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      The fae lay on the ancient flagstones, candlelight dancing over his handsome features.

      I had power over him now, and it intoxicated me. I was beyond taking things slow, beyond being careful. I was a fugitive, at the end of the line. I had very little to lose.

      Standing below the towering stone arches of the ancient London church, I stared at him. Candlelight wavered around the nave, and high above me, thick shadows danced over the peaked vaults like malicious spirits. I took a deep breath, the battle over.

      At least, I thought it was over.

      As I drew closer, he seemed to rally, his lips curling into a grimace. With a roar, he leapt to his feet, charging me in a blur of movement. He moved impossibly fast, and yet to my eyes time seemed to slow down. His powerful arms swung like heavy pendulums, as if he were moving through a sea of honey.

      Reflexes took over as I slid aside and let his fist pass me. Then, with both hands, I grabbed his wrist. Dipping my hips, I used his momentum to send him flying into a stone pillar. The crunch of his bones echoed off the vaulted ceiling, and dusty stone rained down on us.

      The asshole had wanted to keep me in a cage, to torture me for fun. He wasn’t going to see my merciful side.

      With a dark smile curling my lips, I stalked toward him. A trickle of blood ran down his forehead, and he glared at me with his good eye. He snarled, a bestial sound—a predator, unused to being prey. As I came within reach, he tried to punch me in the stomach.

      I slapped his hand away, then backhanded him across the face. His head snapped right, and he fell to the floor. I picked him up by the collar and hurled him at a row of pews. When he crashed into them, his body splintered the wood.

      And yet he kept going, dragging himself up again, breath rasping.

      This time I charged fast, intent on beating seven shades of shit out of him, but he was reaching for his boot. A knife? No. I recognized the familiar shape of a Glock 17, rising to point at my chest. My heart thundered. Shit shit shit. I dove, but not in time.

      A gunshot echoed off the stone. Pain ripped through my side. Gasping, I fell back, clutching at my waist, my hands covered in blood.

      He stood slowly, training the gun on me as I stumbled back, pain splintering my gut. The custom iron bullet seared me from within, and I fell to my knees.

      Already the poison was spreading through my body, dizzying me. Quenching my magic. I gritted my teeth, mentally whispering my mantra. Be prepared to kill everyone you meet. Right about now, that wasn’t working out so well for me.

      His pale eyes flashing with fury, he pulled the trigger again, but it only clicked dully. The gun was empty. A small mercy.

      “Well.” He smiled wryly, walking toward me. “I guess I could always kill you the old-fashioned way.”

      I crawled away from him, gripping my gut, trying to block out the searing agony. “I should have known it was you. A fascination with power. Obsession with fear. You worship chaos…” Shivers wracked my body as the blood seeped through my fingers. “I profiled you all along.”

      “Mmm. Yet look where you are now, mongrel,” he growled, eyes gleaming.

      “Yeah, well…” I looked down at my blood-stained fingers. “I like to know that I got things right.”

      He kicked me in the stomach, right where he’d shot me. I gasped with pain, collapsing to my back, staring at the arched stone ceiling. Shadows writhed along the pillars, as if this place were cursed. And maybe it was—Smithfield, the vortex of slaughter. Moaning, I gritted my teeth.

      The fae smiled, apparently enjoying my grimace of pain.

      At the sight of his shit-eating grin, rage flared in me. Fight, Cassandra. Always fight. If only there were some way I could use my remaining magic… I grasped around me for metal, glass, anything.

      “No one to save you anymore.” He knelt over me, running a fingertip down my chest. “No more tricks. No more magic. Just me and you. Do you know what I think I’d like to do? Break your ribs, one by one. I want to see the fear in your eyes. What do you think, profiler? Will I enjoy it?”

      A line of blood trickled from my mouth. “I think you need a more pro-social hobby.”

      He leaned over me, his pupils black as coal, completely devoid of feeling. “Ready to die, mongrel?” he asked, pressing his knee on the gunshot wound.

      I screamed.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” His fingers wrapped around my throat.

      As if in a dream, I stared into his eyes. So soulless, so empty, that I could see nothing in them but my own reflection.
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      FIVE DAYS EARLIER

      Despite my Special Agent training, I nearly got myself killed three seconds after leaving Heathrow airport. I could handle snipers, knife attacks, poison, bombs—just not cars driving on the left side of the road.

      But hey, in my defense, I was a bit preoccupied with the serial killer case I’d been called in to profile.

      Anyway, three steps into the road, and it was all screeching brakes, honking, and the words “stupid twat” and “fuckwit” piercing the air.

      And I’d been thinking everyone in England would be polite.

      As the red-faced man continued his tirade (“Watch where you’re going, fucking dozy mare!”), I jumped back to the sidewalk, cheeks burning. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus. I was in England now. The land of Shakespeare, Chaucer, and—as I was quickly learning—inventive swearing. They drove on the left here, something I should really keep in mind.

      Having oriented myself, I decided that maybe navigating my way to a bus in a foreign city in the middle of the night was beyond my capabilities right now.

      I mentally scanned through everything I’d digested in my tourist guide on the plane: trains, the Underground, black cabs. Perhaps best to just get one of those. Supposedly, the black cab drivers were required to memorize the entire city, street by street.

      I turned, catching a glimpse of the yellow Taxi sign by a long line of cabs. Pulling my suitcase behind me, I hurried across the crosswalk, back toward the terminal. As I hustled past the airport’s gleaming windows, I caught a glimpse of myself: pale skin, rumpled blond hair, wrinkled skirt, and coffee stains on my white sweater.

      Apart from the gloriousness of my favorite black boots, I looked like shit.

      I reached the line of black cabs, and a bearded man rolled down the window, leaning over. “Taxi?”

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, relieved. “I need to get to the Bishopsgate police station.”

      “No problem.” He smiled. “Hop in. I’ll get your bags.”

      I let him put my carry-on in the trunk while I slid into the back seat. At least some of them are polite.

      The driver got in, switched on the engine, and rolled into traffic. I relaxed into the soft leather seat.

      I stared out the window at the dark West London streets. I was pretty sure we had a long drive ahead of us to the other side of London—the part called “the City.” It was the old section of London, the part the Romans had encircled with a wall nearly two thousand years ago. The wall had fallen, but the ancient Square Mile still had its own governing bodies, separate from the rest of London. The Square Mile even had its own City police force.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. My stomach churned as I watched the contact name slowly scroll across the screen: Under No Circumstances Should You Answer A Call From This Ballsack, it read.

      That would be my ex-boyfriend.

      See? Brits aren’t the only ones who can swear creatively.

      I’m not normally the angry sort, but when I’d come home to find that my boyfriend had left open a dating site on my computer (username: VirginiaStallion), the swears had just rolled off the tongue.

      According to a quick Google search, the Virginia Stallion had also been quite busy swapping dating tips on bodybuilding forums. Apparently, wearing a nicely tailored suit attracts the ladies, and Valentine’s Day can be a nightmare when you’re “banging three chicks on the regular.” All things I’d learned in the past two weeks.

      You’d think I’d be more careful about the kind of men I let into my life. Lesson learned for the future.

      Scowling, I shoved my phone back in my pocket.

      The driver glanced back at me. “Did you come from America or Canada?”

      “The US. It’s my first time here.” I bit my lip. “Have you ever encountered the phrase ‘dozy mare?’”

      “Did someone call you that, miss?”

      “Based on the context, I’m assuming it wasn’t a compliment.”

      “I wouldn’t pay it any mind, love.” He turned onto a highway. “You working with the police at Bishopsgate? I don’t imagine you came all the way from America to report a crime.”

      “Just doing a bit of consulting,” I said. “Insider trading cases in the City. White-collar stuff.”

      A lie, and one boring enough that he wouldn’t ask any follow-up questions. I’d become quite used to lying after a few years with the Bureau, though I still lacked the skill of the Virginia Stallion.

      “Right,” he said. “The financial district. You ask me, half those people should be in jail. Mucking about with the stock market and all that. Screws it up for everyone.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      My lies bored even me, but I wasn’t about to expose the fact that I was here to profile London’s most famous serial killer since Jack the Ripper. Plus, it creeped people out when I said I was an FBI special agent. And it particularly spooked them if they learned I worked for the Behavioral Analysis Unit, as a psychologist who profiled criminals. All of a sudden, people got jittery, as if I were going to unearth their darkest secrets just by looking into their eyes.

      We lapsed into silence as the cab sped along the M4. As we drove further into the city, I began to feel a change tingle over my body, as though my senses were becoming heightened. Here, in the center of the City, the streetlights seemed to burn brighter, washing the streets in white light. On a road called Chancery Lane, we drove past squat Tudor-looking buildings, the colored lights from the shops on their lower floors dazzling off puddles on the pavement. No one lingered on the dark streets at this hour, but for just a moment, I thought I heard the buzz of a crowd of people; then it faded into the distance again.

      A shiver rippled over my body. I’d never been to London, and yet I had a strange sense of déjà vu here. Get a grip, Cassandra.

      The driver turned to me. “You hear about the new Ripper murders in the City?” he asked.

      “I did hear about them. It freaked me out. Nearly canceled my trip,” I lied. “You don’t normally get many murders around here, do you?”

      “Not like you do. We don’t have guns. But these murders… I wouldn’t advise walking around at night if I was you. From what I hear, they didn’t even put the worst of it in the papers. The girls they found, they was…” He cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t want to scare you.”

      “I’ll certainly be careful.”

      I didn’t need him to tell me the details—I’d been poring over them for the entire flight, and before that, in my BAU office back at Quantico. I practically knew the depth of each laceration by heart. Still, the cab driver’s concern was cute, and I appreciated it. I was quickly reviving my “polite” theory of Brits.

      A few days ago, the City of London police had persuaded me to fly to the UK. The London FBI overseas office was slammed with other work, the attachés delving into investigations of terrorism cases and election interference. None of them had time for a serial killer, but I’d made my career off these cases. I’d been researching serial killers for the Bureau for years. The strange details of this case had piqued my Unit Chief’s interest—enough that he was willing to foot the bill. And the City Police wanted to meet me as soon as I arrived—a Detective Constable Stewart was waiting for me, even at this late hour.

      I rummaged in my bag, searching for some makeup and my mirrored compact. I pulled out a rose lipstick and dotted some pink on to my pale cheeks in the reflection. As I did, something glimmered in my blue irises—a hint of rushing water, like a rolling river.

      I snapped the compact shut. I am losing my mind. I obviously needed sleep, or water, or perhaps several Manhattans.

      I rubbed my forehead. I was supposed to head straight to the station to quickly meet the detective, and the details of the case nagged at the back of my mind.

      The driver looked over his shoulder at me. “Lots of papers to go through, I imagine. With your sort of work.”

      “Oh, you have no idea. I’d better go through some of the financials now, in fact.” Diving back into my bag, I pulled out the case reports the police had sent earlier that week. I flipped through them, taking care to shield the gruesome photos from the driver.

      Over the past month, three young women had been found dead in London. The killer had slashed their throats and abdomens open. And just like Jack the Ripper, he’d claimed macabre trophies: a uterus from one, a kidney and heart from another. From the third victim, he’d taken her liver.

      So was this a Ripper copycat? The papers certainly thought so. The UK tabloids were already gleefully declaring “The Ripper Is Back!”

      I wasn’t so sure we were dealing with the same mentality. The killer was almost certainly inspired by the Ripper, but he was killing at a much faster pace.

      Staring at one of the crime scene photos, I shook my head. I’d never understood why Jack the Ripper had gotten so much attention. He was hardly the worst, in numbers or methodology. Perhaps it was the name that had inspired endless horror stories. Or the fact that the lack of resolution provided fertile ground for wild conspiracies. Whatever the reason, no one could quite let it go.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I grumbled under my breath. But when I pulled it out to glance at the screen, it read Unknown Number.

      Tentatively, I swiped the screen. “Hello?”

      “Agent Liddell?” It was a British man with a deep voice. A faint London accent, I thought.

      “Speaking.”

      “I’m Detective Constable Gabriel Stewart. I’m the detective in charge of the serial killer cases.”

      “Right. Hi. I’m on my way to meet you right now.” Gabriel was supposed to be my contact.

      He cleared his throat. “I think you should come directly to Mitre Square instead.”

      I glanced at the time. It was past midnight. “Why?”

      “There’s been another murder.” He paused for a moment as a siren wailed in the background. “Mitre Square is the location of the crime scene.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If I had any hope that the crime scene would be reasonably contained, it evaporated the moment I turned down the narrow covered alley leading to Mitre Square. Blocked by a line of police tape, a small crowd jammed one end of the passage, barring my way. One of the men seemed to be leaning against the wall, half asleep, and the entire passage smelled of piss and beer.

      Pausing, I pulled out my phone to call Detective Stewart.

      “Hello?” The detective answered almost immediately.

      “Detective, it’s Cassandra.”

      “Who?”

      “Agent Cassandra Liddell.”

      “Oh, right! Are you close?”

      “I’m standing just outside the crime scene perimeter in Mitre Passage,” I said. “Do you want to let me inside?”

      “Sure, just wait until Officer Holbrook comes over to you. Flash your badge, and he’ll let you right through.”

      “Maybe I should be more discreet with all these spectators around?”

      He went silent for a moment. “Good point,” he finally said. “I’ll come for you myself.”

      I hung up, gripping my suitcase a little tighter and scanning the crowd. For all I knew, the killer could be lingering around here to watch the action. It was one of those weird quirks of some serial killers, returning to the scene of the crime to relive it. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking for, as his previous history suggested he wasn’t overtly psychotic or disorganized. But it wouldn’t hurt to memorize the faces for later. I looked at them hard for a long moment, imprinting the view in my mind. Satisfied, I relaxed and took a deep breath.

      Despite the fact that half the people here were three sheets to the wind, I could sense an undercurrent of fear beneath their drunkenness. My guess was that whatever lay beyond in Mitre Square was sobering them up pretty fast.

      In all honesty, it wasn’t just that I could sense their fear. I could actually feel it, like a physical charge. And right now, it was building in my system.

      As always, it started with my heart. It began pounding faster and faster, each beat thundering in my ears. My fingertips prickled with what felt like a delicate electrical current. Despite the chilly night breeze, my face flushed, heat waves rolling over my body.

      The first time I had described this to my friends, they’d just stared at me. I’d assumed everyone felt this way occasionally. Sometimes you’re hungry, sometimes you want to sneeze, and sometimes you feel like the emotional energy of the people around you powers your body like electricity. Right? Right?

      Apparently not. This was not a sensation everyone experienced. This happened only to me. And after talking about it a few times, and getting very weird looks, I stopped mentioning it. Energy? What energy? Ha ha, the only energy I know is energy drinks. I’m totally like everyone else.

      Whatever it was, it came from strong emotions. Going to a football game in my hometown was… intense. I’d walk out dazed, a grin on my face, and when someone asked me if I’d enjoyed the game that much, I would realize that I didn’t even know what had happened on the field. I knew what had happened in the crowd. They were thrilled, or disappointed, or angry… and I felt it blazing through my body like a drug.

      But no other emotion affected me like fear did. And right now, an undercurrent of fear flowed through me. It focused me, sharpening my senses. Any fatigue from the flight dissipated completely.

      I began shoving my way through the small crowd, rolling my stupid suitcase behind me. As I did, I glimpsed a media van parked in the road. Damn it. Nothing hurt a serial killer investigation more than public fear.

      I reached the police tape, staring at the horrific scene before me. Spotlights bathed it in white light. About seventy feet away, on the other side of the square, a group of people surrounded a woman’s body. Even from here, I could see the crimson pool glistening on the cobbles beneath her.

      Most of the investigators surrounding the body wore white overalls that covered their bodies completely, surgical masks on their faces. Shoes were covered with white sterile wrappers, and their hands were gloved in blue latex. Only their eyes were visible as they scanned the scene intently, documenting and marking evidence.

      A tawny-skinned man approached, eyeing me. Unlike the crime scene crew, he wore a suit and a gray coat.

      “Gabriel?” I asked when he got closer.

      He nodded, and motioned me through. I raised the tape and stepped under it, then leaned my suitcase against a wall before turning to him.

      He shook my hand, his grip firm. I found it difficult to pull my eyes from his face. Broad-shouldered and tall, he towered over me, and something about his hazel eyes drew me in. Plus, with his bronze skin and strong jawline, he kinda looked like a movie star.

      His body seemed tense. “Agent Liddell,” he said. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “Call me Cassandra.”

      “Okay,” he said, his tone cold. “Cassandra.”

      It didn’t take a PhD in psychology to pick out the chilliness in his voice. I guess I had a few ideas why he might not be thrilled to have me there. For one thing, American law enforcement agents hadn’t always done well with the British police. We tended to ignore their pesky legal systems and make our own rules. Plus, FBI consultants in general had a reputation of disregarding local expertise. And if all that weren’t bad enough, he was probably terrified I was going to have a chirpy American attitude and say things like “good work, team,” or force him to high-five at the end of the day.

      “Come with me.” He turned and walked away.

      I followed him. As we drew closer, my mood darkened. I began to pick up the details—the red gash across her entire body, throat to belly, and the dark pool of blood beneath her. Lumps of flesh glistened under the lights. A woman stood above her, photographing the carnage.

      “We can stop here,” he said when we still stood twenty feet away. “It’s intense, and I doubt you need to see it up close to profile the killer. We can provide you with photographs later on.”

      “Thanks for caring.” I raised an eyebrow. “I think I can handle it.”

      I marched forward. When I reached the body, I crouched by a man who eyed me warily beyond a pair of glasses. I could have sworn I heard him mutter something about Americans under his mask, but I kept my focus on the victim.

      Up close, bile began to rise in my throat. She was young, no more than twenty, her face full of pain and horror, mouth ajar in a voiceless cry, eyes staring emptily at the night sky. Her dark hair spread out on the pavement between her arms, giving the impression she was falling. The killer had torn her shirt, exposing the top of her ravaged body. A deep slice exposed her internal organs, or what was left of them. The glaring spotlights highlighted her white skin and bones, shockingly pale against her crimson blood. And as if that weren’t bad enough, he’d mutilated her face, slashing perpendicular lines in her cheeks. Dread roiled in the back of my mind. Somehow, the marks looked eerily familiar, like something I’d seen in a nightmare, but I had no idea why.

      I tried not to imagine what she would have felt in those final moments, but the images came anyway. The gash on her throat indicated that the killer was likely standing behind her, but her expression left no doubt—she had felt the hand that gripped her, the blade that cut her.

      I could only hope that the shock of the attack had overwhelmed her, dulling the pain of the knife wounds somewhat—that her mind hadn’t been able to process the horror of what was happening to her. I hoped most of the damage had been postmortem.

      As my mind roamed over the horror of her final moments, I was almost sorry I hadn’t listened to Gabriel. But this was important. This was the murderer’s work, and I had to see it up close. This was his sadistic form of expression, how his mind worked. I pushed my visions of her death to the back of my skull, trying to focus.

      A steady buzz drew my attention. Several flies roamed the open, bloody cavity. When a body was hours or days old, flies were valuable allies of the forensic team. A skilled investigator could estimate the time of death using fly and larvae samples taken from the body. But this corpse was fresh, and the flies were nothing but parasites, using the poor woman to feed their young.

      I waved my hand to shoo the flies away. The coppery smell of blood overpowered me, and I quickly stood up. The flies returned, haunting the woman’s wounds again.

      I struggled with the desire to close her eyes, to soothe the tortured stare from her face. Somehow, that was what hit me the hardest: her eyes. Wide open and in pain. Maybe I couldn’t feel her emotions on a visceral level, but they were written plainly on her face.

      Stepping away from the body, I gritted my teeth, trying to picture the monster who would rip apart four young women like this. How many more would he kill before someone stopped him? Would I be able to help?

      I was pretty sure I would. This was what I did best. I helped find men like him and put an end to their murder binges.

      From the perimeter around the police tape, I felt the crowd’s horrified energy, and it began to build my resolution. I wouldn’t return to the US until we’d put this monster in prison.

      “Are you okay?” Gabriel asked, handing me a pair of latex gloves. I took them and put them on, the synthetic material somehow reassuring.

      “I will be,” I muttered. “Looks like the viciousness is increasing.”

      “That was our impression as well,” Gabriel said. “This one is the worst so far.”

      I looked around the small city square. There were no shop fronts here, just the back entrances of buildings, a fenced-in parking lot, and a tiny road. Still, it seemed impossible that he’d slaughtered her in the center of the city without anyone noticing.

      “Do we have any witnesses?” I asked.

      Gabriel shook his head. “No. A passerby found her at twenty past eleven. He saw no one near the body.”

