.”

      “It is.”

      The tree he’d been petting unfurled a twist of branches that seemed woven. Inside were my weapons. Eli handed me my holster, gun, longsword, and short sword. They’d been held inside the arms of a tree.  I didn’t ask why or how or any of it. I accepted my gear, motioned to the blindingly bright doorway and asked, “Will you open that? Or am I stuck here?”

      “After you, Geneviève,” he said gallantly, and the door slid open. “Let us go to New Orleans.”

      We stepped into the city midday. I remembered that a month of days in Elphame was only hours in my world. So, it was the same day I’d left, but a few hours later.

      We were at Eli’s house, and while I had questions on how here was connected to there—and thinking of how hard that must’ve been like knowing his world was passing by that close to him—now was not the time. I started to follow Eli to the house, but that felt like wasting time.

      “Tres.”

      Eli glanced at me.

      “She’ll kill him.” I motioned in the direction of Eli’s car. “Can we—”

      “I need the keys, bonbon.” He gave me a smile. “I knew where we needed to go, too, but I cannot flow. . . and you choose not to.”

      I nodded. He did know me, and know what needed to be done, so I stood there awkwardly in my fae-woven yoga pants and tunic. I was barefoot still. That seemed perfectly fine in Elphame, but not so much in New Orleans. My city might be wet, but I’d seen everything in our streets from Mardi Gras beads to chicken bones, syringes to vomit. I needed to attempt to wear his oversized-for-me shoes or swing by my place.

      I started up the stairs, to tell him, only to see Eli descending with keys and a pair of boots. Boots that looked suspiciously small for him. Quality leather boots.

      “What size are . . .” My words dwindled at his expression. I accepted the boots.

      “Your size, Geneviève,” he said drily. “Why do you continually find these things confusing?”

      “Because no one else I know randomly keeps things in my size in their house,” I said tightly.

      “They are not your fiancé, though, are they?”

      “That just happened, Eli.”

      He smirked. “So, you acknowledge that it happened? We are engaged.”

      I sighed and walked toward the car. “Piss off.”

      His laughter made me glad he couldn’t see my smile. I would cede this point. Arguing, debating, with a fae took a level of alertness I currently lacked.

      As Eli opened my door, he smiled at me as if we were both in on a secret.

      I said nothing, merely put my boots on and stared out at my city.  I was grateful that I’d been able to return to it. I mean, it wasn’t the pristine, safe, natural escape that was Elphame. It was home, though. I felt a tie to it, not the same one to the soil where I was born, but one wrought of choice and blood. I protected the city. It was mine.

      As Eli drove us to the Chaddock house, I could feel death in pockets of space. Graves. Draugr. No magic needed—or at least no conscious choice to extend my magic. My sense of the dead was simply there, like hearing or sight.

      When we arrived at the Chaddock house, Eli stared at me a moment too long, and I knew that my eyes had shifted.  My vision was unsettling; both my grave sight and normal sight were layered together.

      We approached the gate to be buzzed into the Chaddock Estate. This time, no one replied.

      I could feel a draugr-sized pocket inside the house, so I zapped the gate with a pulse of magic. I never did such things if I could avoid it. Leaving a gate broken was a special sort of wrong when you knew it was there to keep out things that wanted to gnaw your face. Today, the face-gnawer was inside.

      “Biter,” I explained, jerking my head toward the house.

      I pushed open the gate.

      At the door to the Chaddock House, Eli twisted the knob. It was unlocked. Inside the house was seemingly empty, but I felt the presence of death. Gun in hand, I crept up the stairs. There was a possibility of life in the house, too, but the pulse of the dead was too strong to ignore. I had to reach the dead, and if I was intercepted, I’d deal with it.

      At the top of the beautiful curving wooden staircase, I turned left.

      Eli followed behind me. The carpet was so indulgently thick that our steps made no sound. The house was the sort of posh that seemed to need to announce wealth with art and high-end everything. We’d sought again-walkers often enough that it felt familiar. What was new was how much the dead called. Typically, my magic found them, and I could call them to me. This time, it felt as if I was the one being summoned.

      Using one booted foot, I carefully nudged open the door to the room. My gun was drawn, and my sword was held at my side. Call it paranoid, but the lady of the house had damn near killed me the last time I saw her.

      Inside the room was a massive wooden-four-poster bed, not just a king but embarrassingly large in a way that screamed custom-made and possibly orgy-time. The dead body of Tres Chaddock was in the bed, and at his feet, holding a pistol, was the widow Chaddock.

      “You came!” Alice Chaddock looked so relieved I almost questioned my memories. “I wasn’t sure if you got my messages, and I was so worried and Tres said you saved Jimmy Odem and—"

      “You tried to kill me,” I pointed out, cutting off her verbal vomit.

      “Well, not really.” She pressed her lips into a pout that had exactly no effect on me. Okay, it pissed me off, but I was fairly sure that wasn’t the result she was seeking. “I tried to misfire the second injection. I couldn’t stop Lydia, but I figured you were still alive so. . .” She waved her hands as if a gesture would substitute for filling in the sentences. “And you’re here. It turned out fine!”