      “Do we have an estimated time of death?”

      “Yeah. Between eleven and eleven twenty.”

      “So he found her only minutes after she had been killed.”

      “Yes.”

      I frowned. “This doesn’t make sense. Someone killed her and disemboweled her completely. It would have taken some time. How did he manage to do that without anyone noticing? Surely people must cut through here to get to the bars and restaurants I saw on Bishopsgate?”

      “There isn’t much light here without the spotlights. And most people out at this time in the City are likely plastered.”

      I looked around. The body was reasonably hidden from the nearby street, but anyone looking a bit carefully would surely have noticed it. “He must have been silent. And calm. This is… extraordinary.”

      “I agree. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Any organs missing from the scene?” I asked, thinking of the previous cases.

      “The heart, at least, but I’m not sure what else. We’ll have a preliminary autopsy report tomorrow.”

      “Did you do a door-to-door? Did anyone hear anything?”

      “We’ve only just found her,” he countered. “And no one lives around here. Unless you wander further east, it’s all empty banks and businesses at this hour.”

      I stared at the woman. “Do we have an ID?”

      “Her name is Catherine Taylor,” Gabriel said. “Nineteen years old. There was a driver’s license in her purse, discarded by the body. We don’t know if it’s a coincidence yet.”

      “Coincidence?” I asked.

      A sigh slid from him. “Jack the Ripper killed a woman called Catherine Eddowes in Mitre Square.”

      My throat tightened. Shit. Was he starting to mimic the actual Ripper? “The other victims weren’t killed in places where the Ripper struck.”

      “This is the first that overlaps.”

      “And the other names didn’t match the original Ripper’s victims, right?”

      “No. I imagine he is adjusting his signature as he goes along. But then, I’m no profiler, so perhaps I’d best leave all the complicated stuff to you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Some British people were under the impression that Americans didn’t understand sarcasm, and perhaps it was best if I just played along. “Right. Best leave it to the experts.”

      He stared at me for just a moment before the medical examiner interrupted. “Detective. Can you have a look at this?”

      Gabriel crossed to the body. As he quietly spoke to the man, my gaze wandered to Catherine’s eyes again. What had gone through her mind in her final moments? Had she thought of anyone she loved, or had the pain overwhelmed her?

      My fingers tightened into fists. I wasn’t sure if it was my own past coming to the surface, the way it sometimes did at times like this, but I suddenly had an overwhelming desire to catch her killer and kick the living shit out of him before I put him behind bars.

      Gabriel knelt close to Catherine’s mouth, inspecting it.

      I leaned over to get a better look. “What is it?”

      “There’s something here. It’s shoved into her throat. Hang on…”

      The man crouching by the body handed Gabriel a pair of medical forceps. Carefully, Gabriel inserted them into the victim’s mouth, grimacing as the metal rattled against the teeth. He struggled with it for a second, before finally removing a small piece of paper, spattered in blood.

      “What the hell?” he muttered.

      Carefully, he unfolded it, and I peered over his shoulder.

      It was a note, the cursive letters looping over the paper.

      
        
        
        The King of Hearts

        Tears minds apart,

        Deep below the water;

        From Bedlam’s den,

        He lures them in,

        Like lambs led to the slaughter.

      

        

      

      For just a moment I heard the sound of a rushing river, before the noise disappeared again.

      I shook sensation from my mind.

      Gabriel rose, frowning. “What’s he playing at?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else.

      Unnerved, I swallowed hard. “Jack the Ripper left notes, right?”

      “Scribbles on a wall. Some tosh about Jews. But nothing like this.”

      “And this is the first time our current Ripper has left a note?”

      He was still staring at the paper. “The first one.”

      “Well, if you want my input…” I stopped myself short. I needed to avoid coming off like a know-it-all, or I’d alienate him immediately. “Perhaps we can discuss this tomorrow morning. I’ll gather a few ideas during the day, and I’d be interested to know your thoughts as well.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Right. I don’t suppose you have an initial assessment?”

      “I’d prefer to do a bit of research first. But the note and the gruesome display indicate that the killer seems to enjoy the attention of being the next Ripper. Maybe part of his fantasy revolves around the media and the police. The tabloid headlines might increase his obsession. And if so, maybe he’d want to see us working his cases up close.”

      I watched him carefully, interested if he’d get what I was implying. He stared at me for a long moment, before glancing over my shoulder, at the crowd beyond the tape. Then, he turned to the photographer—a middle-aged woman with a very expensive-looking camera.

      “I want detailed pictures of the crowd,” he said in a low voice. “Don’t aim the camera straight at them. I don’t want anyone to avoid the picture.”

      She nodded, pointing her camera at the blood spatter around the body. Slowly, she tilted the lens slightly higher, so that it would catch the people behind the tape. She took a few photographs, nudging the camera left and right. She knew what she was doing. And so did the detective.

      I’d already committed most of their faces to memory—the two men with beer guts in cheap suits who probably had low-level positions in one of the nearby banks; the man in the white hat with track marks up his arm; the cluster of teens who’d convinced someone to serve them beer, at least one of them more interested in trying to get laid than anything else going on here. But photographs would make it easier for other cops to study the crowd after the fact.

      From a far corner of the square, a man in a gray suit approached us, a serious expression on his face. “Detective Stewart.” He nodded at Gabriel. I pegged him at about fifty, his hair silvery gray. He wasn’t bad-looking, like a giant George Clooney. He was at least as tall as Gabriel, and powerfully built. Standing next to them, I felt roughly the size of a young child. Was everyone in Britain a giant?

      “Chief.” Gabriel nodded at him, then motioned at me. “This is Agent Liddell from the FBI. Agent, this is Detective Chief Inspector Steve Wood.”

      “Oh, yes.” DCI Wood’s voice was deep, pure gravel. “The profiler.”

      He didn’t sound thrilled either. It was becoming clear to me that the high brass had gone over everyone’s head when they’d contacted the FBI. Still, he offered me his hand, and I shook it.

      “So what are our preliminary findings?” he asked.

      For a second I thought he was talking to me, but Gabriel cut in, “This murder is slightly different from the rest. More aggressive. More… public. And he left a note shoved in the victim’s throat.”

      “Are we sure it’s the same killer?” DCI Wood asked. “With the different MO—”

      “The MO is the same,” I interrupted. “The signature is different.”

      Damn it. I was doing that American thing.

      The chief glanced at me. “Is that so?”

      “Well, um, perhaps…” I blustered. Ah, fuck it. “The MO is the method used to commit the crime. In this case, cutting a young woman’s throat with a knife is the MO. It’s how he’s killed all his victims. The signature is what he did later to satisfy his emotional needs. Mutilating her body postmortem—that’s his signature. But this time he left a note. His signature has been modified.”

      “I see.” He nodded slowly. “And what does a different signature indicate?”

      It was a sensible question, but his tone clearly implied he thought I was full of shit.

      “Serial killers modify their signatures constantly,” I said. “They evolve and change after each murder. A different signature isn’t unusual, but it suggests that his emotional needs may have changed.”

      He looked at Gabriel. “What are your thoughts, Detective?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “I agree with her assessment so far.”

      The crime scene technicians were wrapping the body’s hands with paper bags, and someone had rolled over a stretcher.

      How long would it take to clean all this up? Would tomorrow’s bankers stroll past the large stain on the cobblestones, not knowing why it was there?

      As DCI Wood walked away, I nodded at the crowds. “How are Londoners handling the crimes?”

      Gabriel frowned. “A mixture of fear and rage. They think it’s a form of terrorism.”

      Irritation sparked. “It clearly isn’t.”

      “For now, Wood is keeping the media in the dark, so they’re creating their own narrative. Foreigners did it. That’s the story.”

      I exhaled slowly. If Wood allowed this to continue, people could get hurt.

      Gabriel stared at the body. Under his breath, I heard him say, “The savage man is never quite eradicated.”

      Surprised, I turned to him. “Thoreau. He’s from my home town.”

      He seemed to study me for a minute, as if his curiosity had been piqued. “Where are you staying? I can walk you to the hotel.”

      “No need. I’m only five or ten minutes away—the hotel connected to Liverpool Street Station. And I don’t imagine our killer will be striking again within the next fifteen minutes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Gabriel,” I assured him. “I’m an FBI agent. I can take care of myself.”
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      As I walked through the City’s winding streets, my phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket. I flicked open the screen, finding a text from Scarlett.

      Things OK in Blighty?

      She was into archaic slang. Yeah, apart from all the serial killers, I typed.

      You need the serial killers, she wrote back. Without them, you’d be out of a job.

      Weird slang and dark humor. That was my best friend’s thing. That’s grim, Scarlett.

      After another minute, the green bubble popped up again. Speaking of grim, please visit my favorite London spots: Anne Boleyn’s execution spot, William Wallace’s execution spot, the plague pits, and Kennsy’s Fried Chicken, which is disturbingly addictive when you’re drunk. XO.

      Scarlett consistently ruined my mental image of CIA agents. They weren’t supposed to stumble around foreign cities drunk and eating fried chicken, but she seemed to get away with it. I wasn’t going to argue that I was here for work, not a vacation, because she never seemed to get that concept.

      I looked up from my phone at the city streets. Like I’d told Gabriel, I didn’t get lost. I had an excellent sense of direction.

      But I seemed to have misplaced myself a bit.

      The streets in the “Old City” were contorted relics of a time before proper math or straight lines, when the whims of bakers and butchers overruled good sense. It seemed easy to end up off by a block or two.

      A chilly night breeze nipped at my skin through my merino sweater. I listened to my suitcase scrape along the pavement, trying not to think of Catherine Taylor and the horrified look on her face.

      Shivering, I slowed my gait when I noticed the road narrowing. Suddenly, the buildings seemed to loom over me. I frowned. I should be heading toward lights and traffic, not away from it. When I pulled out my phone, I could see I’d gone off course. Not by much, fortunately; I had taken a wrong turn one block back. I was one street away from where I should be. I could actually follow the alley all the way to the main street, but something didn’t feel right here.

      I checked the map again. The name—Catherine Wheel Alley—didn’t inspire a lot of confidence. Wasn’t that a sort of medieval torture device? And after what I’d just seen, the name “Catherine” alone conjured images I’d prefer to revisit in the warmth and safety of my hotel room.

      From somewhere behind me, footfalls echoed off the walls. Fuck, I do not want to meet the kind of people who are out at this hour. I began hurrying forward. Maybe I would just keep going on the same way. But a man stepped from the shadows in front of me, blocking my way in the narrow alley. He wore jeans and a grey hoodie and his hands were tightened into fists, his body tensed as if ready to attack.

      “All right, darling?” he asked.

      Turning, I quickened my pace away from him, heading back to Middlesex street. My footsteps echoed in the tight alley, the sound intermingling with the constant rumbling of my suitcase on the ground.

      Another man appeared, sliding toward me like a wraith. This was the owner of the first set of footsteps I’d heard. My heart began to gallop in my chest.

      “Where do you think you’re going, beautiful?” he asked. I could just make out a pair of bright blue eyes and a mop of blond hair.

      My hand flew to my holster—or where my holster would have been if I was back in the States. My beloved Glock did not get to join me on this trip.

      The two men closed in on me. Blondie grinned, eying me up and down. “Don’t you know there’s a killer out in the City? Wouldn’t want him ripping your pretty little body open, would we? That’d be a terrible waste.”

      “Why don’t you let us take care of you,” said the man behind me. “You just need to be nice to us first. You know how to be nice, don’t you?”

      A dark smile curled my lips. In training, I’d had to hold back from hurting men twice my size. And I didn’t imagine these two men were particularly well-trained. I wouldn’t hurt them if I didn’t have to, but I would if I needed to. I rehearsed my mental motto in my mind. Be courteous, and be prepared to kill everyone you meet.

      Blondie grabbed his crotch, his excitement nauseatingly apparent. “What do you have under your tight little sweater?”

      Okay. Maybe the courtesy thing wouldn’t last long. My gaze flicked behind Blondie, to where the alley made a sharp turn. I could dip behind the corner. They’d rush forward, a predator’s basic instinct. And then I’d leap out, catch them unawares.

      “Excuse me,” I simpered. Always give your opponent a reason to underestimate you.

      I dropped my grip on the suitcase handle. I’d come back for it later if I had to.

      “Excuse me,” I said again, pushing past Blondie. If they let me out of this unscathed, we’d end it here.

      But with Blondie pressing in on me in the narrow alley, I had to rub against his body to move past him. He let out an appreciative moan as I squeezed past, and grabbed my ass. I choked down my revulsion.

      I broke into a run, giving the impression of a frightened woman—prey. I was breathing hard—not an act. When I reached the corner, I ducked behind it, listening to their oncoming footsteps. When Blondie rounded the corner, I lunged forward with a lowered shoulder, catching him in the gut. The leverage was perfect and he went down hard. But his body had been much heavier than I’d expected, like a brick wall.

      Worse, he instantly bounded to his feet, in an unexpectedly catlike movement. His speed disturbed me. He was too fast for an untrained goon.

      His friend rushed me and reflexes took hold as I rammed my fist into his nose. The sound of crunching bone echoed off the walls, and he stumbled back, hollering.

      I whirled to face Blondie. I was now between them, with nowhere to run. The alley was narrow enough to allow anyone to block the way completely.

      Blondie’s face was a mask of rage. “I’m gonna have fun taking you for a ride, bitch,” he snarled, his voice like sandpaper on a log. “And since you’ve got on my wick, I’m not gonna be gentle.”

      He lunged, grabbing for me, and I took a step back, kneeing him in the groin. He folded in half, sputtering something in a language I couldn’t name. And yet, the sound of those strange syllables made the hair on my neck rise. He raised his face and my eyes met his. Blood red circles, shimmering in the darkness. I froze at the sight, and felt arms wrap around me. His friend, from behind.

      His throaty whisper was damp in my ear. “Gotcha, darling.”

      He held me in a vice grip, thrusting his hips against me. Despite the broken nose, he seemed to be enjoying himself. And I was quickly starting to panic. I wasn’t normally on the losing end of a fight. What was with these guys? Performance-enhancing drugs?

      I tried to elbow his stomach, but I couldn’t move my arm more than a few inches. I let out a whimper, heard him laugh as I dropped my head.

      And then threw it back, hitting his face.

      On its own, a broken nose is a terrible thing. But I don’t care what your pain threshold is, if someone slams you in a nose that’s already been broken, you’re going down. And he did—screaming, clutching his face. Music to my ears.

      Before I had the chance to feel too good about my victory, Blondie punched me hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me. I stumbled back, and he stepped forward. Moonlight glinted off a blade in his hand.

      I scrambled back against the wall, sliding down to the pavement. Fear climbed up my throat. My diaphragm spasmed, my lungs still struggling against the pain.

      Something hit my left ear hard, agony exploding in my skull. Broken-nose guy had kicked me in the head. Pain ripped my mind apart, and my vision blurred. I stumbled back, crashing to the ground.

      The world was going dark. Through my haze of confusion, a long-buried memory began to ring in my skull. A woman screaming. Horace, don’t!

      My gut tightened. Not now… I forced myself to focus, grasping at my consciousness, and I was back in the alley, woozy, my head throbbing painfully.

      The blond man stepped forward, his red eyes flickering, and his head darted in a weird, reptilian motion as he spat at me. Instinct took hold and I rolled aside, the spit missing me by inches. There was a strange sizzling sound, and I glanced at the pavement. The asphalt hissed and bubbled where the spit had hit it. What the fuck?

      Fog pooled on the ground, a blanket of gray making the asphalt nearly invisible. The temperature seemed to have dropped ten degrees. Surely this was the effect of a concussion. On the one hand, my body burned with a strange energy. On the other hand, the blow to my head dizzied me.

      The man with the knife smiled a toothy, menacing grin, taking another step toward me. But before he could do any damage, his body was suddenly flung aside like a rag doll.

      My brain scrambled to comprehend what was going on.

      A dark silhouette stood where my attacker had been. Now, a third person had entered the picture. He was so tall that, for a moment, I wondered if it was Gabriel. But no; this man was even bigger—six-five at least. Wide shoulders framed against the night sky, a moss-green coat billowing behind him. A copper clasp fastened the front of his coat, shaped like a stag’s head. Through the fog, I could make out his rich gold hair. Emerald green eyes pierced the fog, and there was something predatory in his glinting stare. A shiver ran up my spine. Inhuman…

      I was losing my mind. Obviously, that had been a serious blow to my skull.

      Broken-nose guy snarled, charging for us, a knife appearing in his hand. The newcomer moved in a blur of green—so fast I couldn’t track his movements. I just heard a snap. My attacker groaned, the knife tumbling from his hand.

      Grasping the alley wall, I pulled myself up, my mind still muddled from the blow. The giant was grappling with the second attacker, his movements preternaturally fluid. The thug flew six feet, then crashed on the ground, smacking his head against the pavement. No fancy rolling this time.

      Both attackers rose to their feet, trying to hurry away. I lunged after them, but the newcomer grabbed my arm, his grip tight as iron.

      “Leave them,” he growled.

      His grip sent an entirely unexpected surge of electricity through my body. I’d wanted to connect my boot with the attackers’ faces one more time, maybe get a chance to call the cops. But the feel of the stranger’s hand stopped me. It was almost as if power rolled off his body, and an unnatural energy seemed to root me in place.

      Slowly, I turned to look at him, and when my gaze met his, I froze.

      His green eyes bored into me, his fingers still tight on my arm. I had the sense that he was restraining himself, and that he was far, far more dangerous than the two men he’d just chased away. He exuded pure menace, a tightly coiled lethality.

      And yet, his oddly feral beauty mesmerized me, his perfect gaze stirring some long-dormant part of my brain—the part that whispered of forest trysts on beds of moss, fingers digging into dirt with wild abandon.

      Despite his raw masculinity, his lips had a deeply sensual look. Black lashes framed his green eyes, which were locked on me—his fascination apparently as great as my own.

      I stared at the chiseled planes of his face, then let my gaze roam over his body. Under his green coat, he wore a tight gray sweater. It looked expensive as hell, stretched over a powerfully muscled chest. My pulse began to race out of control.

      He smelled of moss and sage. Some sort of power seemed to charge the air between us.

      I found myself unable to move.

      I wasn’t sure if it was my fear, or the carnal way he stared at me. Surely no one had ever looked at me that way before. I felt my body responding to him, growing warmer.

      With a low growl, his eyes slid down my body, taking in my ripped clothes, lingering over my curves, and I had the strange sensation that he could see right through my clothes to the little Latin phrase tattooed under my right breast. When he raised his gaze again, it lingered on my mouth. His dark brows drew together, entranced. I have no idea what possessed me to do it, but I licked my lips, and his body tensed.

      He snarled—actually snarled—and moved his hand from my arm to the nape of my neck. As I looked into his eyes, I was torn by two competing desires: one, to keep staring at him, and the other, to lower my gaze submissively. I fought the urge to look down, instead staring right into his eyes.

      I should have been running away.

      And yet, for some reason, I really didn’t want to.

      I was used to feeling emotions from other people, their fear or excitement. Normally, it only came from a crowd buzzing on intense emotions, but at that moment, I could sense two emotions rolling off his powerful body, a war raging in his mind. One emotion was desire; the other, pure rage.

      As I watched, his eyes turned from green to the pale amber of sunlight.

      Yep, I should definitely run the other way.

      He leaned in, his breath warming the side of my face. “Stop what you’re doing.”

      “What I’m doing?” I managed. I wasn’t doing anything, except imagining my naked body sliding against his.

      He slipped his fingers into my hair, gripping it. Our bodies were so close now, my peaked breasts skimming against his chest. I could almost feel his heart beating against me.

      He pulled my head back to expose my neck. “I know your game.” He spoke as if in a trance, but his movements were precise and controlled. Gently, his knee pressed between my legs, urging them open.

      “What are you talking about?” I breathed.

      He leaned in, and his teeth grazed my throat. The touch of his warm mouth against my skin sent a rush of hot desire through my core. I heard myself moan lightly, and his other hand found its way to my hip, tightening possessively. His thumb lingered dangerously close to my waistband, slipping lower onto my bare skin, over the hollow of my hips. The feel of his skin against mine—even a tiny amount—lit my body on fire. I had no idea why, but I arched into him, wanting more.

      “You don’t even know what you are, do you?” he growled. “And yet, you can’t help yourself.” His accent wasn’t quite English—not like the London accent of the other two. It had a different lilt to it—Scottish, maybe? I didn’t really care right now. I just wanted to shove my hands under his clothes.

      My pulse was racing out of control, and I had the strongest desire to kiss him. As I looked up at him, the moonlight flickered over his face.

      And then my heart skipped a beat. To my horror, two golden horns shimmered just above his forehead. Was this a trick of the light, or my battered brain playing tricks on me?

      I clamped my eyes shut, panic claiming my mind. I was losing it—but of course that was destined to happen to me at some point. “Get away from me,” I snapped. “I don’t want you to touch me.”

      Slowly, he released me, stepping away, and I opened my eyes again. The stranger’s irises had returned to their green color; the strange horns had disappeared.

      His lip curled, as if disgusted with himself. The air around us had cooled, the mist thickening. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

      “I don’t know what just happened. I have a head injury.”

      He backed away, his eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what you are, and yet I’d be willing to bet that you feed off fear,” his voice was a low growl, dripping with disgust, and something about his tone sent terror rumbling through my gut. “A terror leech.”

      My mouth went dry. How could he possibly know how I felt about fear? “What are you talking about?”

      He coiled his fingers into fists, as if he were holding himself back from touching me again. Or perhaps from strangling me to death.

      My body began to cool again, but my heart still pounded. “Right. Well, thanks for your help. Perhaps you have another alley to haunt.”

      I could see his knuckles whitening, his jaw tense. He nodded back in the direction I’d come from. “You left your wheelbarrow back there.”

      “My what?”

      “You’ve been injured.” His tone dripped with hostility. “You look weak. I can help you with your wheelbarrow.”

      “My wheelbarrow?” I snapped. “You mean my suitcase?”

      “Suit-case.” The word sounded alien in his mouth, as if he was learning a new language. “You don’t look as though you can manage it.” His lip curled disdainfully.

      I had absolutely no explanation for the overwhelming attraction I’d felt for him just moments ago, because he was obviously an asshole. And had I really seen horns? It must be a brief psychotic break brought about by the trauma of the attack, plus the head injury.

      I mean sure, he looked like a god, but there was something not right about him. Something predatory and feral, like he was holding back from dragging me off as a conquest. Asking him to accompany me to the police station was out of the question. He would not step into a police station. With his muscles tightly coiled, his powerful body conveyed a threat of extreme violence. He was definitely not a man with a clean slate. The only reason I was talking to him at all was that he’d tried to help me.

      “I’ll be fine, thanks.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, dizziness overwhelmed me, and I faltered. His arm shot out, fast as lightning, gripping my wrist. Again, at the contact with him, an electrical charge surged through my body.

      I yanked my hand away, glaring at him. “Like I said. I’m fine.”

      I turned, suddenly desperate to put myself as far as possible from this encounter. I walked a few paces, when it occurred to me that I’d at least need his name to file a police report. But when I turned, I found the alley completely empty again.

      My chest tightened. Shit. I was definitely losing my mind. And given my family history, that was a very dangerous thing indeed.
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      I dropped down on the smooth hotel bed, my head throbbing from the beating I’d taken. I’d been on hold with the police for a good ten minutes. If I hadn’t been psychotic before, the cheery elevator music droning through the phone threatened to put me over the edge.

      The Metropolitan Police dispatcher had answered immediately, I had to give her that. She had very politely told me that since the actual crime occurred in the City of London, and not in Greater London, I’d need to be transferred. This, she had explained, was a matter for the City of London Police. I was promptly transferred. The dispatcher for the City of London was happy to hear that I was in no immediate danger, and transferred me to the constable in charge, who asked if this could wait until morning. When I said it couldn’t, she put me on hold. Again.

      The music droned on in my right ear. My left ear still throbbed from the kick, and I was not about to abuse it further with this ordeal.

      At least the hotel room was luxurious—clean and modern: gray curtains, a sleek red armchair, and hanging ceiling lamps that cast buttery light over the room. From the enormous bed, I stared into a mirror, slightly horrified at my mud-spattered appearance and messy tangle of blonde hair. My blue eyes were wide open, still in shock. I looked like a crazy person. Which, incidentally, was now a distinct possibility.

      Had that man with the red eyes spit acid at me? Had I really seen horns—and eyes turning gold? Not to mention that inhuman speed and grace. This was not a good situation. I could only pray the hallucination had been a result of my head injury and not the onset of a mental illness.

      “Thank you for holding, Miss Liddell,” the constable’s voice returned.

      “Sure. I just want to file the complaint. I was attacked by two men in Catherine Wheel Alley an hour ago.”

      “Do you need medical assistance?”

      “No, I’m fine, I think.” My fingers brushed against the bruise on my stomach, and I winced. My head still pounded. But the hell with it; I didn’t feel like being prodded by a doctor right now. “I just want to report the attack.”

      “I understand, Miss Liddell. Why don’t you come tomorrow to report it?”

      I restrained myself from yelling at her. How would a Brit phrase this? “Don’t you think tomorrow might be a bit late?”

      “If you file a report tomorrow—”

      “This is stupid. They’ll be long gone by then.” Okay. I was done with the pleasantries.

      “I’m not sure what you want me to do about it. I’m sure they’re long gone now.”

      I didn’t even know how to approach the question. “Maybe… send a patrol there? It’s ten minutes away. See if you spot the two assholes who tried to kill me?”

      “There’s not a lot we can do. I was mugged just last month, myself. You really should be more careful in the future.”

      I blinked. Apparently the police operated differently here. “Are you serious?”

      “There really is a limit to what the City of London can do about it, Miss Liddell. What would be best is if you come tomorrow morning, and file a report—”

      “You know what? Forget it.” I hung up, seething. I’d tell Gabriel about this the next day. He struck me as a serious police officer, at least.

      Exhausted, I rubbed my eyes. It was nearly three in the morning here, but only ten p.m. on the East Coast. Scarlett would still be up.

      I pulled out my phone, texting her. I think I’m losing my mind. I saw some really weird shit tonight.

      A moment later, a green bubble popped up on my screen. Welcome to my world. What did you see?

      I swallowed hard. If I start losing my mind and send you texts full of jumbled word salad, promise me you’ll make sure I get medicated.

      Sure, she typed. But you’re not losing your mind. Have a Manhattan and a good fry up in the morning.

      I dropped the phone on the bed. A fry up wasn’t a bad idea.

      I had to sleep, but first, I desperately wanted a shower. Alley dirt covered my body, I had a bootprint on the side of my cheek, and I was pretty sure the rancid smell of death from the crime scene clung to me.

      I rose, crossing to the clean, white-tiled bathroom. I turned on the water and adjusted the temperature until it was hot enough to make tea. Then, I pulled off my ripped sweater, tossing it in the trash. It was beyond repair. I unzipped my boots, and stepped out of the rest of my clothes.

      I stepped into the shower, letting the sublime water rush over my skin. As the steam billowed around me, I couldn’t help but think of that stranger—his fingers gripping my hips hard, his lips soft on my neck. I stroked my finger down my chest to my hipbone, where he’d grabbed me. My nipples began to harden. If I closed my eyes, I could almost smell his musky scent, and feel his muscled body against mine. I could almost feel his mouth sliding lower toward my navel…

      My eyes snapped open again. I wasn’t going to think about him again. I wasn’t sure what had happened with him, but I needed to get a grip.

      I grabbed the small shampoo bottle, pouring a dollop of vanilla-scented soap into my palm. I worked up a thick lather, forcing myself not to think of the heat that had raced through my body at the stranger’s touch. I’d think of unsexy things: lampreys, taxes, British politicians having questionable relations with pigs…

      For just a moment, I drifted asleep while still standing under the current.

      Horace, don’t! Her scream pierced the walls. Hiding under the table, I covered my ears with my hands. I tried to close my eyes and I couldn’t, and I saw the blood trickle down her lips…

      My eyes opened wide, my breath rapid and shuddering. Stupid. So stupid. I leaned against the shower wall to steady myself.

      My brain was conjuring impossible visions—a long-forgotten trauma. An attack I’d heard, but hadn’t seen. All those years ago, I hadn’t actually been there to watch the blood on her lips.

      My body tensed. I pretty much did everything in my power not to think about that.

      Tears stung my eyes. It felt like my own mind was punishing me in the worst way possible.

      Why had I gone into this disturbing field in the first place, especially given my own history? I could have become a school psychologist, or an addiction counselor. Someone who helped the living, who had a part in their growth. It sounded nice, but… that type of work just didn’t light my world on fire.

      According to a goateed man in my counseling psychology class at Tufts, forensic psychologists were all “trauma junkies.” Goatee Man—a clinical psychologist—believed that profilers like me haunted the dead and the depraved because we were fundamentally flawed. Apparently, it was a way of sublimating our own sadistic impulses into something socially acceptable. Asshole.

      That wasn’t the only thing we argued about. According to him, personality, temperament, intelligence—it was all completely genetic (which raised the question, what was the point of psychologists in the first place?).

      But that brought me to the real reason I needed to understand killers’ minds. I needed evil to be environmentally-created, and I made it my life’s mission to prove it. I wanted to understand how a psychopath’s background shaped him into what he was—the violent parents, the brain damage, the sexual abuse—how it all fit together to create a monster. That was the real reason I haunted the dead and the depraved.

      I shook off the old, stale arguments, and turned off the tap. I stepped out, feeling the warm water trickle down my body. The cold bathroom floor sent a shock through my feet. I grabbed a soft white towel and dried off, leaving wet footprints all over the bathroom floor.

      Finally, the brutal day had ended. All that was left was to brush my teeth and go to sleep. As I crossed into the bathroom and passed the mirror, I spotted a strange movement from the corner of my eye. I whirled, my body tense. What the hell was that? I thought I’d seen something in the mirror, but it was just my mind playing tricks on me.

      A sigh slid from me. Just the mirror, and my own terrified expression in my blue eyes. It had seemed… different a second ago. Almost like there was a stranger in the room with me.

      Obviously, the night’s events had screwed with my senses. It didn’t mean I was losing my mind, though, right?

      I hoisted my suitcase onto the bed and unzipped it, rummaging through until I found a pair of black underwear and a tank top. I slipped into them. When I pulled the cotton shirt on, it clung to my damp back. I’d been too tired to dry myself properly.

      Grabbing my travel kit, I turned for the bathroom. But as I did, I froze, a shiver inching up my spine. I was almost certain I saw something moving in the mirror again… something that was no longer there.

      I closed my eyes, breathing deeply through my nose. Okay. The next time that happened, I was booking an appointment with a therapist. If I was going to descend into insanity, I would do it in the most responsible way possible.

      I couldn’t risk turning out like my dad.
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      I stood outside a Starbucks, and the early morning sun washed Bishopsgate in amber light. I had a laptop bag slung over my shoulder and a latte in my hand. I was just about ready to face the day—right after I washed down two Tylenols. Hopefully, they’d help ease the case of jet-lag, face-boot, and lung-punch I’d caught recently.

      My gaze landed on a tabloid discarded on one of the Starbucks tables: 1 in 5 Brit Muslims’ Sympathy for Jihadis. Apart from the crimes of syntax committed by that headline, I recognized the storm of xenophobia that was about to wash over the city. If we didn’t find the killer soon, London would just come up with its own scapegoats.

      I glanced at my reflection in the dark glass. I didn’t look too bad. I’d applied some concealer to the eggplant-colored bruise on the side of my head. I wore a fitted gray dress, a black leather jacket, and my boots, which may have had the faintest trace of jackass blood on them. My hair tumbled over my shoulders in neat curls, and my cheeks had a healthy blush, courtesy of some rouge. You could hardly tell I’d spent the entire night working on the case.

      I headed across the street to the police station, pulling my phone from my pocket as I walked. But as I drew closer to the station, I could see that Gabriel was already waiting for me out front, looking impossibly handsome in a dark shirt and trousers. The morning light gilded him beautifully. “Good morning, Agent Liddell.” He handed me a visitor’s tag.

      “Cassandra,” I corrected him, shoving the tag into my pocket.

      He cast me a stern look. “You have to wear the badge inside the station.”

      “Seriously? I mean, I’ll be with you most of the time.”

      He arched an eyebrow, an expression that conveyed full-blown British adherence to protocol and rules. I sighed, clipping the tag to my shirt. I hated being labeled as a visitor, even if I was one. His mouth curled in what was nearly a smile, apparently satisfied I wasn’t about to go American-maverick on him.

      If he knew the kind of things I thought I’d seen last night, perhaps he’d still be worried.

      “Come on.” He pulled open the door. “The nine a.m. status meeting’s already started.”

      “All right, lead the way.”

      He walked briskly inside, and I followed, my steps fast to catch up with his pace as we passed the front desk. An enormous insignia loomed over the desk clerk—two dragons crawling up a shield, with the Latin phrase Domine Nos Dirige: Lord, guide us.

      I scowled. Perhaps the constable I’d spoken to last night had been relying on the Almighty to catch my attackers instead of just sending in a patrol.

      Gabriel led me to a stairwell. I thought of bringing up yesterday’s attack, but he seemed in such a rush. It was slightly after nine, and he didn’t look thrilled at being late for the meeting.

      “So, what’s the status meeting?” I asked as we climbed the stairs.

      “It’s mandated—every morning at nine a.m., DCI Wood’s orders. All personnel related to the serial killer investigation have to show up.”

      He sounded resentful of this. I didn’t mind. In the FBI, meetings and paperwork were our bread and butter. We’d have meetings to decide what meetings we should have. A morning status briefing sounded like a good call, but maybe it wasn’t the norm for the City of London Police Department.

      Once we reached the top of the stairwell, we walked down a small, brightly-lit corridor, our footfalls echoing off the ceiling, until we reached a large door on the right. Gabriel knocked on the door and opened it without waiting for a response.

      I followed him into a large room, the space mostly filled by an oblong mahogany table, with DCI Wood’s enormous form taking up one end of the table. Half a dozen people filled the chairs on either side, and everyone turned to look at us as we walked in. A large round clock hung on the wall, its hand pointing at the time: 9:03. I felt as if I were back in school, late for algebra class.

      Gabriel gestured to me. “This is Special Agent Cassandra Liddell from the FBI. She wasn’t aware of the meeting today. I take full responsibility for our tardiness.”

      I suddenly felt like a jerk for holding a Starbucks cup. Clearly if I’d skipped the latte, I’d have been here on time.

      I raised my hand in a sort of half wave, half salute, smiling sheepishly. Some people nodded, others stared blankly at me.

      “Are we working with the FBI?” a stout bald man asked in a bland tone. I was pretty sure this was as close as we would get to an overt confrontation unless things really went to shit.

      “I’m from the Behavioral Analysis Unit in Virginia,” I said. I needed to impress them with my credentials, but I couldn’t appear to brag, or I’d immediately confirm their worst suspicions about Americans. “I’ve been tasked with researching serial killers for my unit. I’m here just in case my profiling experience can offer any insight, and to learn from your expertise in the process.”

      “Very well.” Wood’s rough voice was like stones rubbing together. “Please sit.”

      I pulled out a chair, taking an open spot by Gabriel’s side, and shrugged off my laptop bag.

      He began to introduce everyone at the table, and I made sure to remember the names and titles. Jasmine Scott was a detective from the Scotland Yard. The confrontational bald man was Phillip Bennett, from the NCA, which was often dubbed the British FBI. Two detectives from the City of London police were called Holly Patel and Ben Patel, though Ben hurriedly explained that they weren’t related. The less detective-y of the bunch were Doctor James Dixon, the forensic pathologist, whose spectacles were round and thick enough to stop bullets, and Gracie Lowe, the forensic scientist. As the only one who smiled at me, she earned my everlasting love.

      At the other end of the table, Wood steepled his fingers. He was handsome in a rugged sort of way, with silvery hair and straight black eyebrows.

      He leveled his gray eyes on me. “Okay. Just to bring Agent Liddell up to speed. Catherine Taylor, the woman murdered yesterday, is the fourth in a series of killings. All victims’ throats were slashed, bodies mutilated postmortem, with various internal organs removed. Some of these organs were found at the scenes, some were not.”

      “Thank you, Chief. I read the case files, so I’m familiar with the previous murders.”

      “Good.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “In earlier cases, the killer seemed to have been very careful. There were multiple fingerprints in all crime scenes, but the locations were public, so that was hardly surprising. We found no cross-match between murders.”

      I had already surmised that the killer had probably worn gloves.

      “CCTV footage didn’t get us anywhere,” Wood continued. “The killer is probably aware of camera locations, and intentionally avoids them.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We contacted the FBI because we’re dealing with an unprecedented state of public hysteria. The newspapers dubbed this guy ‘the Terrorist Ripper.’ City businesses are suffering, and restaurant traffic is down. Women who work in the City have been staying home. Two men have been attacked, mistaken for this so-called Ripper. We thought that, with the number of serial killer cases you have in America, we could use your input. However, the London FBI offices couldn’t help us, so they had to send you.” He cleared his throat. “Quite frankly, opinion throughout the United Kingdom law enforcement agencies about forensic psychology is not very favorable.”

      I mentally translated this as, here, we mostly think you people are useless.

      “We’ve had some… unhappy experience with criminal profilers in the past. But as I said, the situation is quite dire.”

      I kept my face expressionless. All right. He’s definitely established that no one wants me here, but that they’re desperate enough to listen to anyone. I wondered if they’d considered using a medium before stooping so low.

      “Crikey, we’ve even tried using a medium last week,” Detective Ben Patel said.

      Great.

      Wood shot Ben a stern look and carried on. “Let’s discuss the recent murder.” He glanced at Gabriel. “DC Stewart, your thoughts?”

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “Catherine Taylor was a nineteen-year-old college student from Essex, studying at Goldsmiths. She lived in a flat in New Cross with one flatmate, Gemma Roberts. Catherine had a nasty break-up with a boyfriend, but that was a year ago. Yesterday evening, Catherine told her flatmate she was going out. Gemma wasn’t invited. Seems they’d had a falling out a few months back.”

      I frowned. “Do you know what Gemma did last night?”

      “She spent the night in a New Cross pub. Vomited on one of the regulars. Meanwhile, our victim left the apartment by herself at half past six. We’re not sure where she went yet, but her body turned up in Mitre Square at eleven twenty. Assuming the killer specifically searched for a woman named Catherine, he may have stalked her somewhere near her home, already knowing her name and address. Since it seems she came voluntarily, he may have persuaded her to join him in the City for drinks. It’s possible they took the Overground together.”

      “What’s your focus right now?” Wood asked.

      “Ben is checking the pubs in New Cross, seeing if we can find any witnesses who saw her last night. Holly is on CCTV duty for Southeast London, this neighborhood, and the Overground. I’m talking to friends and relatives.”

      Wood glanced at Doctor Dixon. “All right, do we have an autopsy report?”

      Dixon pushed his humongous spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Cause of death is exsanguination.” He glanced at me. “Blood loss.”

      “Thanks for the clarification.” Yep. They definitely thought I was an idiot. Perhaps it was my accent.

      “The victim’s heart and left kidney were missing,” he continued. “The mutilation of the victim’s torso was postmortem. However, the slashes on her face are antemortem.” He glanced at me again. “Before her death.”

      Ignoring the condescension, I tensed. I’d hoped the killer hadn’t mutilated her while she was still alive. That didn’t match the original Ripper’s signature, nor this one’s previous killings.

      Doctor Dixon leaned back in his chair. “I found skin tissues under the victim’s fingernails.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Sounds like the killer was careless this time. He thought Catherine was dead, and bent over her, about to cut her up. But she was still alive, and managed to scratch him.”

      I nodded slowly. “And that’s why he mutilated her face before she died.”

      “Could be,” said Gabriel. “It’s very likely that he was enraged, and wanted to punish her.”

      “Maybe.” Dixon twirled his pen. “In any case, I don’t have a full autopsy report yet. Some findings are unusual. I’ll have it finished tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay,” Wood said. “Lowe, do we have a DNA match?”

      Gracie shook her head. “There was something wrong with the analysis. I’ll run the tests again today.”

      Wood scowled, clearly irritated. “What do you mean, wrong?”

      “The DNA seems fine, but none of the STR-loci are amplifying properly. I just wanted to double check if perhaps…” She frowned. “If there was a possibility that you may have…” She trailed off.

      I had a sense that this was how a British person questioned a superior.

      She cleared her throat, trying again. “Is it possible that perhaps someone mixed up the samples, by accident?” Gracie’s voice went high-pitched at the end.

      Wood stiffened. “Absolutely not.”

      “Right.” Her cheeks went pink. “It’s just that when the samples don’t amplify, it’s because there was a mix-up with the null-controls.”

      “In English, please,” said Wood.

      “Something went very wrong with the DNA sample,” Gracie replied.

      “Send it to the NCA labs if you can’t sort it out yourself.” Wood raised his voice to signal that the subject should be dropped. “Now, the Home Office is granting additional measures to combat this threat. Use stop and search techniques as you see fit, and we will be able to question suspects indefinitely without access to a lawyer.”