      I raised my gun. Fine? Excruciating pain. Angry neighbors. Worried friends. Summoning Beatrice. Accidental engagement. So very not fine.

      She stood and put herself between us and Tres’ body, as if that would stop anyone intent on reaching him. She had a gun, and she held it like she knew how to use it, but I beheaded face-gnawers for a living and had just overcome dying. I was fairly sure a woman who was sobbing wasn’t going to be my demise—although she had come near to killing me once already, so I could be wrong.

      Either way, I couldn’t shoot Alice. I didn’t shoot for vengeance or in anger. She wasn’t an imminent threat. If not for the venom glowing vibrant green all through Tres’ body, I’d be tempted to call the police and leave.

      Well, the venom and the need to be sure the murder of businessmen was at an end. Both Tres and Beatrice had paid me to find answers, and Alice had some of them. Walking out wasn’t going to help.

      Alice Chaddock was a sobbing mess, and from the looks of her reddened, swollen eyes, she’d been crying for a while.

      “It wasn’t me, Geneviève,” she said. “I didn’t want you dead. Lydia was going to call the police about having you take care of Alvin. She wanted him to wake, you know? And I ruined her plan, and she found out and—”

      “She killed your husband?” Eli asked, interrupting her with a calm I didn’t have. “Lydia killed Chaddock?”

      “Lydia Alberti.” Alice nodded. “She wanted to kill her husband. He was going to divorce her and there was a prenup, you know?”

      She leaned down and brushed Tres’ face with the hand not holding the gun. “He looks like his father.” She glanced at us. “You must believe me. I had no other choice. I was trying to do right by Alvin, and things just got out of hand.”

      “I have trust issues with those who try to murder me, Alice,” I said dryly. “Move away from Tres.”

      “I didn’t kill Tres or Alvin!”

      As I stepped forward, Alice threw herself over his corpse. Sobbing and clutching him, she was still somehow holding a gun. I was at the end of my patience.

      I glanced at Eli. He was so much better at delicacy than I was ever going to be. “Help?”

      “Mrs. Chaddock? Alice?” Eli walked over and took the pistol from her hand. She didn’t resist.

      That alone eased my anxiety. Murderess with a gun? It wasn’t a comforting look on anyone. My attempted murderess? That made it emotional in ways I hadn’t expected to confront.

      After Eli had the gun, he glanced at me inquiringly.

      I shrugged.

      “Alice!” I raised my voice. “Get off Tres. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      “Promise you won’t chop off his head. Swear it!” Alice was wrapped around the dead man like a violently possessive monkey. “I want you to wake him. Like you did with Jimmy Odem. I can’t figure this out on my own. I don’t want Tres and Alvin dead. I need someone to look after me!”

      I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt. “I am not going to ‘chop off his head.’ Move now. I have questions.”

      Alice hopped up and launched herself at me, hugging me. “Thank you!”

      I froze. “The last time you hugged me, you tried to kill me. Let go of me.”

      She jumped back. “Bad idea, huh?”

      “Terrible plan,” I said.

      Eli stared at her, dumbfounded, and I started to laugh. Honestly, I think I’d just lost the trophy for “worst ideas ever.”

      I realized that both Alice and Eli were staring at me, but more importantly, Tres’ dead body called out for resurrection in increasingly loud summons. Did I let him revive? Did I revive him? Putting him in a T-Cell was the expected next step, but we all knew what I could do.

      Nothing about my life had gone according to plan the last month—and the month was only half over.

      I motioned for Alice to leave the room. I had questions, and I couldn’t focus with Tres’ corpse beside me. He was transforming internally, and I could practically hear each shift. He would be a draugr when he woke, and I’d need to either behead him or subdue him so he could be taken to a T-Cell House.

      Or wake him myself.
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      Somehow, after we left Tres in the room, Alice had reverted to wifely diligence when we walked out of the room with her dead step-son. We followed her into the hallway and descended to the main floor.

      “Tea? Coffee?” Alice led us to the kitchen. “Tres sent the staff home before he . . .” She shook her head and smiled. “I can make tea or coffee, though.”

      The clip of her steps was even as she marched toward the stainless steel and stone kitchen.  She paused and glanced at us. “Both?”

      “Who killed Tres? Who is Lydia?” I asked.

      The polite façade that the widow Chaddock had suddenly evaporated. “Promise not to be mad?”

      Eli and I exchanged a look.

      “Of course,” he murmured quietly.

      I tried not to think ill of people as a rule, but Alice—aside from the whole trying to murder me thing—was pushing so many of my buttons that I had the fleeting urge to pivot and leave. I could get answers later. If not for Tres’ corpse, I may have done just that.

      Alice motioned for us to follow her through a doorway to a closed door across from what looked like a formal living room—not the one where we’d waited previously. This was more elegant, from silk drapes to elegant period reproduction furnishings. A gleaming marble hearth and fireplace dominated the far wall. The rug in the middle of the room was obviously missing. Brighter hardwood in a rectangular area showed that there had been a rug.

      “Where is the rug?”

      “Garage.” She paused and glanced at us. “I’m not a bad person. I was just so angry.”

      She turned the knob and opened the door a crack.