      And there it was: the reason DCI Wood was perfectly happy for everyone to think these were terrorist acts, which generally resulted in the expansion of police powers. I needed to bring up the subject of the tabloid headlines, and the brewing storm of xenophobia. But I had a strong feeling that if I challenged an alpha male like Wood head-on, it wouldn’t go well. Lucky for me, I could easily rely on one of my favorite tactics: acting like a feckless dipshit. And lucky for me, my accent was doing half the work for me already. It meant I could try to draw them into seeing things my way by asking questions without appearing to challenge their authority. Always let your opponent underestimate you.

      I raised my hand. “Um, I have a question.”

      Wood raised his eyebrows. “Yes, Liddell.”

      “Who does the public think is committing these murders?” I opened my eyes wide, blinking.

      “We haven’t told them,” Wood snapped.

      “Right, but, like… how is the media reporting it? When they don’t have the answers, don’t they just, like, make something up?”

      Gabriel shot me an irritated look. He might have been the one person in the room who knew what I was doing.

      “Is this important?” Wood snapped.

      I cleared my throat, struggling to continue with this charade. “It’s just that I saw a headline about Muslims and jihadis, and I was confused because it never occurred to me that it might be related to terrorism.”

      Wood arched a cautionary eyebrow. “We’re expanding the definition of terrorism.”

      “And you’re not worried about public safety and targeting of immigrants?” As I became more annoyed, the act started to fall apart.

      Wood fell silent for a moment, his dark eyes penetrating me. “We’ll take your input under consideration, Liddell. But we brought you here to profile the killer. What is your assessment so far?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “She only just arrived last night.”

      “Actually,” I said. “I have a preliminary profile.” A sleepless night had its advantages, after all. I might have been late today, but I was definitely prepared. “The killer is male, in his late twenties or early thirties. I don’t think he’s psychotic—”

      “You don’t think he’s psychotic?” the bald one—Phillip—asked incredulously. “We are talking about the same killer who’s ripping people’s organs out and shoving nursery rhymes down their throats, aren’t we?” Okay, so he was going to get a bit more confrontational.

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t think he’s psychotic in the strict sense of the word. I don’t think he’s hallucinating, or completely delusional. He’s able to plan. He’s reading papers, and making decisions based on new information. He was able to find someone named Catherine, and to persuade her to go with him. And the verse he wrote—it seems like nonsense on one level, but the meter scans properly. It’s not complete gibberish.”

      Gabriel was staring at me contemplatively.

      “He is probably good-looking and possesses a superficial charm,” I continued.

      Kind of like that stranger who’d nearly charmed the pants off me in the alley last night. Though why he’d charmed me, I had no idea. His anger toward me had been apparent. At the thought of his hands on my body, my cheeks began to warm again.

      Lungfish, taxes, British politicians…

      “How do you know he’s good-looking and charming?” Gabriel interrupted my thoughts, his tone skeptical.

      Right. Focus, Cassandra. “There are indications that three of the victims went with the killer voluntarily. It’s not unusual. Ted Bundy convinced his victims to follow him to a remote location. I understand that Jack the Ripper was also probably charming. And superficial charm is a common quality in psychopaths.” I waited for a moment, letting this sink in, then continued. “I believe that the unsub learned of the Ripper’s acts and that they inspired him, but I don’t think he’s as obsessed with the Ripper as the media wants us to believe.”

      “The unsub?” asked Philip.

      “Unknown subject of an investigation,” I clarified.

      “Right,” said Wood. “And why do you believe this… unsub is not obsessive about the Ripper?”

      “Ripper enthusiasts obsess about the location of the killings. This unsub obviously didn’t care about them at first.”

      Gabriel’s dark brows drew together. “Even though he killed a woman named Catherine in Mitre Square.”

      “Right.” Gabriel had conveniently handed me my cue. “That was after the tabloids dubbed him the Terrorist Ripper. The nickname appeared only after the third murder. Up ’til then, he was just a nut. But now, he’s a menacing reincarnation. So he plays the role—finding a woman with the right name, taking her to the right place, enhancing the public interest and fear. The murders are part of his fantasy, but the public interest is crucial to it as well. As time goes by, he’ll do other things to draw more attention to himself. Like the note found at the crime scene. It will feed the media’s imagination and fascination with him. Make no mistake, this guy wants fame. And he probably wants to create panic, to…” I trailed off for a moment, struck by the memory of what the stranger had said to me in the alley the night before. “He’s energized by people’s fear. He feeds off it.”

      I gripped my pen tighter. He wasn’t like me, of course. My body might react strangely to other people’s fear, but I’d never wanted to hurt anyone.

      “What kind of actions can we expect?” Wood asked.

      I tried to gather my thoughts. “We can expect—”

      The door of the room flung open, and a breathless constable stood in the door, a wooden box in his gloved hands. “This was just delivered via messenger, sir.”

      I glanced at the box, and my pulse began to speed up. The box’s bottom was wet. The constable put the box gingerly on the table, opening the lid, all of us standing and leaning over to peer inside.

      Revulsion climbed up my throat, and my jaw dropped. It took me a moment to fully grasp what we were looking at. It was a heart, glistening with dried blood, and through the front, someone had rammed a metal nail with a note.

      Gabriel was the first to act. He pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket, slipping them on before he slowly eased the paper off the nail, and held it in front of him. He began reading it slowly.

      
        
        
        Hickory dickory dare.

        The queen spins thrice with the bear—

        Anticlockwise—

        The next one dies.

        The evil one simply waits there.

      

        

      

      Silence lingered after he finished reading the bloody note, then Wood turned to Gracie. “Get that thing analyzed. Fingerprints, DNA, everything. Make sure you do it properly this time.”

      “‘The next one dies,’” I said. “He’s letting us know he’s not done.”

      The room full of police turned to look at me.

      “He’s about to kill again. Soon.”
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      The morning went by in a blur. As soon as we got the killer’s package, the intensity in the station thickened. It was one thing to follow the killer’s footsteps, analyzing the crime scenes, trying to locate witnesses, guessing where he’d strike next. It was another thing altogether to get a human heart in the mail.

      An undercurrent of rage rippled through the station. I felt it, the anger pulsing through me, coursing through my veins, thicker than blood, clouding my thoughts. It energized me, sharpened my senses. But the tension also frayed my nerves, and every foot scuff had me jumping out of my skin. When Ben Patel made an offhand remark about my crooked visitor’s badge, my temper sparked. I had to grab my chair’s armrests to avoid snapping at him, my face reddening.

      In the late morning, DCI Wood had led me to a blue-walled room filled with two rows of wooden desks. He’d assigned me to a spot not far from Gabriel, before going through all the policies and details of the police station—the loo was down the hall; never be late for a meeting; he would reimburse receipts for food purchased between the hours of seven a.m. and five p.m. I nodded, ignoring most of what he said. The FBI was more than capable of paying my expenses.

      From my chair, I could see Gabriel hunched over a transcription of the note, frowning as he tried to decipher it, his earlier task forgotten.

      Across from him, I opened my laptop and began reading through the history of Jack the Ripper. Just like now, London residents had begun turning on immigrants—though in the nineteenth century, the police had worked to keep mob rage under wraps. The tables seemed to have turned just a bit since then.

      As I frowned over a map of Victorian Whitechapel, Gabriel turned to me. “Cassandra. I sent a link to the victim’s Facebook profile and the login information.”

      “Thanks.” I clicked on the email, logging on with her password—a random sequence of numbers and letters. Looking at her pictures, my throat tightened. In all of them, she looked happy, almost glowing. Besides being a student, she seemed to have had a part-time job as a yoga instructor. Many of her photos featured her in an assortment of extremely impressive poses—in a bikini on the beach, at the front of a class in a lotus position, her skin bathed in candlelight. She wore her chestnut hair in a loose braid over her shoulder, and apparently, she spent her free time hiking and having champagne picnics in the countryside. An orange Persian cat featured in many of her pictures, along with captions about the cat’s likeness to Wilford Brimley. As she’d dressed up last night in her pretty yellow dress for a night out in London, Catherine never could have imagined what horror lay in store for her.

      I swallowed hard. Not for the first time, I was overcome by a desperate desire to travel back in time and warn a victim before it was too late.

      In one of the newer photos, Catherine sat on a sofa next to a young woman with bleached-blond hair and full lips, both of them drinking wine, smiling over a half-eaten pizza. When I hovered over the blonde’s picture, the name Gemma Roberts came up. The flatmate. I clicked on her profile, flicking through the images. In Gemma’s more recent photos, her appearance seemed to change—her hair getting more wild, her roots longer, her lipstick slightly smeared. It was like I could see her falling apart as the photos went on. In one, she stood by a rainy window, with a tattoo visible on her right arm—a skull under curling blue waves.

      The King of Hearts

      Tears minds apart,

      Deep below the water…

      “Gabriel,” I said without looking up. “Is anyone bringing in Gemma Roberts? The flatmate?”

      “Detective Scott asked her to come in.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I want to speak to her.”
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        * * *

      

      In a tiny interview room, Gabriel and I sat across from Gemma. The room felt claustrophobic—soft blue walls, in case our interviewee got out of hand, and wooden chairs crammed around a plastic table.

      Our witness sat across from us, staring at me. With her long sleeves, I couldn’t see that skull tattoo.

      She tapped her fingertips on the tabletop, her red nail polish half-chipped off, nails bitten down to nubs. By the three inches of roots darkening her hair, I surmised that she had started going off the rails about six months ago. Black eye makeup darkened the skin under her pale blue eyes. If I had to guess, I’d say she was a drug addict, though I couldn’t be sure yet.

      “They told me Catherine was killed,” Gemma muttered.

      From my periphery, I could tell Gabriel was looking at me. Gemma didn’t seem particularly broken up about her flatmate’s death, but I was well-versed in masking my reactions to unexpected behavior. I gave nothing away.

      “She was,” I said. “The police found her body in Mitre Square.”

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “What time did you say Catherine left your flat?”

      The girl chewed her nail. “He’s a god, you know.”

      Okay… That was particularly unexpected, but I schooled my features to neutrality. “A god,” I repeated, hoping to prompt her.

      Her eyes widened, and she leaned forward. “The god from the mirror realm. He calls to me. He wants me to be his servant.” She bit her lip. “And I want to serve him.”

      I now had two possible diagnoses for Gemma: schizophrenia or type one bipolar. Given the length of her psychosis, schizophrenia seemed more likely, but not definite.

      “Tell me about the god,” I prompted.

      Gemma looked down at her ravaged fingernails. “I need a glass of water.”

      I glanced at Gabriel, raising my eyebrows.

      “Fine,” he muttered, rising.

      “Did Catherine know about the god?” I ventured.

      Gemma shook her head. “He didn’t speak to her the way he speaks to me. He didn’t choose her.”

      Grandiosity and delusions. I’d get nowhere by contradicting them. I had to go into her world. “The god chose you.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m waiting for my water.” For a few moments, she sat in silence, until Gabriel returned.

      He slid the glass of water across the table. “What did you and Catherine fight about?” he asked.

      I shot him a shut up now look. “The god chose you,” I repeated. “He wants you to be his servant.”

      Gemma lifted the glass, staring at the water. “The gods demand fealty. What if Catherine was a sacrifice?”

      My muscles tensed. Under the table, I gently touched Gabriel’s leg, signaling him not to pounce all over this. Tread carefully. “A sacrifice?”

      Slowly, she traced her finger up the side of the glass. “Long ago, we served the gods at the river. They lined men up on the river banks, cut off their heads.” She dipped her finger into the water. “The head is the seat of the soul. Their skulls sank under the water’s surface, full of dreams and fears, terror and joy.” Gemma dipped her finger into the water, as if mimicking a sinking skull.

      Gemma’s gaze met mine, and for just a moment, it seemed as if an image flickered in her eyes—an image of two gaping-eyed skulls, glaring back at me.

      I blinked, clearing the vision. I needed to get a hold of myself before this woman pulled me into a shared psychosis.

      “Tell me more about the sacrifices,” I said.

      She stared at her own finger sinking deeper into the water, and as she did, the shadows around the room seemed to thicken, claiming the walls like pooling ink. “The gods feed off all the things that make us human.”

      I shuddered.

      Gabriel leaned forward. “What did you say about the water?”

      Good. He’d recognized it too. The King of Hearts tears minds apart, deep below the water.

      Gemma pulled her finger from the water, and dipped it into her mouth for a moment, sucking the water off. “We stopped paying the gods fealty. We owe them.”

      “Your tattoo,” I prompted. “I saw it on Facebook. Skulls under water.”

      “Mmm,” said Gemma.

      “Can I see it?”

      She pulled up her sleeve, revealing a brutal burn mark where the tattoo had been.

      Gabriel inhaled sharply. “You need to get that treated.”

      Gemma pulled the sleeve down again. “I had to get rid of it. I thought it might quiet his voice in my mind, but…” Her body went rigid, and goosebumps rose on her skin. Suddenly, she closed her eyes, her back arching. “I can feel him.” She grabbed the edge of the table, apparently gripped by some sort of ecstasy.

      “Who?” asked Gabriel.

      I kept my features bland. “The god.”

      Her eyes snapped open, and she gripped the side of the table. “I want to speak to him. He’s here for me.”

      I was losing control of this. “Does anyone else know about the skulls under water?”

      “I told you,” she snapped. “The gods. I won’t speak to anyone else but my king. He’s here.”

      Okay. So we had not only water, but a king—just like the note. Plus, that whole bit about the sacrifice.

      “We’ll try to find the king,” I said. “But I want to hear more about him first. How do I find him?”

      Around the cramped room, the shadows seemed to darken, climbing higher up the walls, and my breath caught in my throat. Was Gabriel seeing this?

      Somewhere, in the darkest hollows of my mind, I began to hear the scratchy whispers of oaks and rivers, of earthly gods demanding blood. And through the whispers, the word magic rang in my skull like a death knell.

      I tightened my fists, trying to keep control. I should end the interview, I knew, but I needed more from her. I needed to know what she meant about water and sacrifices, and why those words made my pulse race.

      “Gemma.” I spoke a little too sharply, my restraint slipping. “Tell us about Catherine. Was she dating anyone? What did you mean about a sacrifice?”

      Gemma simply glared at me, her jaw tightening.

      I loosed a breath. I’d fucked up. I was trying to pull her into my world, not the other way around.

      “I know what will bring the king to me.” Her gaze darted to the glass. In the next instant, she smashed her glass on the table, shattering it. She gripped a shard, hand jerking backward quickly, bringing it to her throat. But Gabriel lunged over the table, snatching her wrists. Blood dripped down her hands, as she stared into Gabriel’s face, hissing in anger, her eyes devoid of conscious thought. A constable burst into the room and grabbed her, pulling her hands behind her back.

      Gemma had just bought her way to an involuntary commitment.

      And we weren’t any closer to finding out what had happened to Catherine.
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      After the calamitous interview, I sat at my desk, biting into a brie and pear sandwich, courtesy of Gabriel. Was it a coincidence that Gemma had referenced a king and water—or did she know the killer? Was there anything to her “sacrifice” comment, or had it been a wild guess?

      I’d said that the killer had searched for someone called Catherine to emulate the Ripper only after the newspapers began calling him the “Terrorist Ripper.” But if Gemma knew the killer, maybe he had chosen Catherine long before. Maybe he had simply decided to kill her in Mitre Square to emulate the Ripper.

      I was certain of one thing: I needed to interview Gemma again—after she’d been medicated. Maybe after I’d been medicated, too, but I tried to ignore that particular worry for now.

      In the meantime, I pored through news articles about the Victorian Ripper’s killing spree. I was certain our nursery-rhyme maniac was probably doing the same.

      How would he feel reading about himself? Excited? Satisfied? Maybe it was more about the thrill of the chase, turning the tables so the hunter was now the hunted. Or perhaps he just wanted to enshrine his place in history, to earn his spot on a macabre throne by the Ripper’s side?

      The references to the queen threw me off. Was she related to the King of Hearts from the earlier poem? Was she an important woman in his life? His mother, perhaps? Gemma would have been a suspect, but her alibi had been verified by three unrelated witnesses.

      I sighed, leaning back in my chair. Basically, I was getting nowhere, and throughout it all, tantalizing images of the stranger from the alley invaded my thoughts. The scent of musk and oak enveloping me, his fingers on my skin, just above my hipbone, electrifying me with his touch. The feel of his lips, hot on my neck. My body warmed at the thought of him.

      What would have happened if I hadn’t stopped him? I’m pretty sure he would have banged me right there, and somehow I couldn’t get that thought out of my mind…

      Whatever the case, I needed to block those heated images completely from my brain. I was sure of only one thing about the stranger from the alley. Despite the fact that he’d helped me, he’d seemed dangerous as hell. Lurking around the crime scene, charming the pants off women. Wouldn’t have been hard for a guy like that to lure innocent victims wherever he wanted them.

      “Cassandra.”

      Gabriel’s deep voice turned my head, and I jumped. He leaned over my desk, studying me with his soft hazel eyes. Talk about charming.

      “What do you plan on doing for dinner?” he asked.

      “Dinner?” I tried to snap out of my haze, and my gaze flicked to the clock. It was seven in the evening, and my stomach was starting to rumble. “I was just gonna grab something at that pub connected to my hotel.”

      “I don’t recommend it unless you have a masochistic streak. The burgers are charred leather and the chips drowned themselves in oil to end their misery.”

      “Any better suggestions?” I asked. Frankly, in my current state of starvation, I could have eaten cardboard cake.

      “There’s a better pub, just around the corner. The Water Poet. I’m heading there right now. Care to join me?”

      “Uh… sure,” I said, surprised. All interactions with Gabriel until now had given me the impression that he’d rather get dental surgery than spend time with me.

      Still, I grabbed my bag and followed him out of the station.
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        * * *

      

      The Water Poet’s crimson walls, dark wood floor, and soft leather couches were oddly inviting. The whole place had a quirky, eclectic feel: chandeliers and gilt-framed mirrors combined with mounted-antler wall hangings.

      I sat in a comfy leather armchair in front of a wooden table. Through the window to my right, the panes warped by age, I peered out onto the street. Wet cobblestones gleamed under the streetlights. The sun hadn’t yet set, but clouds covered the sky, and a hard rain hammered the ground.

      For a moment, I could almost forget that I sat in the center of a city with more residents than the entire state of Virginia. On this crooked little side street, I felt as if we’d stumbled back in time, to an era when people knew their neighbors by name.

      I glanced at Gabriel, who was ordering our food and drinks at the bar. From the way the blond bartender was leaning over to give a view of her cleavage, I had the impression that they might know each other by name. As she poured two pints of Guinness, Gabriel flashed a brilliant smile at her.

      After paying the barmaid, he crossed back to our table, a pint in each hand. “You wanted something English, so I ordered us both steak and kidney pies.”

      I grimaced. “Kidney?”

      His smile faded as he sat. “Oh right. I forgot you’d been reading the Ripper case files all day.” He took a sip of his Guinness. “Forget I said anything about kidneys.”

      “I’m so hungry I think I can ignore it.”

      Gabriel put down his drink, studying me closely. “Did something happen last night? I don’t remember that bruise there when I met you yesterday.”

      I touched my cheek. “Ah. I take it the makeup is wearing off.”

      His jaw tightened. “What happened?” he asked again, more firmly.

      “I was walking home, and took a wrong turn down Catherine Wheel Alley. Two men jumped me. I broke one of their noses; they stepped on my face. Unfortunately, I didn’t have my gun. Fortunately, an even scarier dude showed up and chased them away. And then I went to my hotel room.”

      He swore under his breath, all traces of his charming smile now gone. “Why didn’t you call me? Or report it?”

      “I called the station to report it. I wanted someone to send a patrol over. They told me to file a report the next day, but I didn’t see much point. The guys were long gone by the next morning.”

      “Who did you speak to on the phone?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. And anyway, the City Police have more important matters to deal with at this point.” I sipped my beer. “I don’t have the sense that our killer is stupid enough to walk around mugging people by the crime scene. And I don’t get the sense that he’s working with another man, like my attackers last night.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      I cocked my head, thinking back. “But the third man—the one who came to my rescue. There was something really odd about him.”

      “Odd how?”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have gone this far in the conversation. I couldn’t tell him that I’d hallucinated horns coming out of the stranger’s head, and I certainly couldn’t tell him about my impulse to kiss the guy.

      I took a deep breath. “He was very strong, and very fast. But his emotional expression didn’t match his actions. He was helping me, and his words were polite. He seemed fascinated by me in some way. But even though he was helping me, he seemed—angry.”