      “She wasn’t thinking clearly,” Alice added. Her hand tightened on the doorknob. “Lydia had killed my Alvin, and then tried to kill you and I needed your help. Then we came home, and she was arguing with Tres.” Alice started to sniffle again. “I warned him, and she shoved me, and Tres fell against the fireplace.”

      “He fell?” Eli prompted. “So, he’s truly dead?”

      “No.” I’d felt him, seen venom under his skin. “He was injected when he was alive. Multiple times, right?”

      Alice sobbed, but she nodded. “Little bits. I just kept jabbing at him when he wasn’t looking. I was afraid of him dying and leaving me alone. So I just . . . put the venom in him in little itty bitty pokes.”

      Alice’s confession made me realized that Tres’ odd regard for me was because of the venom he’d received in micro-doses before we met at the morgue. It wasn’t grief that made him act so odd, and the dead that I sensed when I was at the morgue wasn’t just because of Odem. It was Tres, too. The venom in him made me feel a pull to him.

      I glanced at Alice. “So Tres had the venom in him, and then he fell.”

      “Mmm-hmm. His head made a thunk sound. He wasn’t moving. So, I injected him again and called you. Then I injected him a few more times. I used all of it I had left. You can fix him. He wasn’t dead at first, but he wasn’t moving. I didn’t think you could fix brain damage, but if he was dead . . .”

      I reached around her and shoved the door open.

      “And then I shot Lydia,” Alice whispered. “A lot.”

      The woman who’d been with Alice, the one who’d injected me the first time, was more or less in the tub. A pile of clothing was in there, too.

      “I didn’t want to call the housekeeper, so I figured I should just get rid of my bloody clothes,” Alice explained in a tone that was more pride than sorrow. “I cleaned the floor. Bleach. Like the internet says. I washed all the blood off Tres, too. His hair. Gave him a clean shirt. And I tucked him in. It’s what Alvin would’ve wanted if he knew Tres could survive.”

      I thought about the fact that the senior Mr. Chaddock belonged to SAFARI, a hate group, and I had more than a few doubts about Alice’s theory.

      “I was wrong about draugr,” Alice said calmly. “I mean, my Alvin wouldn’t want to be dead and biting, but after Tres said what you did for Jimmy Odem—I mean, mostly Tres yelled that if I had waited, you could have healed his dad. I still don’t think he would want to be a . . . walker.”

      “You can’t heal death.”

      Alice waved her hand in the air. “I should’ve just trapped her, so Tres had something to eat when he woke. I’ve been worrying you wouldn’t come because of that misunderstand—”

      “My attempted murder?” I turned to walk away.

      “I never wanted you dead. I cried.” Alice grabbed my arm, and I lost my temper. I jerked free and shoved her. She stumbled against the wall.

      My voice was anything but calm. “You killed a woman, poisoned your stepson, stored the woman you shot in your bathroom, and—"

      “It’s a guest bathroom.”

      I shoved into Alice’s mind.

      “Do you want to go to jail, Allie?” The woman, Lydia, sat at a table. Low lights. Tasteful music. Privacy. Cocktails sat in front of them on a white linen tablecloth.

      “N-no.”

      “Do you want me to kill Tres? Let him come back and kill you?” Lydia withdrew a syringe from a box inside her undoubtedly expensive designer handbag. She put it out beside the drinks. “I answered an ad for a research project.”

      “What is that?”

      Lydia leaned back in her chair and smiled. “That is what killed your husband, Jimmy, and my Edward. Among others. They wanted a few influential men, SAFARI members, injected. It’s a clinical trial.”

      “It’s murder.”

      “It’s a way to get around the prenups, so I picked people I liked. I freed you. You should all be grateful.” Lydia wasn’t even pretending to whisper.

      “Patty Odem wasn’t a second wife. They were together for longer than we were alive.” Alice sobbed. “And I loved Alvin. I wanted to be together forever.”

      “If only Edward died, it would look suspicious.” Lydia sounded as irritated as I often felt as she stared at Alice. After a moment, she downed her martini. “I need four more. Your little draugr-killer is one or Tres. Your choice. Or I call the police and tell them all about your murder spree.”

      With more force than I meant, I jerked myself out of Alice’s memories. I hated her a little extra for being honest. She really wasn’t lying. Lydia had blackmailed and threatened her.

      Eli stepped between us. “Geneviève.”

      I closed my eyes, counted to ten, and resisted the urge to point out that she was a grown-ass woman. Her failure to adult was remarkable. She was roughly my age. The same age as Tres. How was she like this?

      I let my magic flow toward Lydia.

      Wake and speak to me, Lydia Alberti.

      She was so newly dead that it took but a moment to open her eyes. The animated corpse of Lydia Alberti sat up, the bullets in her body pushed out as her wounds sealed. They fell with a series of plinks onto the tile floor and tub. When she resumed death, the wounds would reappear, but the bullets were no longer in her body.

      “Bitch.” Lydia looked past me to the shrieking widow Chaddock.

      Answer me, Lydia Alberti. Who hired you? Where did you see the ad? What do you know about the source of the venom?

      The corpse looked at me and said, “Fuck you.”