      “Angry how?”

      “The way he spoke with his jaw tensed, the way he tightened his fists. I had the sense that there was something deeply personal about his anger. Oh, and when he offered to help me with my suitcase, he referred to it as a wheelbarrow.”

      Gabriel stared at me. “A wheelbarrow,” he repeated.

      “Yeah. Maybe he was crazy, but his clothing was expensive. Elegant, even. It doesn’t add up. A psychotic person doesn’t walk around in new cashmere sweaters.” And a psychotic person wouldn’t have been so damn sexy, I was sure of that much.

      “I’m gonna have our guys check the CCTV. What did he look like, besides the cashmere?”

      I bit my lip. Let’s see… hot, muscular, maybe some gold horns and eyes that changed colors, plus an aura of pure sex. “He was extremely tall. Six five, at least. I think he was wearing a moss green coat, with a copper clasp shaped like a stag’s head.”

      “There are some real freaks around here, you know that? All the more reason you should have accepted my offer to walk you home.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Doesn’t seem that way,” he muttered.

      My cheeks reddened. “I’ll stay on the main roads from now on. Happy?”

      He was clutching his pint with a death grip. “How many times did they hit you?”

      “I don’t know. Several? A few kicks… Did I mention I broke one of their noses?”

      “Before the night is over, I want a full description of all three of them. If I happen to come across them again, I will beat seven shades of shit out of them.”

      “Fine.” I hadn’t expected him to be quite so protective, considering we’d just met. “Thanks, I guess.”

      For the next few minutes, we sat in uncomfortable silence. I was afraid that if Gabriel and I kept talking about whether or not I could look after myself, I’d end up glassing him.

      Fortunately, the silence was cut short by the blond barmaid sashaying over. As she slid our meals onto the table, she smiled at Gabriel in a manner that suggested they definitely had a history, and that this history could repeat itself in the future. For a moment, looking at the way his hazel eyes met hers, I felt a pang of jealousy.

      Oh God, what was wrong with me? I’d been lusting after some lunatic last night, and now I apparently wanted to feast on my colleague?

      I pulled my gaze from him, looking down at the food set before me. Tendrils of steam curled from flaky-crusted pies. As the barmaid walked away, I inhaled the rich aroma, my mouth watering. Maybe I should focus on feasting on this amazing food instead of on Gabriel…

      There’s no better seasoning than hunger. When I’m famished, I can eat celery with gusto, feeling as if I’m dining at a Michelin-starred restaurant. But this meat pie—with a flaky crust, and a side of mashed potatoes and thick gravy—would have tempted me no matter what. I cut into the crust and took a bite, the rich flavors melting on my tongue.

      I nearly moaned. “God, this is delicious.”

      “I promised you it would be good,” said Gabriel. “See? I’m the kind of guy who knows what he’s talking about.”

      A bit cocky, but I was too busy eating to reply. I had to force myself to chew slowly, trying not to wolf the entire pie in three bites like my taste buds demanded.

      I swallowed a mouthful of buttery potatoes. “Any progress with the poem?” As far as I was concerned, there were two options. If the unsub was psychotic, then the poem was likely completely meaningless. Word salad—a collection of random rhyming words that would get us nowhere. But if the message could be decoded, then we had a different situation on our hands. A killer with a plan.

      He shook his head. “I have a few theories, but nothing firm,” he said. “Assuming it means anything at all, ‘the evil one’ might refer to our killer, but I doubt he sees himself as evil.”

      I nodded. “Most killers don’t. They rationalize their murders, seeing them as a necessity. They aggrandize certain aspects of their own personalities. Kindness to strangers, or the fact that they love animals. It helps them justify their own character to themselves, and they usually have their own rationale for their murders.”

      “Right.” He frowned. “I’m not sure I see the point in trying to psychoanalyze murderous nutters. They’re fucked in the head. End of story.”

      I speared a hunk of meat, perhaps a little viciously. “My entire job is to analyze killers.”

      “Yeah, well…” He waved his fork dismissively.

      “You know,” I said, anger inflaming my cheeks, “I wouldn’t go around telling you that being a detective is an idiotic line of work.”

      “You’re right.” He quirked an eyebrow. “I was being a knob. I apologize.”

      “Apology accepted. I will note, however, that you did analyze the killer. You suggested that he wouldn’t think of himself as evil, and it was an astute observation. He might refer his compulsion to kill as evil, but not himself. He might divorce himself from his actions, or ascribe them to an imaginary entity outside himself.”

      “Like the King of Hearts?”

      “Exactly. But I’m not sure what the bear refers to, or the queen.”

      He sipped his drink. “The queen and the bear. Sounds like a gay bar.”

      “Witty.” I speared another hunk of meat. “But I know you’re more complex than you pretend. I can hear your accent shifting—sometimes you’re a Londoner, sometimes a little more middle class when you’re muttering to yourself. When you think no one’s listening, you quote Thoreau, but you’d never say it out loud to your colleagues, would you?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I’ve seen your resume. You have a history degree from Cambridge. I’d imagine you’re more familiar with analytical thought than your gay bar comment suggests.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You got me. I tend to play down that degree when I’m at work. And you’re right. I’ve certainly read my fair share of poems.”

      “I might be American, Gabriel, but I don’t need you to dumb things down for me.”

      “Point taken.”

      “And how did you get from studying history to police work?”

      “Well, my mom, being the conservative Jewish mum, always wanted me to be a doctor or a lawyer. As far as Jewish mums go, these are the only acceptable professions available. My dad wanted me to work in his restaurant. He has one of the best Caribbean cafés in the city. Naturally, my instinct was to disappoint them both. So I became a cop.”

      I took a sip of my beer. “And does your conservative mom know you like to beat seven shades of shit out of people?”

      “Can’t say I’ve used that phrase around her.” He smiled mischievously. I wondered how many times he’d been asked about his background, and how many times he had used the same ridiculous explanation about disappointing his parents. “I just tell her I Taser people when they misbehave.”

      “Taser? Isn’t that a bit violent for the British police? I thought you guys didn’t believe in weapons, and that you never got more severe than a stern ‘Good day to you, sir.’”

      He shook his head, but I could swear I saw a hint of smile. “Some of us have Tasers for emergencies. When the criminals don’t listen to our stern admonishments.”

      “Do you have a Taser?”

      “In my drawer at work. I don’t really need to carry it around on me." He arched a cautionary eyebrow. "Thugs can tell well enough I'm not a man to mess with just by looking at me."

      “Right.”

      “What about you?” he asked. “How did you become a profiler?”

      “All special agents are trained as profilers,” I answered mechanically.

      “Yeah, but not all of them work in the Behavioral Analysis Unit, right? What drew you there?”

      According to the stranger I’d met last night, I fed off fear—an accusation not a million miles off from Goatee Man’s “trauma junkie” characterization of profilers.

      But it wasn’t that I particularly liked haunting murder scenes. After what had happened to my family years ago, I was consumed by a desperate need to understand the mindset of the killers, and how the world had shaped them.

      Still, I didn’t need to dredge up that grim history now, in this cozy little pub. “I thought it would be an interesting line of work. I just thank my lucky stars that they decided to assign me to the BAU, and not to bank robbery investigations.”

      He laughed. “Bank robbery doesn’t sound so bad. I’d thank my lucky stars…” He trailed off, staring down at his pint. Slowly, he began tracing his fingertips around the rim of his glass.

      I waited for him to finish. “What?” I finally asked.

      “Lucky stars,” he said. “The queen and the bear. My mum used to call the big dipper ‘the big bear.’ She said that’s how it translates from Hebrew.”

      “Yeah. Ursa Major. Ursa is Latin for ‘bear.’”

      He was still staring at his beer, deep in thought. “The queen could be the constellation Cassiopeia, a queen from Greek myths. Ursa Major and Cassiopeia. The constellations appear to move, in circles. Ancient sailors navigated that way.”

      “It would fit the dramatic flair of the poem.”

      He met my gaze again. “But what does ‘the evil one’ reference?”

      “Well…” Considering evil tended to follow me like a shadow, the concept was something I’d spent a lot of time reading about. “In Arabic mythology, the North Star is an evil star. He is the ‘constant star,’ forever frozen in time as punishment for a murder.”

      He blinked at me. “How do you know that?”

      “You’re not the only one with a college education.”

      He pulled out his phone and swiped the screen. I scooted my chair to his side, looking over his shoulder. He was skimming Wikipedia articles, leaping from one to the next.

      “There.” His features brightened. “Cassiopeia and Ursa Major rotate around the north star, about one rotation anticlockwise every twenty-four hours.”

      “The queen spins thrice with the bear,” I said slowly, and our eyes met. “We have three days.”

      “Less. We got the note this morning. We already wasted half a day.”
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      I wanted to blame the London rain for the sudden shiver that went up my neck as I left The Water Poet. But as I stood in the cobbled street outside the pub, dread crawled over my skin. I hugged myself, wishing I’d brought an umbrella.

      Two and a half days.

      With a ticking time bomb before him, Gabriel had promptly taken off for the station. I was supposed to go back to my hotel, get some rest.

      Two and a half days until the next girl is murdered.

      I was exhausted, and the headache whispering in the back of my head all day was slowly turning up the volume. I should sleep it off and join the rest of the task force tomorrow morning, fully refreshed.

      Two and a half days, and then another woman would be disemboweled, her organs ripped from her body.

      But I couldn’t quite bring myself to just hole up in my luxurious hotel room with this sadistic killer on the loose. Instead, I began walking down the street, my jaw clenched. Hickory dickory dare… My mind replayed the words. The next one dies. The evil one simply waits there.

      The killer struck at night, so we could expect the next murder in… what? Fifty-two hours? Fifty-four? No time.

      I wasn’t a detective. I didn’t track footprints, analyze DNA, or talk to informants. But I could try to understand the killer’s mind. Perhaps two days was enough time to figure out the way he thought. Maybe I could even predict where he’d hit next, and we could stake out the likely spot. It wasn’t likely. But I had to try.

      I decided to keep following the old Ripper’s lead. Maybe our unsub would continue to imitate him.

      As I walked through the chilly rain, I mentally reviewed everything I’d learned about the original Ripper cases. Catherine Eddowes had been the fourth victim, after Mary Nichols and Annie Chapman. Annie’s body body found behind a rickety wooden house in Hanbury Street in September of 1888. The Ripper had cut her throat and stolen her uterus.

      According to my phone, the exact address was just a five-minute walk. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to take a look before returning to my hotel, even if I was getting soaked in the downpour.

      The surroundings changed abruptly as I got to the end of Folgate Street. The narrow cobbled side street led to a thoroughfare lined with quirky boutiques in squat brick buildings. Between shops, vibrant graffiti snaked over the walls, lurid colors brightening the gray London landscape. From here, I could see a towering white spire—the “white chapel” that gave its name to the neighborhood. In 1888, the local prostitutes would parade in a circle around the church grounds, looking for enough work to rent a room for the night. That’s probably how ol’ Jack had found his victims.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out my pocket. Did you see the execution spots yet?

      I shook my head, typing, Not exactly. But I’m on my way to a Ripper location. Is that good enough for you?

      The green bubble popped up. The Ripper was a demon. Case closed. Did you try the chicken yet?

      Sometimes Scarlett was a bit too weird, even for me.

      No chicken yet. Holding out for pie and mash.

      I shoved the phone back in my pocket.

      As I passed a pub, I peered in one of the windows. Rustic wooden tables, modern chandeliers, and brick walls—it looked extremely expensive. And completely empty.

      Clearly, gentrification had been hard at work here since the Victorian era, and I had a feeling we were in the Brooklyn of London. And yet, the new Ripper had cleared the neighborhood out. In fact, on my walk from Folgate to Hanbury, I passed only three people: all men, all with hipster beards and mustaches, and all extremely drunk.

      I turned onto Hanbury, which looked nothing like it had in the old sepia-toned photos. The scenery as the Ripper had seen it, more than a hundred years ago, was gone. Where crooked rowhouses had once loomed over the sidewalk, there now stood a brick warehouse, plastered with neon flyers for music events. On my side of the street, a row of colorful shops nestled together—including a storefront called The Nude Espresso. What did an espresso usually wear? Was it the cup? Somehow, a cupless espresso did not sound appealing. Damn hipsters.

      The sky was darkening to a charcoal gray, and I hurried across the road. By now, the rain had completely soaked through my dress. If this had been a scene in a Jane Austen novel, it would mean that in a day or two I’d be dying of the chill on a handsome gentleman’s estate. But in real life, I’d end up with nothing more than a mildew situation.

      As I stood outside the dingy brick warehouse, I stared at the ground while I tried to imagine the unsub’s next move. This didn’t seem like an ideal murdering spot. Jack the Ripper had killed his victims behind a ramshackle house, but with the shopfronts facing—

      A reflection in the puddle froze me in place. There, looming over my shoulder—a man with golden eyes and horns.

      I whirled to find the stranger behind me, his honeyed hair darkened in the rain. My vision of the horns had gone.

      But when I looked into his eyes—green now—time seemed to stand still. The scent of a forest, moss and dirt and oak, enveloped me. Once again, I had to fight the instinct to lower my eyes, his power overwhelming.

      Desperately, I tried to gather my thoughts. How convenient that we’d bumped into each other here. I took a step back, my hand going for my weapon—the one I didn’t have. He’d followed me here, to this deserted neighborhood—right where I expected the next murder to take place.

      “Stay away from me.” I tried to steady my voice, my eyes flicking to The Nude Espresso. Surely the one person in there would notice if this man tried to murder me.

      The stranger towered over me. Something about the way he stood so still unnerved me. Shadows flitted through his eyes, whispering of ancient violence. He could kill me seconds, before the dude in The Nude Espresso had a chance to drop his cappuccino.

      “I don’t intend to touch you ever again.” His voice was pure ice.

      I swallowed hard. I had no idea what the fuck that meant, but it sounded oddly threatening. “Fantastic. We’re on the same page. And yet, this is a city of nine million people, and you’re the only one I’ve bumped into twice.”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do.” I tried to control the trembling in my voice. “I want you to come with me to the police, and give them a description of the two men who attacked me last—”

      “No.” The finality of his tone brooked no argument. “When I said we need to talk, I meant that I need to talk. You need to listen.”

      “Okay.” I crossed my arms. This guy spoke in commands. Who the hell did he think he was? “You have two minutes before I’m leaving.”

      “I found you standing here in the rain staring at a puddle like a madwoman. I don’t imagine you have anything important to do right now.” He cocked his head. “But of course, someone like you is driven to haunt places of death.”

      “One minute and forty-five seconds.” Just looking up at him made my heart race. “And what do you mean, ‘someone like me?’”

      “You thrive on terror.” A muscle worked in his jaw. “And if terror is what you love, I’m the kind of man who could give you what you wanted, were I so inclined. Pity for you, I’m not.”

      His cold words slid through my bones.

      “One minute left. I just cut your time for being an asshole.” My harsh tone was all bluster. My heart pounded in fear.

      He stared down at me, seemingly unconcerned by my time limits. “We need to talk about the murders.”

      “What murders?” I bluffed.

      “The ones you’re investigating.”

      “How do you know who I am?” This definitely confirmed my fears about last night’s encounter. He hadn’t been in that alley by chance. He’d followed me! Was this our killer? He was strong enough, fast enough… weird enough. And with his godlike looks, he could probably lure any straight chick in the city into a dark alley.

      He arched an eyebrow. “How I know your identity is hardly important right now.”

      “The hell it isn’t.” I was buying myself time, my hand sliding to my bag, grasping for my phone. I would call the police. Or Gabriel. He’d be able to find my location using my phone.

      “If you want to know more about the killer, you need to follow me. I have information you will want.” For just a moment, the stranger’s eyes slid down my sodden dress. The way he looked at me, I felt completely naked before him. “You have something I want, too.”

      My heart was hammering against my ribs. “Why would I follow my own stalker?” Finally, I grasped my phone in my bag. I swiped the screen with my finger gently.

      “Why would you walk into a narrow alley in the middle of the night? Why would you walk by yourself in the darkness, knowing that a murderer is on the loose? You feed off fear. That’s what happens with your kind. And in your case, you can feed off your own.”

      “My kind?” I asked incredulously. “American? What are you talking about?” I slipped my phone from my bag, glancing at the phone display, and my finger went to the call log. I needed to call Gabriel; he was the last phone call I had made.

      Instantly, his hand darted forward in a blur of movement, deftly pulling my phone from my hands. When his skin brushed my own, an electric thrill shot through my body. I felt something like an ancient power surge through me, but I had no idea what that meant. It wasn’t a sensation I could explain rationally.

      I was pretty sure he felt it too, because his eyes widened. For the first time, the angry set of his jaw relaxed, and he gazed at me intently, as if he’d been drugged.

      In the next moment, his features hardened again as he composed himself.

      “What do you mean by ‘my kind?’” I asked again.

      “One from the drowned realm. A terror leech. My ancient enemies. That’s your kind.”

      I worked very hard to keep my features neutral after that comment. “Right.”

      “We’re done for now. When you are willing to embrace the truth about these murders, come see me in Leroy’s Wine Cellar.”

      “Are you just there all the time?” Overwhelmed, I tried to steady my voice. “And what would you know about the murders?”

      His body went completely still, his gaze piercing me. “The truth you already know deep inside. The killer isn’t human. And the human police won’t put him behind bars.”

      I stared at him in shock, words failing me completely. He was insane. And I’d been insane for listening to him for so long.

      He turned, striding away in the rain.

      “Hey!” I called after him. “What’s your name?” I needed something to report.

      “It’s Roan,” he shouted without looking back. “Roan Taranis.”

      A chill rippled over my skin as he stalked away, and I lowered my gaze. The puddle where I had seen his reflection was gone, replaced instead with a smooth, white circle of ice.
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      I’d barely had time to sit down in front of my desk the next morning before Gabriel appeared, clutching a small stack of paper. “What do strange carvings on the body mean?”

      His eyes were red-rimmed and his whole body looked tense. I wondered if he’d slept at all last night.

      “I’m sorry?” I hadn’t even had a cup of coffee yet.

      “The killer carved a symbol behind Catherine’s ear.” He slapped a few pages on the table. The top page featured a printed close up of an ear. Behind it, the killer had marked a strange design, clearly sliced into the skin. It looked like an upside-down T, followed by three diagonal lines, crossed in the middle. I picked up the pages, looking closer.

      And suddenly, ice streamed in my veins, and I could hear dozens of tortured screams, deafening, my vision going dim. I dropped the page.

      “What is it?” I heard Gabriel ask.

      I shook my head. The feeling was gone, leaving behind it a deep sense of dread. “I don’t know.” I swallowed. “Those runes, they look—” familiar “—weird.” I picked up the pages again, tensing in case the sensation returned, but it didn’t. Flipping to the next page, I saw it was a printout of the autopsy report.

      “How did the doctor miss this yesterday?” I asked.

      Gabriel shrugged. “I think Dixon’s got a bit of a drinking problem, to be honest.”

      “Wonderful.” I narrowed my eyes at the images. They were small but detailed. I had to marvel at the unsub’s coolness. After murdering someone, he’d carved these intricate markings on the body in a public street.

      “Do the other bodies have these markings?”

      “Yes. Not as pronounced as this, and better hidden. One victim has already been cremated. The other two have no known next of kin. They had the same markings.”

      “Exact same markings?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll have to check,” I said. “It’s probably part of the killer’s fantasy, but I want to check with some experts, see if I can find something more definite.”

      “Let me know.” He turned to walk off.

      I skimmed the autopsy report, disbelief sinking in. My eyes focused on three sentences that made absolutely no sense.

      To extract the heart from the body, the killer broke the third, fourth, and fifth ribs. The method he used to do this is unclear. There is no indication that he used any utilities for this purpose.

      So, what—the unsub had broken through her ribs with his bare hands?

      I put the autopsy report down, frowning. The killer would have to be an uncommonly strong man. He would have to be huge. Probably worked in some sort of manual labor. But how did that merge with the rest of the profile?

      It didn’t. Not yet. I had to know more.

      I flipped through my papers, searching for Gracie’s number—the forensic scientist. I picked up my landline and dialed.

      “Hello?” Tiredness edged her voice.

      “Gracie? This is Cassandra, the FBI agent.”

      “Oh! How can I help you?”

      “I wanted to ask you about the DNA analysis. You had some problems yesterday. Did you resolve them?”

      “I… not yet,” she said. “I think the samples are contaminated. There’s no other explanation. I sent a sample to the NCA labs. Maybe their equipment will work better, I don’t know.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Uh… I see.”