      It took a lot of emotion to resist my questions. A side effect of necromancy--one that I sometimes felt guilty about—was that it compelled most corpses to tell me the truth. It wasn’t a guarantee, but necromancy created a compulsion in most corpses. Lydia was a bucket of rage in a blood-stained, ripped dress, but I had a lot less guilt since she was the one who was actually trying to kill me for unknown reasons.

      Answer me.

      “You matter to Beatrice,” she said, words blurted as if she was trying to stop them from escaping. “And you need to die. Abomination.”

      Then she ran.

      As she did, I looked into her memories. A corpse’s mind wasn’t as clear as the living.

      I saw an email to Lydia. The sender’s name was a series of letters and digits in seemingly random order. The message simply said, I can help you find freedom. Call me if interested.

      She called.

      A second email arrived. It listed an address to a post-office box on Magazine Street with the instructions: you will find a key under your doormat tomorrow. Eight. Your choice.

      In the post office box were ten syringes, my name, a stack of bills, and nothing else.

      There were no other memories.  It was not enough. Lydia was murdering SAFARI members because she wanted out of her marriage—without breaking the prenup. Whoever gave her the means knew it, and knew how to get venom, and had a grudge against Beatrice, me, or both of us. I hadn’t stopped the possibility of murder-by-venom, but Alice had stopped this murderer.

      I withdrew my magic, and the corpse of Lydia Alberti crumpled. I wasn’t an investigator, but I had an answer for both Tres and Beatrice.

      Tres.

      Who was an innocent bystander, like most of the victims. The only intended victim was Lydia Alberti’s husband. And me.

      I had no idea what the right next step was, but I felt Tres growing closer and closer to waking. Sentencing him to a T-Cell wasn’t any fairer than beheading him. I was here as he was about to wake. I could spare him years of being a danger, of muttering incoherence, of trying to bite people.

      “Keep her here,” I said.

      And then, without another word, I turned and walked upstairs. I left the slumped corpse and the sobbing widow and my accidental fiancé behind. I could help Tres. That much was in my reach.

      I paused and put a few tranquilizer rounds in my gun just in case Tres wasn’t like Odem. I’d rather have Eli there to shoot Tres with tranqs, but I couldn’t trust Alice to stay out of the room—and as obnoxious as she was, I couldn’t let her near Tres in case he woke up like every draugr other than Odem.

      Inside the room, I let tears fall. There was no right answer. If I’d been in his place, I’d hope to be beheaded. Hell, I’d asked for it.

      But if I could be awakened and still be me?

      No, I’d still opt for death. Biting people was horrible. How could I exist knowing that I needed to cause pain every meal? I couldn’t even eat a hamburger or a fish.

      I wasn’t Tres, though. I knew enough to know he’d rather exist even in a T-Cell than be permanently dead. So, I locked my disgust away, and I let my magic flow through him as I had with Jimmy Odem. I saw the venom sliding under the skin, but it wasn’t the injections that killed him. Alice was not his murderer.  The head injury from Lydia would have killed him without medical intervention. Alice sped up the process by injecting Tres with venom.

      Wake up, Tres, I urged, hoping that the Odem situation hadn’t been a fluke.

      And hoping it had.

      I stood beside the bed and pushed grave magic into him, filling him from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. I drew him from wherever he was waiting. Mind. Heart. Clarity. It took very little effort, and that terrified me. No one, not even me, should have the power to raise draugr to life.

      Tres opened his eyes. “Geneviève?”

      He smiled, and his first instinct was, apparently, either to bite or to kiss me. He sat up and reached for me, and I didn’t wait to see which it was. I jerked away, letting myself flow faster than I realized I could.

      But Tres was draugr. He was out of the bed, fortunately still dressed under the bedcovers, and beside me a fraction of a moment after I reached the door. This time he reached out with both arms as if to embrace me.

      I was faster. My gun was against his forehead at almost the same moment. “Speak to me, Tres Chaddock.”

      “I’m missing a few hours,” he said, stepping back. “You called. I argued with Allie and Lydia Alberti. Then . . . why are you in my bedroom?” He frowned. “And why are you . . .”

      He reached up to his throat, seeking a pulse he wouldn’t find.

      “Geneviève . . .?”

      “You’re dead.” I felt tears start to fall. “I can either behead you or call Beatrice.”

      “Like Jimmy Odem,” Tres murmured. “You saved me.”

      I shook my head, swallowed hard, but my voice was still shaky. “You’re dead.”

      “I feel fine. Fabulous actually.” Tres grinned. “You are a goddess, Geneviève. My goddess. Anything you need. Anything I can do to make you happy. Any . . .”

      His expression shifted, and in the next instant, he was kneeling at my feet. He looked up at me, and the sheer raw lust in his gaze was a frightening thing.

      “Let me please you, mistress,” he whispered. “I am yours to command.”

      “Whoa.” I stumbled backwards and jerked the door open and ran.

      It might not have been the bravest moment of my life, but I was at my wit’s end. I went directly to the kitchen, grabbed Eli’s hand, and continued right out the front door.

      “Beatrice!” I yelled as loud as I could.

      Beatrice! I repeated in whatever internal thought-speak I had.

      “Beatrice, please,” I said again. “I need you.”