      “That and the fingerprints thing… This case is driving me insane.” Her voice sounded teary.

      “What fingerprints thing?” I glanced at the image of the markings behind the ear again. What did all this mean?

      “I managed to pull a set of fingerprints from the box with the heart. Well, fingerprints come in several patterns. Some are more common, some less. The ulnar loop is the most common. Then we have the whorl, the radial loop, the arch—”

      “Yeah, I know.” We’d gone over this in the FBI.

      “Well, this killer’s fingerprints aren’t in any of those patterns.”

      “They’re not? What patterns are there?”

      “One fingerprint looks like… spots. And one is criss-crossed, as if someone scarred it over and over with a knife.”

      “Do you think the killer is masking his fingerprints somehow? Burned off with chemicals?”

      “That would leave its own pattern of scar tissue. I have no idea. Aliens maybe. Or vampires.” She gave a hollow laugh. “Do you have any better ideas?”

      “Not really. But aliens aren’t really my territory.”

      “Listen, Cassandra, I need to get back to this. Do you need anything else?”

      “Not right now, thanks.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know if I find anything, okay?”

      “Sure. Thanks, Gracie.” I hung up and stared at the phone vacantly.

      We had two days to find the killer. And this case left me nothing but questions.
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      I stood before the whiteboard in the meeting room, staring at the bullet points I’d written until the words themselves began to lose all meaning. Gemma was psychotic, but her language was still structured. She’d spoken of water and kings, and of Catherine being a sacrifice. She’d burned off the eerie water tattoo on her arm, and talked of a man who seemed like a god—someone, perhaps, with extraordinary strength and charisma.

      I wanted to speak to her again later, but I might get clearer answers from her after someone had sorted out her medication.

      “What are you doing?” The sudden voice made me jump. I turned to find Gabriel in the doorway, two cups of tea in his hands.

      “Just trying to figure this out.” I motioned at the whiteboard. “DCI Wood said I could use the meeting room. Do you need it?”

      “No, I was looking for you. Got you some tea.”

      He stepped into the room and handed me one of the cups. I sipped from it, grateful. I preferred my tea milkier, but it was strong, and that was what mattered right now.

      “So…” Gabriel nodded at the whiteboard. “What do we have so far?”

      I focused, trying to build a rudimentary profile in my head. “We know he’s a very strong man. He was able to break the victim’s ribs with his bare hands. Unusually strong. I think it would be apparent once you look at him; he should be huge. Ox-like.”

      “You sound dubious.”

      “How many ox-like men do you know? And on top of that, he’s probably charming and reasonably good-looking, if he convinced Catherine to go with him. She went with him willingly, a stranger she had just met. I don’t think she’d just walk away with a man who was clearly physically intimidating. She looked to me like she had her life together.”

      I paced to the edge of the room, then turned, walking back across the floor, fidgeting with the marker in my hand. “He seems to be cold and calculated. Catherine’s murder was a carefully executed plan. But I think Gemma had something to do with it. The references to water, to a king, saying Catherine was a sacrifice—and that means his plan hinged on a mentally unbalanced woman, whom he couldn’t possibly trust. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe he knew he could trust her,” Gabriel suggested.

      “Would you trust Gemma? Here’s another thing. He’s clearly after fame—emulating the Ripper, making these murders as grotesque as possible. But half the papers have been accusing immigrants of the murders, and he doesn’t bother to correct them. He sends the police a note, playing mind games, but he doesn’t send anything to the reporters. It’s almost like he’s happy for the papers to stir up xenophobic rage. Why?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Maybe he likes the chaos.”

      I whirled toward him, beaming. “Yes! Chaos!”

      I wrote Chaos in the middle of the whiteboard, and circled it three times. “That’s what he’s after! He’s not after fame. He’s after chaos!”

      “Okay.” Gabriel stepped closer to the whiteboard. “Why?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure yet. It’s an unusual motive for a serial killer. It’s too… large-scale. It’s like he’s trying to disrupt society for a larger purpose.”

      “Right.” Gabriel thought for a moment. “Let’s assume that there is no conflicting evidence. How would you profile the killer right now?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to organize my thoughts. “The killer is between twenty-five to thirty, educated, strong, and handsome. He has an exaggerated self-confidence, and assumes people will do what he tells them to. He is meticulous about detail, and has an obsession with fear and chaos. He is single, has a car, and lives near the City of London. I’d say within three miles.”

      Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “That’s quite a detailed profile.”

      “Yes.” I allowed myself a small smile of satisfaction.

      “Care to explain how you reached those conclusions?”

      “Sure. He’s between twenty-five and thirty because he should be young enough to allow for his obvious physical prowess, but he can’t be too young, or Catherine wouldn’t have left with him. He was calm enough to kill women in very public places, which speaks of high confidence. But his self-confidence is dangerously exaggerated, to the point where his judgment is compromised. He could have easily been seen and caught.”

      “Maybe he subconsciously wants to be caught.”

      “That’s a myth about serial killers,” I said. “They never actually want to get caught. You know why?”

      He sipped his tea. “Why?”

      “Because they like killing too much. And they don’t really feel guilt anyway, so why would they need to stop?”

      Gabriel scrubbed a hand over his stubble. “I’m with you so far. And what about assuming people will do as he says?”

      “If my hunch is right about Gemma, she and the killer have been in contact. He’s got her thinking she’s his servant. And his plan hinged on his assumption that Catherine would go with him.”

      “Right. And you assume the car because he would have been covered in blood after the murders.”

      “Right. Not exactly the ideal state to ride the Tube.”

      “Why three miles?”

      “Geographic profiling teaches us that killers usually don’t kill too far from where they feel safe, which is typically their home. A three-mile radius around the city of London would match this pattern.”

      “That’s… convincing.”

      My cheeks warmed. It was a delicate compliment, but I felt that compliments from Gabriel were hard-earned. “I’m glad you think so.” I walked over to the whiteboard and begun underlining words I had written earlier. “Now we need to explain the rest. Why the marks behind Catherine’s ear? The strange fingerprints? The flawed DNA samples? All this stuff about water? How does it all add up?”

      Gabriel stared at the whiteboard, silent.

      I underlined the word Chaos twice. “What’s this about? This doesn’t align with anything we’ve ever seen. Serial killers are obsessed with fantasies, mostly sexual in nature. Some of them kill for financial gain, or to cover up for other crimes. But I’ve never heard of a killer who just wants chaos.”

      “I’ll admit, this case is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      I stared at the underlined words, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Roan’s voice echoed in my mind. The killer isn’t human. And the human police won’t put him behind bars. Roan, incidentally, didn’t seem entirely human either.

      Whispers in the interrogation room, making a witness try to kill herself. A man with horns and color-changing eyes. The recognition I felt when looking at the marks. This evidence was… different.

      Magic. The word materialized in my mind again.

      “I don’t know yet,” I said. “We need to find out more.”

      And I knew a good place to start.
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      It was twilight when I got out of the cab near Guildhall, a towering medieval stone hall. Shadows from the hall’s spires stretched over the empty stone square like spindly fingers.

      From what I’d learned from the guidebook, Guildhall was the ancient Roman center of the city, and the spot where the medieval guilds met to discuss business. It was also the place where kings had brought half-dead heretics for trials, after a bout of torture in the Tower and just before death-by-burning in nearby Smithfield. If ghosts were real, this place would be crawling with haunted memories.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it from my bag. Gabriel’s name shone on the screen, and I answered. “Hi.”

      “Gemma Roberts is dead. She hanged herself in Mile End Hospital.”

      My stomach lurched. “How did that happen?”

      “She used a belt, I think.”

      Anger flared. “How the fuck did she end up with a belt?” I loosed a sigh. “Never mind. Thanks for letting me know.”

      I hung up, my heart aching.

      Shit. Someone had screwed up their job, and now we had another dead woman and no solid leads.

      The purple-gray hue of the sky filled me with melancholy—the time of day that, years ago, my mother would have called “the gloaming.” Right now, its ominous color matched my dark mood. My mind burned with the pictures of Gemma and Catherine, long before they’d encountered the killer. When they’d sat next to each other on the sofa, smiling over boxed wine and pizza.

      Of course, the killer hadn’t given Gemma a mental illness, but it was hard not to blame him for her death, too, if he had convinced her she was his servant. Now I felt more determined than ever to catch the bastard.

      And maybe that began with Roan.

      I headed down a narrow pedestrian alley toward Leroy’s Wine Bar, off the main square, half-wondering if I was losing my own mind.

      This particular mission was perhaps a fool’s errand. I would never have considered following up on such a lead a week ago. But now, after being confronted with so many things I didn’t understand, I was desperate to get some answers. Desperate enough to talk to an unreliable, potentially dangerous source like Roan. Maybe he would tell me something that would shed some light on the unknowns of this case. Or maybe he’d clarify what he had meant by “not human.” Was this some racist slur? Or was Roan actually hinting at an inhuman killer? A… monster?

      Either way, I needed to know more, and Roan might have answers.

      I stopped in front of Leroy’s Wine Bar, an ancient-looking brown storefront with gold lettering inset into the guildhall buildings. Even as short as I was, I nearly bumped my head on the doorframe as I entered. This place must have been built back when everyone was three feet tall from poor nutrition.

      I crept down a crooked stairwell, certain one of my black heels was about to plunge through the ancient wood. The outfit—the heels, the tiny black dress—was all a tactic, designed to throw Roan off-guard. Berry lipstick, a shimmering of powder on my cheeks, bit of cleavage and leg. Classic honey-trap scenario.

      The stairs led to a stone room, warmly lit by candlelight that danced over an ancient stone floor. From the main, circular room, tunnels branched off, just as crowded as the main room.

      From the entrance, I surveyed the space. Patrons crowded around round wooden tables, worn with age. People were eating bread and cheese, drinking red wine. Some kind of heraldic shields hung on stone walls below lanterns. I felt instantly at ease in here, with the murmur of dozens of conversations humming in my ears.

      The crowd, however, struck me as strange. There were several elderly men and women, in groups of three or four. One table hosted three of the largest men I had ever seen in my life, each with arms as thick as my body. Wherever I looked I saw something that struck me as unusual: a woman dressed like an Elizabethan countess, with blood-red jewels and a lace ruff. A short and hairy man, wearing an open vest with no shirt underneath. A table of children, none of them older than twelve. Lithe, stunning women with perfect skin, dressed in wisps of gossamer that left nothing to the imagination. A cat wearing a Jacobean ruff lounging on an old harpsichord, nestled against the wall.

      I glanced down at my own attire, suddenly feeling underdressed in my short black dress. Even the cat had a fancier get-up.

      In any case, Roan was nowhere to be seen.

      I took a step further into the room, and the candlelight waned. For just a moment, in the dimming light, I was sure I saw a different crowd. The skin of the enormous men had become gray and cracked. The countess’ eyes glimmered in red, mirroring her jewels. A collection of translucent wings sprouted from the children’s backs.

      I blinked, and the vision was gone, the room back to normal. Or as normal as it had been before. Okay, Cassandra. You are definitely losing it.

      Shaken, I looked a little closer at the shields hanging on the walls. Below the dancing candlelight were images of phoenixes, herbs, ravens, mourning doves. One shield had been defaced, while the last made my heart tighten in my chest. It was a human skull below a blue line of water. Just like Gemma’s tattoo.

      Unnerved, I approached one of the tunnels, searching for an open table where I could sit with my back to the wall, the room in full view. But every seat was taken. I glanced back at the bar. A bartender leaned on an old oak table before aged barrels of wine.

      I frowned. There was only one escape route here, up that rickety old stairwell. Not an ideal spot to get caught if I needed to make a fast escape for any reason. For a moment I considered leaving, waiting for Roan outside in the open.

      Screw it. I’d risk it. I crossed to the bar, clutching my little bag. Bartenders always knew something, didn’t they?

      Eerily, as I walked, I kept seeing unexplainable images from the corner of my eye. Flickers of colors, sounds, and smells that seemed to come from nowhere—the scent of rowan trees, the fleeting sound of a magpie singing, faces that looked suddenly animalistic… It was like walking around on Halloween, except the disguises kept melting away when I turned to look at them. The countess noticed me staring, and shot me a furious glare. When I got to the bar, I pulled out a stool, taking a seat beside a teen who had no business being at a bar. A halo of blond curls framed his cherubic face, and as I looked closer, I noticed that his T-shirt was torn and ragged under his black dust coat. It read Don’t Trust Anyone, with a picture of an eye in a triangle.

      Great. A conspiracy theorist. They loved FBI agents.

      A cloud of marijuana smoke hung over him, and his eyes were red, half-lidded. “C’mon, mate.” The teen drummed his fingertips on the bar. “I’m proper starving, Leroy!”

      “No.” The bartender surveyed him from below extravagant silver eyebrows, calmly, wiping a glass with a towel.

      The sign out front looked several hundred years old. How was there still someone named Leroy working here? Was it a job requirement?

      Leroy turned his pale blue eyes to me. “Can I help you, miss?”

      I scanned the wine barrels. Claret, malmsey, vernage… I didn’t know a ton about wine, but those names seemed oddly old-fashioned.

      “Glass of claret, please.”

      Leroy turned around to the taps behind him and filled a glass with a golden wine—a color of wine I’d never seen before.

      “Isn’t claret supposed to be red?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not this claret.” When he’d finished, he slid it across the bar. “Four pound fifty.”

      I pulled a fiver from my purse, dropping it on the bar.

      Next to me, the teen reached into his pocket, pulling out a handful of coins and some fluff. “I’ve got the dosh here, Leroy.”

      Leroy glanced at his pile of change, and snorted in disgust. He turned his back on us.

      I looked at the teen again. His shoulder blades protruded under his thin, dusty coat, and dirt stained his jeans. He might’ve been a stoner, but a pang of pity shot through my heart.

      “Leroy?” I said.

      He turned around, eyebrows raised.

      “I’d like to order a meal for my friend here.”

      He frowned. “You paying?”

      “Yeah.” I narrowed my eyes. His apparent lack of concern with the young man’s hunger made me grit my teeth in anger.

      “It’s your lucky day, Alvin,” Leroy said. “What can I get you?”

      Alvin looked at me, and I almost fell off my stool. For just a moment, his eyes looked orange-yellow, the color of flames, before returning to their regular brown. He smiled wide, his mouth full of bright white teeth. Whatever his plight was, this kid brushed three times a day.

      “Thanks, mate. I’ll have a cheese platter with brie, camembert, and compté. And don’t bring me none of that gruyere, thinking I won’t know. I always know, Leroy. I always know. Compté’s got that proper nutty flavor, innit?”

      Leroy sighed. “Will that be all?”

      “Nah,” he continued. “Bread and pickles. And lamb with mashed potatoes and Yorkshire pudding. Cheers, bruv.”

      Leroy glanced at me, smirking. For a moment my mouth dropped at the insanely large order. But what the hell? He was starving, plus he had impressive taste in cheese for a kid.

      Leroy arched a satisfied eyebrow, as if to say ‘I told you so.’ “Twenty-three pound twenty.”

      I nodded at Leroy, then plopped twenty-five pounds on the bar. Young Alvin wouldn’t go hungry tonight. Who knew? Maybe he planned to take the leftovers for later. Leroy shrugged, wrote the order on a piece of paper, and rapped on a small hatch below the wine barrels. A hand darted out, plucking the order from him.

      “Cheers.” Alvin smiled at me again. His eyes were brown, not orange. The flickering candlelight had confused me again.

      “No problem.” I turned to Leroy. “Do you know a guy called Roan Taranis? He said I could meet him here, but he didn’t say when.”

      “Oh, him, yeah. Ladies love that guy. Even fit ones like you, hanging around, hoping for a glimpse of the Taranis.”

      I bristled. “It’s just for work.”

      Leroy’s lip curled, and he gave my outfit a once-over. “You’re having a laugh, love.”

      My cheeks heated, and I suddenly wished I’d just worn jeans and a T-shirt. “Is he a regular?”

      “He’ll be here soon, I reckon. I’m sure he’ll sense you here soon enough.”

      Sense me?

      Before I had a chance to ask what he meant, the bartender’s icy blue stare sent a chill up my spine. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “Just some info,” I said.

      “Let me check.” He picked up a stray menu from the bar. He glanced at it for a second and then turned to me. “Sorry, we don’t serve info. Anything else I can get you?”

      “No,” I snapped. I took a sip of the claret. It was a light wine, delicately spiced, and the taste made up for Leroy’s attitude.

      Alvin turned to me. “What you want with Roan?”

      “Do you know him?” I asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      Alvin shrugged. “I owe you a debt, and I will pay it before I leave tonight. But I ain’t suicidal, you know what I mean?”

      “Should I be worried? Is he dangerous?”

      Alvin considered this, his brow furrowing. “No. And yes. There are things in this world most people don’t even know about. Dark secrets and shit like that.”

      I glanced at his T-shirt. We were T minus thirty seconds from a discussion about shapeshifting lizard people, which would make me want to rescind that meal offer entirely. “What, like the Illuminati?”

      He gave me the side-eye. “What?”

      “Your T-shirt. It’s an Illuminati symbol. A conspiracy theory.”

      “Oh, this? Got this in a charity shop. No clue what this is.”

      “Look, I just bought you a large meal—”

      “You have! I’m grateful as fuck. No joke.”

      “And all I need is a bit of information about the guy I’m supposed to meet. I won’t tell him where I got it—”

      “I already gave you information.” He cocked his head, smiling blearily.

      “You told me nothing of use.”

      “Exactly! Smart woman such as yourself can deduce quite a lot from that, I reckon.”

      I considered this. Both Leroy and Alvin knew Roan, but neither would say anything about him. Alvin was right. I could deduce quite a lot from that. Roan was shaping up to be something a lot deeper than just a guy who’d been following me around.

      I nursed my golden wine, my body tense. Whenever footfalls creaked on the ancient stairs, I glanced at the entrance, my heart missing a beat. But even as I neared the bottom of my glass of claret, Roan still didn’t make an appearance.

      Leroy placed the cheese plate in front of Alvin, followed by the roast lamb and potatoes, garnished with rosemary. Alvin dug into the lamb ravenously, occasionally pausing to grab a chunk of cheese with his hands. He was inhaling his food at an alarming rate, and I tore my eyes away, feeling slightly queasy. I swiveled around, focusing my attention on the stairwell.

      Good thing this wasn’t a date, or I’d look like a major loser showing up here early and staring obsessively at the entrance.

      After a few moments, Alvin held up his arms, declaring, “That was off the hook.”

      I glanced at him, amazed to see the plates empty. “I hope you won’t get sick.”

      “Nah, I don’t get sick.” He shrugged.

      I surveyed the room, looking at the heraldic emblems hung around the stone space. I pointed at the one that had been defaced. “What are these symbols? What happened to that one?”

      He glanced at it, then back at me. “Now. Let’s talk about my debt.”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “There’s no debt.”

      “You bought me a meal,” he said. “There’s a debt.”

      I turned back to the bar again. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He fixed me with an intent stare. “I never owe favors, you get me?”

      “What do you want?” I asked uneasily.

      “The real question is, what do you want?” He opened his jacket. To my surprise, a myriad of items hung from his jacket folds, sewn to the cloth. It was a bizarre collection—bottles, bracelets, a comb, a tiny hand mirror, some porcelain animal sculptures.

      “A bracelet?” he asked. “A talisman to keep away salesmen? Perhaps a like potion?”

      “A like potion?”

      “Yeah, mate. Much better than a love potion. Love potions are a disaster waiting to happen. Like potions are mellow, relaxed. Definitely recommended. Maybe you could use it on the guy you’re waiting for.”

      I smiled. “No, thanks.”

      “Maybe a tiny cat statue? It enables you to talk to cats.”

      “It can make me understand cats?”

      “Nah, that’s not what I said.” He shook his head. “It just lets you talk to cats.”

      “Will they understand what I’m saying?” I asked, grinning.

      He shrugged, as if this had never occurred to him. “They might.”

      “Thanks, Alvin, but no. I’m good.”

      “Please take something.” His bloodshot eyes widened. “Like I said, I always pay my debts.”

      “Okay, fine! Give me…” I glanced at the open jacket, looking for the cheapest looking item. “That small bottle.”

      “The invisibility potion?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure. That sounds fantastic.”

      “Excellent!” He smiled and gave it to me. “You made the right choice.”

      “So, this will make me invisible?” I asked, looking at the small glass bottle in my hand. This kid was the most entertaining person I’d met since I got here, though I was a little concerned for his mental state. I was already diagnosing him with drug-induced psychosis.

      “It…” He seemed to trail off for a moment, before blinking. “Like, after you drink it, people won’t see you. For a short while.”