      And then I let myself be drawn into Eli’s embrace again. He murmured words I didn’t understand in a language I didn’t know, and I rested my head against him. That’s how we were still standing a few moments later when Beatrice arrived.

      “Geneviève.”

      I stayed in Eli’s embrace, but turned so I was facing Beatrice. Instead of something Victorian, this time she was wearing a burgundy medieval-looking gown and fur capelet. Instead of seeming regal, she appeared more like a warrior.

      “You are still alive,” she said in greeting.

      “And you’re still dead.” I smiled, though, despite my innate animosity toward her. She’d helped me twice now, once with Odem and once with the venom Alice had injected into me. Softer, I added, “Thank you.”

      She nodded.

      “I have information and a problem,” I said levelly. Then I looked at her and offered, “You can have the memories of the injections.”

      Beatrice smoothed down the sleeves of her medieval-looking gown.

      “Are you testing to see if your skill is of your mother or father’s line?” she asked in that almost-laughing voice of hers.

      I borrowed Eli’s half-shrug in lieu of an answer.

      Beatrice leaned close enough that I felt Eli tense behind me. She whispered, “But if I am of both lines, the question is unanswered.”

      Before I could reply or puzzle out what that meant, she was in my mind. I felt her there, an already familiar presence, as she sought the information on the source of the draugr venom, the injections, and my reason for calling her again.

      A scant few moments later, she touched my face with icy hands. “You have done well. I will send your payment.” She kissed my forehead. “Shall I kill the widow? Or do you want the honor?”

      I blinked at her. “I don’t know who hired Lydia. She’d dead. Alice is . . . not culpable.”

      Beatrice laughed. “You are tender-hearted.”

      “I am not.” I scowled. After a brief pause, I asked, “Could you take Tres, like with Odem?”

      “No.”

      I looked over to where Tres and Alice both stood.

      “He’s your responsibility,” Beatrice said with a shooing gesture. “He was bound to you before he died.”

      “But—"

      “Take your subjects for now and leave. I will remove the corpse. By morning, you may return.”

      “My what? They are not—”

      “The boy is bonded to you. You wouldn’t let me kill the murderess.” Beatrice ticked them off on her fingers. “And you already made yourself clear about the faery. They are yours.”

      I followed her as she flowed to the front porch. “At least keep Tres—”

      “You do realize I can hear you?” Tres said.

      Beatrice walked deeper into the shadows of the house and said, “I’m not ready to answer anything else tonight. I have companies to oversee. Inquiries. Go home, daughter.”

      “Not your daughter.”

      Beatrice’s laughter echoed around the room. It wasn’t a complex bit of magic, but it was one that left me shivering.

      Be careful, her voice slid into my mind. There are those in this world and in Elphame not kind to abominations like us. Go, now. I will handle the corpse and evidence. If you want any of their lives ended, leave them here. Odem is fine. Your new draugr is as safe as any in your command. More so than a human or fae.

      I looked up and met her gaze.

      “Will you take your subjects and leave?” Beatrice asked. I heard the alternative echoing in my head, her offer to rid me of any of them.

      “Come,” I said, looking at Tres, Alice, and Eli in turn.  This was my life now; I had the responsibility of three lives. The alternative was their deaths, and I wasn’t that much of an abomination.

      I hadn’t answered all of my questions, but I was alive.

      We stepped outside, and I texted Jesse, Sera, and Christy, “Meet at bar? Alive. Could use a drink. Tres, Eli, and Alice C with me. Will explain there.”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure how to explain, but my friends still loved me despite my ancestry, Eli was at my side more-or-less contently, and I was about to have a drink with a draugr and my almost-murderess. It wasn’t the worst plan I’d had that month.

      Hopefully.
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      Chapter 1

      

      Giant aluminum balls hung around me even though I was standing in the cemetery not long before dawn. I didn’t know who hung the balls, but I wasn’t too bothered. Winter in New Orleans. We might have draugr and a higher than reasonable crime rate, but damn it, we had festivities for every possible occasion.  Gold, silver, red, blue, purple, and green balls hung from the tree.  Samhain had passed, and it was time to ramp up for the winter holidays.

      November--the period after Samhain--was uncommonly active for necromancy calls. Unfortunately, a certain sort of person thought it was festive to summon the body and spirit of Dear Uncle Phil or Aunt Marie. Sometimes the relatives were maudlin, and sometimes they were thinking about the afterlife.

      Now, the dead don’t tell tale tales about the things after death. They can’t.  I warn folks, but they don’t believe me. They pay me a fair amount to summon their dead, so I always stress that the “what happens after we die” questions are forbidden. Few people believe me.

      Tonight, I had summoned Alphard Cormier to speak to his widow and assorted relatives or friends who accompanied her. I didn’t ask who they were. One proven relation was all I needed. Family wasn’t always just the folks who shared your blood.

      Case in point, the faery beside me. Eli of Stonecroft was one of the people I trusted most in this world—or in any other. I closed my eyes for a moment, which I could do because he was at my side. I was tired constantly, so much so that only willpower kept me upright.

      “Bonbon,” Eli whispered. His worried tone made clear that a question or three hid in that absurd pet name. Was I going to be able to control my magic? Did he need to brace for draugr inbound? Were we good on time?

      “It’s good.” I opened my eyes, muffled a yawn, and met his gaze. “I’m still fine.”

      Eli nodded, but he still scanned the graves. He was increasingly cautious since my near-brush-with-death a couple months ago. My partner stood at my side as we waited in the cemetery while the widow, her daughter, and two men spoke to their reanimated relative.  Mr. Alphard Cormier was wearing a suit that was in fashion sometime in the last thirty years.

      Why rouse him now? I don’t know and wasn’t asking.

      “Twenty minutes,” I called out. I could feel the sun coming; I’d always been able to do so—call it in an internal sundial, or call it bad genes. Either way, my body was attuned to the rising and falling of the sun.

      “When he is entombed, we could--”

      “No.” I couldn’t force myself to glance at him again. I was bone-tired, which made me more affectionate, and Eli was my weakness. Cut-glass features, bee-stung lips, and enough strength to fight at my side, even against draugar, Eli was built for fantasy. His ability to destroy my self-control was remarkable—and no, it wasn’t because he was fae.

      That part was why I wasn’t going home with him. Trusting him, wanting him, caring for him, none of that was enough to overcome the complications of falling into his bed.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Mr. Cormier asked, voice carrying over the soft sobbing women.

      The man with them handed Cormier something metallic.

      I felt as much as saw the dead man look my way, and then his arm raised.  Gun in hand. The relatives parted, and there was a dead man with a gun aimed at me.

      “Fuck a duck.” I darted to the side.

      Eli was already beside me, hand holding his pretty bronze-coated sword that I hadn’t even known he owned until the last month. “Geneviève?”

      I jerked the magic away from Mr. Comier. It was my magic that made him stand, so I wasn’t going to let him stand and shoot me.

      REST, I ordered the dead man.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. They made me. Threatened my Suzette if I didn’t . . .” His words faded as my shove of magic sent him back to his tomb.

      I could hear the widow, presumably Suzette, sobbing.

      “I do not believe those gentlemen are Mr. Cormier’s relations.” Eli glared in the direction of the men who had hired me to raise a dead man to kill me. They’d grabbed the two women and ducked behind mausoleums.

      “Why?”

      “They seem to want you dead, buttercream,” Eli said. “If they were his family, that’s an odd response.”

      A bullet hit the stone across from me. Shards of gravestone pelted me. Oddly the adrenaline surge was welcome, even if the bullets weren’t. Nothing like a shot of rage to get the sleepiness out.

      “Not why that.” I nodded toward the men who were staying crouched behind graves. “Why go through the hassle? Why not simply shoot me themselves?”

      “Dearest, can we ponder that after they are not shooting at you?”

      I felt my eyes change. As my rage boiled over, my eyes reflected it. They were my father’s reptilian eyes, draugr eyes. The only useful thing he’d ever done was accidentally augment the magic I inherited from my mother. Unfortunately, the extra juice came with a foul temper—one that was even worse the last few weeks. After I’d been injected by venom, my moods were increasingly intense.

      I wanted to rip limbs off.

      I wanted to shove my thumbs into eye sockets and keep going until I felt brain matter.

      Before the urges were more than images, I was moving from one spot to the next. I could flow like a draugr. I could move quickly enough that to the mortal eye it looked like teleportation. I flowed to the side of the shooter and grabbed his wrist.

      Eli was not far behind. He didn’t flow, but he was used to my movements and impulses. He had his sword to the shooter’s throat a moment after I jerked the gun away from the man.

      “Dearest?”

      I concentrated on his voice, his calm, and I punched the other shooter rather than removing his eyes. Then I let out a scream of frustration and shoved my magic into the soil like a seismic force.  With rage searing me, I felt a brief moment of alertness.

      The dead answered. Dozens of voices answered my call. Hands reknitted. Flesh was regrown from the magic that flowed from my body into the graves. Mouths reformed, as if I was a sculptor of man.

      “You do not wake the dead without reason,” I growled at the now-unarmed man who dared to try to shoot me. Here, of all places. I stepped over the man I’d punched. I ignored the cringing, sobbing widow and the other woman who was trying to convince her mother to leave.

      And I stalked toward the shooter in Eli’s grip.

      “Bonbon, you have a scratch.” Eli nodded toward my throat.

      “Shit.” I felt my neck where Eli had indicated. I stepped closer to the shooter. “What were you thinking, Weasel Nuts?”

      “Would you mind covering the wound?” Eli asked, forcing me to focus.

      His voice was calm, but we both knew that I could not shed blood in a space where graves were so plentiful. I’d accidentally bound two draugr so far, and blood was a binding agent in necromancy. Unless I wanted to bring home a few reanimated servants, my blood couldn’t spill here. I had to focus. And I didn’t need an army of undead soldiers.

      “Take this.” Eli pulled off his shirt with one hand, using the other hand to keep the sword to Weasel Nuts’ throat. He pressed the blade just a bit. “And, I believe you need to answer my lady.”

      I shot Eli a look--his lady? What year did he think this was?--but I pressed his shirt against my throat. I did not, absolutely did not, take a deep breath because the shirt smelled like Eli or struggle to keep my gaze off his chest. Eli’s body could make statues of Grecian gods scurry off in shame.