      “Okay.” I shoved the bottle into my purse. “There you go. Debt paid.”

      The light flickered, and for a moment his eyes burned with a fiery orange. Not human, my mind whispered.

      Then, the strange glow was gone, as quickly as it had arrived. He sat before me, the same high teenager I’d seen before.

      Fuck fuck fuck. I’m losing it.

      “Well, cheers for the food, Cassandra.” Blearily, he waved. “See you tomorrow night!”

      He slid off the stool, while I was still digesting his last sentence. “Hey, what the—hey!” I turned to catch him before he left up the stairs, but he was gone. I glanced at Leroy. “How did he know my name?”

      Leroy shrugged, giving me another healthy pour of claret.

      Frowning, I took a sip of my claret. I still had most of the glass left, but I was starting to gather that my dubious source had stood me up.

      “You came.” A deep voice raised the hair on the back of my neck, and a shiver of anticipation shot through me.

      I swiveled my stool to face him—but I did it a little too enthusiastically, underestimating the force of my push. I ended up turning a full circle, ending back where I started, like a total idiot. Blushing, I turned slower the second time—but Roan was already sitting next to me. How had he moved so quickly?

      He wore an amber T-shirt that stretched over his muscled body, and I had to restrain myself from reaching out to touch him.

      His green eyes slid down my body, taking in every curve and claiming me with his gaze. For just a moment, he reached for my waist, as if entranced, before pulling his hand away.

      He tightening his fist, knuckles whitening. He raised his eyes, lingering on my lips before meeting my gaze. My breath caught in my throat.

      Clearly, my honey-trap technique had worked. Then again, if I’d intended to throw him off-guard, how come I was the one who couldn’t remember how to speak? I was hardly drilling him for information.

      Suddenly, he seemed to regain his composure, and he smirked. “Do you want another go on your merry-go-round? Don’t let me stop you.”

      I scowled, unable to come up with a comeback.

      His gaze shifted to my wine, and he plucked it from the bar, inhaling with his eyes closed. He took a sip, letting it roll over his tongue and moaning slightly. He seemed to be enjoying himself so thoroughly, I almost felt like I was spying on a private moment.

      “Sure, help yourself,” I said. “I didn’t realize we knew each other well enough to share wine, but far be it from me to stand between a large man and my drink.”

      He put the glass down, fixing me with a hard stare. “Are you going to keep talking, woman, or do you want to learn about your killer?”

      “You expect me to trust that you have some insider knowledge?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Prove it,” I said.

      He cocked his head, smiling slyly. “You’ve been trying to figure out those markings on the body. The strange lines that look like writing. You don’t recognize the language, and yet it seems oddly familiar to you.”

      Ice ran through my blood. “How do you know that? That information hasn’t been released to the public.”

      “If you want to know, you’ll follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the sky had darkened to a deep purple, the color of a bruise. Roan strode quickly down the narrow alley. I had a great view of his powerful back and his rich velvet pants, the color of oak. But I had to jog to keep up with him, and jogging in heels was not my forte. We’d never practiced that in FBI training.

      “Slow down!” I said. “I’m not freakishly big. I can’t walk as fast as you.”

      “Then run. I have no time for frailty.”

      “You have somewhere better to be?”

      “I can think of a dozen places.” His voice was smooth and low. “Your sluggishness has already cost us valuable time.”

      “Sluggish—hold up! Tell me how you know about the marks.” I grabbed his arm.

      When my fingers touched his powerful arm, he whirled to face me. For just a moment, his eyes flickered from green to a deep gold, the color of the late afternoon sun. He smelled of oak and musk, and I had the strangest sensation of life pulsing through his body. But there was something dangerous about him, too. This man could inspire a violent and ecstatic frenzy, pure animalistic abandon—a feral god. How was I getting all this just from touching his arm?

      Touching his bare skin exhilarated me, and I tightened my grip on his arm. His skin promised a release I craved…

      He tore his arm from my grasp. “Stop distracting me.” Venom laced his voice. “I know your game, and I won’t warn you again.” Shadows slid through his eyes. “I’m going to show you, not tell you. That’s how it works.”

      Hating myself for it, I took a step back. I tried to steady my voice. “Then walk slower.”

      “Fine.” He turned, walking noticeably slower, and I walked by his side. Even without touching him, I could feel a strange sort of energy pulsing off of him. He felt… powerful.

      At the end of a narrow road, we turned onto a large thoroughfare. Traffic clogged the intersection—red buses and black cabs, mostly. Somber stone buildings surrounded us, some with columns. A glance at a street sign told me the name of the road was Cheapside. Presumably this had been a shoddy neighborhood hundreds of years ago.

      We walked in silence through an intersection, and I tried not to think of the strange jolt I’d felt when I’d touched Roan. I must be losing my mind, right? People simply don’t feel things like violent ecstasy and animalistic abandon just from touching someone’s arm.

      My fingers tightened into fists as we walked. I shouldn’t be going with him alone. But with Gemma dead, he was the only lead I had. And anyway, there were plenty of people around. I wasn’t going to follow him into an empty warehouse or anything idiotic.

      Be courteous, and be prepared to kill everyone you meet. Or in this case, be prepared to run away from everyone you meet.

      We crossed to a narrow road called Walbrook, nestled between stately classical buildings.

      I paused and crossed my arms. “I think at this point maybe you could tell me where we’re going. And why you couldn’t just give me the information I needed back at Leroy’s.”

      He whirled to face me, eyes narrowing. “You’re so determined to lie to yourself, woman, that only a real experience will shatter your bubble. You need to see it for yourself.”

      My stomach flipped. I’d seen enough weird shit in the past few days. “Fair warning, if you are hoping to take me somewhere you can kill me…” I searched for a reasonable threat. None came to mind. “I won’t go.” You sure showed him, Cassandra. He’s probably wilting in fear.

      “If I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. Surely you can sense that.”

      It was a fair point. “You said the killer isn’t human,” I said. “Is he an animal?”

      He arched an eyebrow as if I was a lunatic.

      “A…” I felt ridiculous uttering it. “A monster?”

      “And what do you mean by that? Aren’t all your serial killers monsters in one way or another?” He strode on, and I followed.

      As we walked, a strange feeling began pulsing through my body from the ground up, a euphoria so powerful it dizzied me. My heart thrummed. Above, the stars blazed in the darkening sky, and the scent of honeysuckle floated on a humid wind. Without thinking, I reached for Roan, intertwining my fingers with his. I closed my eyes, listening to the faint rush of a river as we walked. As if from the inside of my skull, a melodic chanting knelled in my mind—and then, the sound of screams. Human screams, full of pain and terror. But instead of frightening me, the sound intoxicated me…

      Roan ripped his hand from mine, and the sudden movement jolted me out of my reverie.

      His entire body had gone tense. “You don’t need to touch me.”

      Disoriented, I surveyed my surroundings. We were at the end of the road now, and the chants and screams faded from my mind. The scene before me returned to its dusky gray hue, the scent of honeysuckle gone.

      “What the fuck was that?” I breathed. “I’m losing my mind.”

      “You’re not losing your mind. The City of London is in your blood. The shadow realm is in your bones, and now that you’ve come home, the ancient city has ignited your magic. You’re beginning to admit what you already know. There’s another world connected to this one, a mirror realm of dreams and nightmares, and men who were once worshipped as gods.”

      My legs were trembling, and the world felt unsteady beneath my feet. “What is it? What exactly are we talking about?” I was clearly losing my mind, but it had felt so real. And I wanted to feel that euphoria again. Plus, I had a feeling this man knew a lot more about the killer than I did.

      “I’ll show you more,” he said. “But I need you to promise me first that you’ll do something for me in return.”

      “What?”

      “Take me into the police vault, where they keep the organs of the dead women.”

      It took a moment for me to translate that. “You want me to take you to the morgue?”

      “Morgue,” he repeated, as if learning a new word. “Yes. You can enter the morgue. You’ll need to let me in.”

      “Forget it.” I couldn’t even count the number of ways I’d get in trouble if I did that. “Why would you want to go into the morgue? It’s a bit suspicious, frankly.” My stomach turned. Serial killers often wanted to relive their crimes by seeing the victims’ bodies.

      His gaze was positively glacial—icy anger. “If you’re not going to help me, then we’re done here. You won’t see me again until I have another use for you, and that time, you may not have the option of walking away.”

      He turned to leave, his footsteps echoing off the stones, and with it, my strongest lead was disappearing. And when he’d said I wouldn’t see him again, I was certain that he’d meant it. He wasn’t a man who’d be found unless he wanted to.

      “Wait!” I called out. Okay, there was no way in hell I was taking him into the morgue. But he didn’t need to know that. “I’ll take you into the morgue.”

      As he turned back to me, I had the faintest sense that perhaps he’d been bluffing. Perhaps I wasn’t the only manipulator here. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses.”

      “So what is it you wanted to tell me?”

      “Show you.” He walked past me. Again, I followed close behind, just trying to keep up. “You’ll need to actually see it if I’m going to penetrate your thick shields of delusion.”

      “And what is it?”

      “A glimpse of the mirror realm.”

      I swallowed hard. “The world of dreams and nightmares.”

      He shot me a hard look. “I’m not speaking in metaphors, you realize. It is an actual place.”

      “Right.” I didn’t realize anything. I actually had no idea what the fuck we were talking about, or what the mirror realm was. I was torn between the feeling that I was about to be given a taste of secret knowledge, and the certainty that I was humoring a crazy person.

      We turned onto another large thoroughfare. Stately buildings lined the road, their arched doorframes marked by carvings of a bearded god. Poseidon, probably, or a river god. The pagan world seemed alive and well in this city.

      “This is the oldest part of the city,” he said. “Where men once made sacrifices to the gods. Deep beneath our feet, human skulls and gold pieces lie in a buried river.”

      I shuddered, thinking of the sound of the river, and the screams of men ringing in my ears. I hadn’t voiced any of that out loud. So if that had been a hallucination, how would Roan have known what I’d experienced? Was it just a coincidence?

      As we walked past a small puddle, its reflection flickered, and for a moment, I could see a street lined with rowan trees and elegant buildings of white marble and gold, wrapped in ivy. I quickly looked away, dread clawing at my heart. The visions I was seeing were getting more frequent.

      Was I turning into my father?

      Horace, don’t! The screams echoed in my memory, and I shuddered.

      Roan had stopped, staring at me. “What is it?”

      “I just… thought I saw something.”

      “You’re about to see a lot more. This is where I wanted to take you.” He pointed to the ground by the side of the building.

      A window was inset into the wall, barred with curling iron spikes. Inside, a yellow electrical light illuminated an ordinary-looking rock.

      “We came to see a rock.” What this had to do with the murdered women, I could only imagine.

      “It’s the London Stone.” His voice was hushed, almost respectful. “The ancient rock that’s been at the center of London for thousands of years.”

      I cleared my throat. It didn’t look that big, hardly worthy of reverence. “Are we going to get to the point?”

      “You’ll need to get closer. Kneel before it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he about to blow my brains out while I knelt before a rock? I searched his body, looking for the outline of a gun, but I saw nothing. “If I’m going to kneel to look at a rock, you need to back away from me.”

      “I have no problem with that,” he snarled, stepping away. “I don’t want to be any closer to you than I need to be.”

      Slowly, I dropped to my knees, and the cold pavement bit into my skin. I felt like an idiot, kneeling on the ground and staring at the rock. “What am I looking for?”

      “Look.”

      And then, the world shimmered.

      It wasn’t my eyes playing tricks on me. It was my entire body. Instead of a rock, I now gaped at a gleaming hall crowded with people—no, not people exactly. They were beautiful and graceful, their movements catlike and soft. But they didn’t seem entirely human: enormous men with horns or claws, powerful women with shimmering wings that reflected the candlelight, many shimmering with colored auras. They whispered and laughed over golden goblets.

      When I looked up, I could see that vaults arched high above us like ribs, but between them, no ceiling enclosed us, and the blazing stars lit up the night sky. A warm breeze, scented with rowan and honeysuckle, filtered through the air, and somewhere nearby, a stream burbled. Wisteria climbed the walls, and soft grasses and wildflowers grew below my bare feet…

      But I was also in the street, kneeling on the ground, basking in the pulsing energy of the London Stone. The two worlds overlapped.

      Suddenly weak, I gripped the metalwork for support, blinking away the vision. Slowly, I rose on unsteady legs and stared at Roan.

      “What… what was that?” I asked, my breath shuddering. “What’s happening to me?”

      He took a step closer, lowering his voice so no one else could hear. “The writing you saw on the body—they are fae markings. And just now, I showed you a glimpse of the Trinovantum. The fae realm.”

      I blinked. “The what now?”

      “Trinovantum. The fae realm. As I said. The killer you’re looking for isn’t human. He’s fae, like the people you just saw.”

      I wanted to say he had drugged me. That this was some form of smoke and mirrors, or maybe that I needed some antipsychotic meds real fast. And yet…

      And yet it had felt true. It had felt like coming home to a place I’d always known.

      My thoughts were running wild, feral beasts that needed to be caged. I did everything I could to lock them up in my mental vault, but my knees felt week. “I need some time to figure out what’s going on.”

      A muscle worked in Roan’s jaw. “There is no time. The killer will strike again. If you want to stop him, you need to deliver on your promise.”

      “What promise?” I hugged myself, trying to clear my thoughts. “The morgue?”

      “I need to go there. Tomorrow.”
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      It’s hard to piece together a coherent sequence of events when your life is crumbling around you.

      I lay staring at the ceiling, sinking into the hotel bed, listening to an old J Dilla album to try to normalize myself. It was just me and Dilla and hip-hop inspired by donuts. Normal stuff from my normal American life…

      And yet, the echoing, backward sounds in the music brought to mind the mirror realm that Roan spoke of.

      Try as I might to ignore it, it seemed like I faced two options at the moment. The first was that I was losing my mind, just like my father had. The idea that I might end up like him scared me to death.

      The second option was that everything I thought I knew about reality was horseshit. There were alternate worlds of magic and fae, and people with horns you could see through rocks. The world of reason and facts apparently wasn’t reliable.

      Mentally, I reviewed the night’s events. After the vision at the London Stone, everything had seemed a blur. I remembered hurrying away from Roan, trying to find my way back to the hotel on foot until I gave in and hailed a cab.

      On the short ride home, London’s streets had somehow become dark and threatening, the gray buildings looming above us. Occasionally I’d notice a reflection in a window—of horned men and winged women. People who weren’t there.

      Back at the hotel, I’d stumbled into an elevator and found my way to my room in a daze. I dropped on the bed, shivering as if freezing. Fragments of the past two days raced through my mind, now cast in a new light.

      Those two men who had attacked me that night had been inhumanly strong and fast. The killer’s DNA and fingerprints, the way he’d punched through the ribs…

      Not to mention Roan. If anyone was fae, he fit the bill entirely.

      But why did I keep seeing reflections in mirrors and windows? How was it that I was getting these glimpses?

      And then there was Alvin at the bar, with his strange orange eyes, saying, Cheers for the food, Cassandra. See you tomorrow night!

      Was he fae, and did he know I’d want more answers from him the next night?

      Over time, the shivering abated. I rose from the bed, my limbs shaking with exhaustion. It took every ounce of willpower I had just to drag myself to the shower. I kicked off my heels, pulled off my little black dress, and slipped out of my black lace underwear. My muscles ached, seemingly rebelling against me.

      I turned on the water, goosebumps springing on my chilled skin as I waited for it to heat up. Once steam began filling the room, I stepped inside, letting the powerful current pound my skin. There was reassurance in that feeling. This was real. Slowly, I felt myself calm down.

      I didn’t think I was losing my mind, but that’s what psychotic people always thought. I didn’t have any other symptoms of psychosis—no delusions of grandeur, no disorganized thoughts or speech. I had to work under the assumption that whatever I was experiencing was as real as the hot water on my skin.

      I lathered my hair with the hotel shampoo, scented with vanilla, and watched the foamy water trickle down my body, gathering around the drain. So… magic was real. Did that actually change anything? Reality had shifted around me, but I was still me: Special Agent Cassandra Liddell. I still had to help the English police catch a serial killer. Roan was a source, and I’d milk him as much as I could. I’d take him to the morgue tomorrow, but only to see if I could get additional information from him. I knew he had more information about the killer than he was letting on. As far as I was concerned, Roan was the key.

      Thinking like an actual agent again made me feel stronger, safer. I turned off the water and stepped out of the shower, then dried my hair with a towel. Steam had clouded the mirror entirely, and I could hardly see myself. I brushed the steam off with my hand. And when I did, I felt something—a sort of bond with the mirror, as if my mind were linking with it. The mirror’s presence seemed to pool in my mind like cool water, and at the same time, it pulled me closer, like a gravitational force.

      Wherever I touched the mirror, the reflection shimmered and bent, fading slowly. I could still see my own reflection through the steamed up glass in the spots where I left it untouched.

      I thought of Roan, and that shimmering world of magic he’d showed me. And as I thought of him, the reflection shifted, and the cleared spaces revealed a different room. It seemed to be another room in the Andaz Hotel, with a similar interior.

      Roan was pacing in the room slowly, dressed in nothing but a pair of black underwear. The sight of his body stole my breath: golden skin, a chiseled chest, perfect abs, and arms thickly corded with muscle. Already I could feel heat spreading through my body as I gaped at him. There was a voyeuristic thrill to this moment—looking into someone else’s room, following his every movement. I didn’t try to understand why or how this was happening. Fuck that. Magic was real, and I was currently using it to watch a sexy man in his underwear. That was good enough for me.

      And yet, something about the sight of him also unnerved me deeply. He walked with a preternatural, predatory grace, as if I’d caught him forgetting to act human.

      He turned around, facing away from me, and I could do nothing but stare at his powerful back. Just below his shoulder blades, several dark symbols marked his skin. I identified one of them instantly, and my mouth went dry. Three diagonal lines, crossed in the middle—the same sign carved behind the last victim’s ear. My heart began to thump hard against my ribs.

      Without warning, Roan whirled to face me. His eyes widened, his jaw clenched, and those strange, golden horns sprouted from his head. As his entire body went rigid with tension, his eyes locked on me, trailing down my naked body.

      And that’s when it hit me: Whatever was happening, Roan could see me, too.

      My arms flew to cover my breasts, and in the next moment I was running out the door, leaving a trail of wet footprints on the bedroom’s floor.
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      It was six thirty in the morning, and I was leaving my room very quietly. I was dressed in a thin black sweater and skirt, accessorized with my favorite gray quilted shoulder bag and a pair of silver ballet flats. This afternoon, I was supposed to check in with the FBI’s London office, and meet the local attachés. And yet for some reason, I didn’t want to tell them about Roan. Describing him to them would just raise more questions than I wanted to answer—like, how the hell could I explain what I’d seen last night? What would I tell the FBI about the fae theories—that I was starting to believe they were real?

      My early departure was absolutely not an attempt to evade Roan because he had probably seen me naked—it was an attempt to evade him because of the markings on his back. Roan had turned from source into suspect.

      Also, he had seen me naked.

      But more importantly, he fit the profile completely: a powerfully built young man with inhuman powers, fascinated by the crime, and sexy enough to persuade these women to do what he wanted. That in itself wasn’t enough—there were a lot of strong, sexy men. But the markings on his back changed things.

      I couldn’t rule out that Roan could be the killer.

      I walked down the long hall, mulling it all over in my mind. Suppose he had killed those women—what would be the purpose of going to the morgue? I could think of several things. First, he might want to destroy incriminating evidence. Second, it was possible he was there for the thrill of looking at his dead victims again. Serial killers often wanted to relive their murders again; that’s why they returned to the crime scenes, and it was one of the main reasons they kept trophies. But what better way to relive your murder than see your dead victim again? Plus, he kept insisting I got a visceral thrill from fear. Why would he be so preoccupied with that concept if he weren’t projecting?

      A shiver ran up my neck. I definitely couldn’t take Roan to the morgue until I knew more.

      I stood outside the sleek metal elevators and pushed the button, watching the numbers blinking as the elevator slowly came closer.

      “Are we going to the vault?” Roan’s deep voice behind me made me jump out of my skin.

      “It’s called a morgue.” I turned to face him. He towered above me, staring down at me as if he was in complete control of everything.

      “The morgue, then.”

      “No. Not today.”

      Anger glinted in his eyes, and I remembered the terrifying sight of those horns. “Are you breaking your word?” His tone was pure, cold anger.

      I was very much aware of how deserted the hallway was. Combined with what I’d seen him do to those men in the alley, his immense size and power would give him total control right now. My heart thrummed as I scrambled for something to say. “No. I just need to check something first.”