      Eli smiled as I took another quick extra breath.

      “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Weasel Nuts spat in my direction. “Foul thing.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Eli removed his sword blade and in a blink turned it so he could bash the pommel into the man’s mouth.

      Weasel Nuts dropped to his knees, and this time when he spat, he spat out his own teeth and blood.

      “Geneviève, would you be so kind as to call the police?” Eli motioned toward the women. “And escort the ladies away from this unpleasant man?”

      It sounded chivalrous—or chauvinistic--but it was an excuse. I needed to get my ass outside the cemetery before I dripped blood. I needed to be focused and away from here. Eli had provided a way to do so gracefully.

      “Ladies?” Eli said, louder now. “Ms. Crowe will walk you toward the street.”

      The women came over, and the widow flinched when my gaze met hers. My draugr eyes unnerved people.

      But then she straightened her shoulders and stared right into my reptilian eyes as if they were normal. “I do apologize, Ms. Crowe. They have an accomplice who is holding my grandson as a hostage. We had to cooperate.”

      My simmering temper spiked, keeping my exhaustion away and my focus sharp.

      I stared at the women. With my grave sight, I saw trails of energy, the whispers of deaths, and the auras of anything living. These women were afraid, but not evil. They were worried.

      The older woman grabbed the fallen gun and ordered, “Walk.”

      For a moment, I thought I’d been wrong, but she pointed the barrel at the man who had shot at me. “You. Get up.”

      Her daughter smiled. “Would you mind helping us, Ms. Crowe?”

      Eli and I exchanged a look. We were in accord, as usual. He bowed his head at them, and then scooped the unconscious man up.

      In a strange group, we walked toward the exit.

      As we were putting the unconscious attacker in the trunk of the Cadillac the women had arrived in, the sun rose, tinting the sky as if it was a watercolor painting. I paused, wincing. Sunlight wasn’t my friend. It might trap young draugr, but it made my head throb if I was out in too much of it. I slid on the dark sunglasses I carried for emergencies.

      “It was nice to see Daddy,” the younger woman said quietly to her mother. “I wish it had been closer to Christmas, but still . . . it was nice.”

      The widow motioned for the other prisoner to get into the trunk. Once he did, Eli slammed the trunk, and the widow squeezed her daughter’s hand. “It was.”

      The daughter handed Eli the keys. She was shaken by the shooting, and I was bleeding from the shattering stone from the shooting. Neither of us were in great shape to drive. However, it wasn’t great for Eli to be trapped in a hulking steel machine. Faeries and steel weren’t a good mix.

      “I’ll drive my car,” he said, popping the trunk and grabbing a clean shirt. Working with me meant carrying an assortment of practical goods—clean clothes, duct tape, a sword, zip ties, and first aid supplies.

      I tried not to sigh that he was now dressed fully again. Don’t get me wrong. I respect him, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t prone to lustful gazes in his direction.  If he minded, I’d stop.

      He walked to the passenger door and opened it. “Come on, my peach pie.”

      The widow drove her Caddy away as I slid into the luxurious little convertible that had been fae-modified for Eli.

      “Are you well enough to do this?” Eli asked as he steered us into the morning light.

      “One human.” I kept my eyes closed behind my sunglasses, grateful for the extra dark tint of his windows. I rarely needed sleep for most of my life, but lately I was always ready for a nap. Not yet, though. I assured Eli, “I’m fine to deal with this.”

      So we set out to retrieve the young hostage.  We didn’t discuss my near constant exhaustion. We didn’t talk about the fear that my near-death event had left lingering issues for my health. We would have to, but . . . not now.

      We arrived at a townhouse, and I flowed to where the captor held a smallish boy.  Flowing wasn’t a thing I typically did around regular folk, but there were exceptions.

      The boy was duct taped to a chair by his ankles.

      The captor, another man about the age of the two in the trunk, was laughing at something on the television. If not for the gun in his lap and the duct tape on the boy’s ankles, the whole thing wouldn’t seem peculiar.

      When the man saw us, he scrambled for his gun.

      So, I punched the captor and broke the wrist of his gun-holding arm.

      Eli freed the boy, who ran to his family as soon as they came into the house.

      “Best not to mention Ms. Crowe’s speed,” Eli said to the women as we were leaving.

      The younger one nodded, but she was mostly caught up in holding her son. The widow looked at me.

      “Not all witches are wicked, dear.” She patted my cheek, opened her handbag and pulled out a stack of folded bills. “For your time.”

      “The raising was already paid,” I protested.

      “I took it from them,” she said proudly.  She shook it at me insistently. “Might as well go to you. Here.”

      Eli accepted a portion of the money on my behalf. He understood when it was an insult not to and when to refuse because the client couldn’t afford my fees.

      Honestly, I felt guilty getting paid sometimes. Shouldn’t I work for my city? Shouldn’t I help people with these skills? But good intentions didn’t buy groceries or pay for my medical supplies. That’s as much what Eli handled as having my back when bullets or unwelcome dead things started to pop up.

      After we walked out and shoved the third prisoner in the trunk of the Cadillac, Mrs. Cormier said, “I’ll call the police to retrieve them. Do you mind waiting?”

      “I will wait,” Eli agreed, not lying by saying we “didn’t mind” because of course we minded. I was leaning on the car for support, and Eli never wanted me to be injured. If he had his way, he’d have me at his home, resting and cared for, but I was lousy at that.

      So rather head than home, I stood in the street with Eli. If he was waiting for the police, so was I. I leaned on the side of the Cadillac, partly because it was that or sway in exhaustion. “I’ll stay with you, too.”

      Once the widow went inside, Eli walked away and grabbed a first aid kit from his car. I swear he bought them in bulk lately. “Let me see your throat.”

      “I’m fine.” Dried blood made me look a little garish, but I could feel that it wasn’t oozing much now. “Just tired. Sunlight.” I gestured at the bright ball of pain in the sky. Midwinter might be coming, but the sun was still too bright for my comfort.

      Eli opened the kit, tore open a pouch of sani-wipes, and stared at me.

      I sighed and took off my jacket. “You’re being foolish.”

      He used sani-wipes to clean blood as I leaned on the Cadillac, ignoring the looks we were getting from pedestrians. Maybe it was that he was cleaning up my blood,  or that he was fae, or that there were people yelling out from the trunk.

      It, obviously, should not be arousing to have him clean a cut in my neck from grave shards because someone was firing bullets at me, but . . . having his hands on me at all made my heart speed.

      “Would you like to take the car?” Eli was closer than he needed to be, hips close enough that it would be easier to pull him closer than push him away.

      “And go where?”

      He brushed my hair back, checking for more injuries. The result was that I could feel his breath on my neck. “Drive home, and draw a bath or shower. I’ll stay here and . . .”

      “Tempting,” I admitted with a laugh. He had both a marble rainfall shower and the largest tub I’d ever seen. It came complete with a small waterfall. “I’ve had fantasies about that waterfall.”

      “As have I.”

      I pressed myself against him, kissed his throat, and asked, “Ready to call off the engagement?”

      He kissed me, hand tangled in my hair, holding me as if I would run.

      I’d sell my own soul for an eternity of Eli’s kisses if I believed in such bargains, but I wouldn’t destroy him. Being with me wasn’t what was best for him.

      When he pulled back from our kiss, he stated, “Geneviève . . .”

      I kissed him softly. I could say more with my touch than with words. I paused and whispered, “You can have my body or this engagement. Not both.”

      He sighed, but he stepped back. “You are impossible, Geneviève Crowe.”

      I caught his hand. “It doesn’t have to be impossible. We’re safely out of Elphame now. We could just end the enga--”

      “I am fae, love. I don’t lie. I don’t break my word.” He squeezed my hand gently. “I gave you my promise to wed. In front of my king and family. I cannot end this engagement.”

      We stood in silence for several moments. Then he held out his keys, and I took them.

      “Meet me at my place. Maybe we can spar,” I offered.

      Eli pulled me in closer, kissed both of my cheeks, and said, “I will accept any excuse to get sweaty with you.”

      “Same.” I hated that this was where we were, but I wasn’t able to change who or what I was. Neither was Eli. He had a future that I wanted no part of, and I felt a duty to my city and friends.  We had no future option that would suit both of us. I’d be here, beheading draugr and trying not to become more of a monster, and he would return to his homeland.  There was no good compromise.
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        * * *

      

      Get your copy in November in the Under a Winter Sky anthology with Grace Draven, Jeff Kennedy, and L. Penelope

      
        
        or

      

      

      Get a copy in JUNE 2021 as a single-story standalone.
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      How far would you go to escape fate?

      In this prequel to the international bestselling WICKED LOVELY series, the Faery Courts collide a century before the mortals in Wicked Lovely are born.

      Thelma Foy, a jeweler with the Second Sight in iron-bedecked 1890s New Orleans, wasn’t expecting to be caught in a faery conflict. Tam can see through the glamours faeries wear to hide themselves from mortals, but if her secret were revealed, the fey would steal her eyes, her life, or her freedom. So, Tam doesn’t respond when they trail thorn-crusted fingertips through her hair at the French Market or when the Dark King sings along with her in the bayou.

      But when the Dark King, Irial, rescues her, Tam must confront everything she thought she knew about faeries, men, and love.

      Too soon, New Orleans is filling with faeries who are looking for her, and Irial is the only one who can keep her safe.

      Unbeknownst to Tam, she is the prize in a centuries-old fight between Summer Court and Winter Court. To protect her, Irial must risk a war he can’t win--or surrender the first mortal woman he's loved.
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      “Marr offers readers a fully imagined faery world that runs alongside an everyday world, which even non-fantasy (or faerie) lovers will want to delve into” --Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)
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      “No one builds worlds like Melissa Marr.” —Charlaine Harris, New York Times bestselling author of the Sookie Stackhouse series

      

      “Welcome to the return of the great American gothic.” —Del Howison, Bram Stoker Award-winning editor of Dark Delicacies

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments
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      The resulting insomnia led me to cope as I always do: writing.  So, this book is dedicated to “Darius” the Diamondback Rattlesnake. (And no, of course, he didn’t tell me his name. Ours was but a brief encounter, and the resulting “child” is this book.)
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