      His dark eyebrows drew together. “You really shouldn’t break your word.”

      I swallowed. Had he thought those murdered women had broken their word to him? His eyes seemed to shift in color—not gold this time, but coal black, and my stomach dropped. The scent of an oaky forest enveloped me. I moved to step away from him, but he pressed his hands to either side of my head, boxing me in. “Do you think you can get away from me so easily?”

      My mouth went dry. He had trapped me like prey, assuming total control.

      “I’ll take you there tomorrow.” I had to buy myself some time. “I have a meeting this morning. You won’t be welcome there.”

      “You won’t take me today?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Slowly, he reached down, his hand shaking slightly, and touched my ribs, just below my right breast. My breath caught in my throat.

      “That tattoo below your ribs,” he whispered. “Dux Femina Facti. When did you get it?”

      My pulse raced out of control. He really had seen me last night. With a painfully light touch, his fingertips traced down my body toward my hips.

      “‘A woman was the author of this achievement,’” he said, translating my tattoo as his touch brushed over my hips. “And what achievement is that?”

      “It’s just a feminist statement,” I blustered. “It has to do with Dido’s founding of Carthage. Unless you want a history lesson, I’ll be on my way to work.”

      His eyes were intent, as if his own movements mesmerized him. His fingertips snaked around my hips, dangerously close to my ass, and he took a shuddering breath.

      My breathing sped up, and I debated slamming my knee into his groin. Still, something stopped me. “You said you wouldn’t touch me again,” I protested.

      Suddenly, he seemed to snap out of his trance, stepping away from me. “I shouldn’t be shocked at your oath-breaking, given what you are.” His voice dripped with contempt.

      “I can’t figure out if it’s Americans you hate, or women. Or both.”

      “Neither. Like I said, you’re a terror leech, from the realm of the drowned man.” His green eyes pierced right through me. “The meaning of your tattoo. It’s more than what you’re admitting.”

      Bingo. “It’s none of your business. And if you don’t leave me alone now, I will hurt you.” A stupid bluff. We both knew I wasn’t winning a fight against him, even if I managed to get in a well-placed knee to the groin.

      He smirked. “What an amusing thought.” He walked away, moving with that languid, inhuman grace down the hall. Shaking, I stepped into the elevator.

      My legs trembled. I had to get to the police station and talk to Gabriel. I needed to tell someone else about Roan.
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      After leaving the hotel, I spent about twenty minutes walking around the city just to clear my head. London, this ancient metropolis, had the most fascinating street names, and I tried to make myself focus on those instead of thinking about Roan. Often, the street names reflected the ghosts of London’s past: London Wall, where the city barrier had once stood. Houndsditch, where I imagined peasants tossing animal corpses over the wall to get rid of them. Wormwood, where the poisonous plant must have grown over the London Wall itself, and among the dog-corpses just outside the city.

      Even without the fae world, London had its own mirror realm, with the past reflected in the present. A phantom city of the past, just beneath the surface.

      My mind was whirling, and I needed someone I could talk all these ideas over with. Scarlett believed in all kinds of weird shit, but she wouldn’t be awake for hours.

      Would Gabriel think I’d lost my mind? For some reason, I thought I could trust him. I felt a sudden desperation to unload all this to him.

      Resolved to talk it out with Gabriel, I found my way back to the station. I pulled open the front door, but a silver-haired cop in the entrance blocked my way. “Can I see your visitor’s badge, ma’am?”

      Irritated, I pulled open my shoulder bag to rummage through it. The damn thing was crammed with everything under the sun: lipstick, my keychain with a flashlight, loose change, the bottle from Alvin, my phone, wallet… but no badge, of course. What the hell? I was certain I’d stuffed it in here.

      I sighed. “Look, Constable, you know me. I was here yesterday, and the day before. With Gabriel. Remember?”

      He raised a hairy eyebrow. “Yes, I remember. You had it before, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, but today I forgot it in the hotel room. Constable, I promise I’ll remember to bring it with me tomorrow.”

      “Sorry, ma’am. You can’t enter without a visitor’s badge. If I bend the rules for one person, I have to bend them for everyone.”

      “No, you don’t.” My powers of persuasion were failing me this morning.

      He simply stared at me.

      I was willing to bet that a naked man covered in blood could have walked past this man as long as he had the right permit. “Very well, then.”

      The hotel wasn’t far, but I wanted to talk to Gabriel as soon as possible. I dug out my phone and dialed his number.

      “Hello?”

      “Gabriel, it’s Cassandra. Listen, I forgot my visitor’s badge again—”

      “Oh. They won’t let you in without a visitor’s badge.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Are you here? Can you let me in?”

      “I’m eating breakfast across the street. A place called Caffe Nero. Want to join me?”

      “Sure.” I could definitely use a cup of coffee. “Be there in a few minutes.”

      I crossed the street, somehow remembering to look right first. When I passed a newspaper stand, I caught one of the headlines: One in Every Five Immigrants Is a Killer. Great. I guess DCI Wood was still content to let the city of London focus on immigrants as suspects.

      I walked up a set of stone stairs to a café with blue and black lettering: Caffe Nero. Gabriel sat just inside a bay window overlooking Bishopsgate, eating a pain au chocolat. I pushed through the door, crossing to him.

      “Good morning.” He looked slightly better than the day before, though not much. His eyes were red-rimmed, his blue shirt a bit rumpled. Still looked handsome, though, in an I-just-woke-up sort of way.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “You’re up early.”

      “Yeah, I… I have some things I need to tell you. Regarding the case.”

      “Okay.” He dropped his croissant, waiting.

      Where the hell did I begin? I couldn’t just launch into the magic stuff, or I’d sound like a complete lunatic. Honestly, no matter how I confessed this knowledge, I’d sound like a lunatic. “I’ll just grab a coffee first.”

      I crossed the counter, which was so high I could hardly see the barista. A set of dark eyes peered at me over a jar of biscotti. “Yes, miss?”

      “Can I have a filter coffee and a plain croissant?”

      As I waited to pay at the register, I tried to gather my thoughts.

      I could organize the chaos in my mind into three areas: Things I should tell Gabriel, such as a new suspect who had turned up in the investigation. Things I probably shouldn’t tell him, but would anyway, because I couldn’t keep them to myself, like the fact that maybe magic and faeries existed. And then there were the things I definitely shouldn’t tell him, like the fact that I’d wanted to kiss Roan when I’d first met him, and that he’d seen my boobs through a magical mirror.

      I paid for my food and coffee, and returned to Gabriel, half in a daze.

      He stared at me, concern glinting in his hazel eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He looked like someone I could trust, and if I wanted to solve this crime, I had to come clean. Maybe I wasn’t willing to go to the FBI offices with my theories yet, because I’d immediately find myself on some kind of involuntary leave. But Gabriel seemed like someone I could trust.

      My hand shook slightly. I took a sip of my coffee, then launched into it. It ended up being a chaotic narrative, full of holes and backtracking. Gabriel, patient British detective that he was, listened to it all with only mild disbelief in his eyes. I told him almost everything, apart from the naked incident, and the things I saw in mirrors. Even omitting those facts, I half expected him to inform me that the British police no longer needed my assistance in the case.

      Instead, once I finished, he sat, lost in thought, staring at the pale morning sun that slanted in through the glass. I’d drained my coffee, and I already craved another one.

      “A… magical serial killer,” he finally said.

      “Yeah,” I nodded, feeling idiotic. “I know it sounds insane, but think about the DNA, and the fingerprints. The killer broke three of the woman’s ribs with his bare hands. And the marks on the body—”

      “Ogham letters.”

      “What?”

      “The marks are Ogham letters. It’s an early medieval alphabet. The letters on the body can be translated to horror and slays.”

      “Horror slays.” The hairs on the back of my neck rose. “So the three diagonal lines crossed means—”

      “Slays. Yes.”

      That was one of the marks on Roan’s back. I felt sick. “That… fits,” I said.

      “It fits with your profile of a magical serial killer?” Gabriel asked, his face dead serious.

      I shrugged. “Sure. It also fits a ritual murder of a human killer.”

      “This stuff about magic, and fae, and people with wings and horns… You can’t say a word about this once we enter the station. We can tell them we’re pursuing a suspect, that he was seen around the crime scene with markings on his body that match the victim, but nothing about the magic.”

      “I know. And I wasn’t planning on mentioning it to the FBI today, either.” I stared at him “You believe me?”

      “You look surprised.”

      “Of course I’m surprised.” I drummed my fingertips on the table. “I’m talking about magic. I sound demented.”

      “I… I’ve seen some things,” Gabriel said. “I don’t know about fae. But I think spirits are real.”

      “Spirits,” I repeated. I don’t know why I said it in a tone that implied he was crazy—I’d just been talking about fairies.

      “I’ve seen things in the past few years. Things that sent me searching. Things that…” He shook his head, staring at the table as if in a daze. “Do you know what a dybbuk is?”

      I shook my head.

      “According to Jewish mythology, the dybbuk is a possessing spirit. An evil possessing spirit. It’s all supposedly nonsense, of course, but…” He shrugged. “Not everything can be explained. Maybe spirits and demons roam this world.”

      I swallowed hard, my throat dry. “I saw horns on Roan.” Holy shit. What was he—fae, or demon? I clutched my coffee cup tighter to keep my hands from shaking.

      Both of us were silent, the air between us tense and heavy.

      “So what now?” I finally asked.

      “Well, magical or not, you’ve told me enough about Roan to make him a valid suspect,” Gabriel said. “According to our killer’s nursery rhyme, he intends to kill again tonight. We need to find Roan as soon as possible. If he is the killer, we need to stop him before another innocent woman dies.”

      “He’s staying at the Andaz Hotel. But I think if he doesn’t want to be found, we’re going to have a hell of a time finding him.”
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      No one at the Andaz Hotel had a record of a Roan Taranis staying at the hotel. We asked to see their CCTV footage, and were told that we’d have to wait for the head of security, who was taking the morning off. We returned to the police station, intending to come back later.

      And that’s when things got really weird.

      The moment we entered the squad room, half a dozen eyes focused on me. DCI Wood stood beside my desk, alongside two constables I didn’t recognize. The rest of the detectives in the room were all standing as well, their posture tense. My stuff was scattered everywhere, as if someone had been searching through it. Something was wrong.

      “Agent Liddell,” Wood said. “I need you to come with me.”

      “What’s this about?” I tried to steady my voice.

      Wood stared at me, his large body tense with rage. “I think you already know.”

      “Sir.” Gabriel lifted a hand. “Agent Liddell has some fresh intel that—”

      “Whatever the agent has told you is a lie,” Wood said. “I don’t know what her game is, but earlier this morning, she walked into the morgue, and took… evidence.” His lip curled in disgust.

      Something was very wrong. “What?” My knees felt weak. “This must be some mistake.”

      “Sir,” Gabriel said. “Whatever this is, I can guarantee that—”

      “Can you?” Wood asked. He glanced at the constables. “Get her over here.”

      Both constables marched toward me. I tensed, thinking of running, but one of them caught my arm, his fingers tightening around me like a steel clamp. I couldn’t have shaken his grip even if I’d tried. He pulled me over to Wood, who nodded at Gabriel’s desk. One of the constables pulled me to the desk.

      “Sit down.” Wood’s voice was cold.

      I sat in the chair, the constable never letting go.

      “You’re making a huge mistake.” My voice shook. “Manhandling a US Federal Agent? Do you have any idea—”

      “I doubt the Bureau will have much to say after I show them this.” Wood took something from his pocket—a USB key—and stuck it in Gabriel’s computer.

      The USB folder popped up on the monitor, and Wood leaned over to click on it. It contained a single video file. Wood double-clicked on it.

      I stared at the screen, disbelief and horror sinking in my gut.

      It was a CCTV footage from the security camera in the morgue. It was empty. Then, a woman marched in through the door.

      That woman was me.

      The Cassandra on the screen walked over to the metal containers and scanned the labels. I couldn’t pull my eyes away. She didn’t just look like me—same blond hair, blue eyes, and petite figure; she also had the same posture, and the way her eyes shifted as she read the labels, her facial expressions—all were identical to mine. She froze, biting her lip—another habit of mine—and pulled one of the containers open.

      Several jars lay inside. She picked up one, examining it closely.

      Adrenaline surged through my veins. What the fuck was happening?

      Wood pointed at the screen. “That’s Catherine’s spleen. It was discarded next to the body at the crime scene.”

      My doppelgänger nodded to herself—again, something I often did when I was alone. She turned away, still holding the jar, and left the room.

      “The constable at the station’s entrance verified that he saw her leave with the jar in her hand,” Wood declared.

      I suddenly remembered how strangely the constable had looked at me when I’d walked inside with Gabriel.

      Gabriel interjected, “Sir, she was with me for the past hour—”

      “Look at the time of the footage, detective,” Wood barked.

      I looked at the corner of the video. Six fifty-two a.m. How long was the video? Five minutes. That meant it had started at six forty-seven. I had still been on my way to the station at that time. Over an hour ago, when I’d been walking around the city, marveling at the stupid street names.

      And then I remembered what the constable had told me when I’d arrived earlier. You had it before, didn’t you?

      Not today I hadn’t, but the Cassandra on the screen had a badge pinned to her shirt.

      “That… that wasn’t me,” I whispered.

      “It is our belief that this woman has interfered with the investigation from the moment she got here,” Wood said to Gabriel. “This is not the first thing she has taken. We believe she’s the one who took the heart from the crime scene, and later used it to send us that package with the note.”

      Gabriel stared at me, horror etched into his face.

      “That’s not true.” My heart threatened to gallop out of my chest. Maybe I had lost my mind. “I never—”

      “We don’t know why, yet,” Wood said. “I doubt the Bureau was aware of her actions. We’re looking into it. The extent of the damage to our investigation hasn’t been determined. But obviously, we’ve been chasing a fake trail. The killer is not likely to strike tonight.”

      “Yes, he will.” I was still clinging to my theory. “You have to stake the Ripper’s crime scenes. This has been a terrible mistake, I’m sure that—”

      “Take her,” Wood snapped.

      With a growing sense of panic, I could see my future stretching ahead of me. The British police, believing I’d sent the note, would ignore the killer’s warning. I would be blamed for that as well, and held for obstructing justice. But the really horrifying part was—assuming that the note was a real threat—another innocent woman would die. I had to stop it.

      But how could I make them listen? Even I half believed it was me in the video. Why would any of them believe me?

      If I did nothing, they’d arrest me. I wouldn’t be able to stop the killer. I was quickly getting the feeling that I wouldn’t be making my appointment in the overseas offices today.

      But what the hell was I supposed to do here? I was completely powerless. I was unarmed, surrounded by hostile policemen in the middle of the station, held by a man twice my weight. It was hopeless.

      “Okay, listen,” I said from the chair. “I can explain everything. It’s really quite stupid. I have the spleen right here.”

      I opened the top drawer below Gabriel’s desk, and there, as he had told me before, lay a dusty yellow Taser gun.

      Praying it was charged, I whipped it out, sliding my finger into the trigger guard. I saw eyes widen around me as I spun the chair, aiming the Taser at the constable holding me. I pressed the trigger, watching the two electrical cables plunging into the man’s chest. His fingers went slack as the electrical current hit him, and I was already on my feet, my knee bent forward, plunging between the other man’s legs. A high pitched groan escaped him as he toppled forward.

      Time slowed down to a crawl, my senses sharpening. I could feel the fear around me—the policemen’s fear for their friends’ safety, and fear for themselves. It pulsed through me like a narcotic rush. A wave of energy and power thrummed in my body.

      You feed off fear.

      My palm slapped the desk, and I propelled myself over it, landing on the floor, knees bent. Behind me, people were shouting orders, Wood’s voice louder than the rest, demanding backup. I rushed for the squad room’s exit, my body fast and strong, nourished on fear.

      The station exit was a stairway away. As I ran down the stairs, I felt the air rushing over my body. I cleared two steps at a time, using the rail for balance. I whirled around the bend in the stairway, nearly colliding with a baton-wielding cop.

      He raised his stick, and my right fist smashed into his face. My left hand twisted the baton in his hand, and he screamed in agony, letting go. The encounter hardly slowed me down, and I kept flying down the stairs, now armed with a baton.

      Four constables stood in the reception area, all with guns. Authorized Firearms Officers, dispatched to prevent me from leaving the building.

      “Stop!” one of them shouted.

      A wall of fear hit me. They didn’t like having to draw their guns, and panic pulsed through the room. I could feel it. Their thumping heartbeats. Their short breaths. The sweat running down their foreheads. Power blazed through my body.

      I swerved sideways, running for one of the hallways as they shouted at me to stop. I heard an explosion behind me, saw a burst of plaster to my right. One of the constables had taken a shot at me.

      And that was all it took for them all to start firing.

      My world shrunk to a long dark tunnel, an endless straight hall before me, a death squad behind. I felt as if I was running through a haze, the sounds of gunfire slowing down to a crawl. My heart thundered in my ears, louder than the guns behind me.

      I dove left, plunging through an open doorway, a hail of bullets missing me by inches. Breathless, I shut the set of doors. I looked frantically for a way to lock them, but saw none. I could already hear the footsteps of pursuit getting nearer, shouts and orders louder by the second. I wedged the baton in my hand through the two door handles, pinning them shut. The doors shuddered as someone tried to pull them open and failed.

      I looked around me.

      I was in an interrogation room. No windows, no way out. I was trapped.
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      I stood in the cramped, dark-walled interrogation room. A single metal table stood in the center of it, with three chairs crowding around it—one for the suspect, two for the interrogators.

      A large two-way mirror reflected my frantic face back at me, pale in the harsh white light.

      The doors shuddered, the baton still wedged inside the handles. Panic stole my breath.

      A loud crash sounded as one of the men battered against the door, probably with his foot.

      How long did I have before they opened the doors? A minute? Two?

      I knew one thing for certain. I was in much deeper shit now than if I hadn’t attacked the police. What the fuck had I done?

      I swallowed hard. Any minute, they could start shooting through the door. Mind blazing with fear, I tried to knock over the table to create a barricade, but it was bolted to the floor. The chairs were flimsy things of wood and plastic, completely useless for anything but sitting.

      Another crash against the door sent a blaze of adrenaline through my blood. The baton shifted. A few more kicks, and it would dislodge.

      The knowledge slowly sunk in. This was the end of the road. There was no way to run, and time was not my friend. I was only making things worse. Better to surrender now, before they managed to break down the door, probably shoot me.

      I walked over to the door, raising my hand to pull the baton away, but then hesitated.

      The invisibility potion.

      Yesterday, it had seemed like a pointless transaction: a bottle of muddy water from a teenage scammer. But that was before I saw fae. I had been a different Cassandra then. Realistic, pragmatic, believing only in cold facts.

      But what if this potion was the real thing? It was still stuffed in my little shoulder bag. I popped it open, rifling through all the old receipts and change until I found the small bottle. I uncorked it, then tilted it to my mouth, drinking half the bottle in one go. Grimacing, I nearly threw up the contents. It smelled like the bottom of a grave, and tasted of bitter wormwood and fetid mushrooms. The oily texture clung to my tongue. I gagged, breathing through my nose.

      I wasn’t invisible. I could still see my hands. All I felt was ill. Did I just poison myself?

      Maybe it had worked. After all, Alvin had said people wouldn’t be able to see me. He didn’t mention anything about me being able to see myself. I corked the bottle, shoving it back in my purse.

      A third crash jolted me, and the baton fell to the floor in a loud clang. A second later the door swung open, four guns trained at me. And there was no doubt that the men holding them could see me.

      “Hands on your head!” one of them barked. “Now!”

      Slowly, I put my hands on my head.

      “Up against the wall! Do it!”

      I walked backward to the wall, keeping my eyes on them constantly.

      “Face the wall!” Fear rolled off them in waves, filling me with energy. But I had nowhere else to run.

      I turned around, my reflection staring back at me from the one-sided mirror, pale and resigned. Behind me, I could see the men getting closer.

      But as they did, I could feel myself forming a sort of bond with the mirror, as if it were magnetically pulling me closer to it. The reflection shimmered, tugging me toward it. Something in me wanted to move toward that mirror, to feel it rippling over my skin.

      My heart hammering, I inched closer, watching as the reflection shifted. I could still see the reflection of the room I was in, but I could also see a different place. It looked like a public bathroom—a line of empty bathroom stalls, and a beige tiled floor. It looked like an escape.

      Someone grabbed me from behind and shoved me against the shimmering mirror, but I never felt it slam against my face. Instead, I felt as if my head had been shoved into a bucket of cold water, the coldness spreading down my neck, chest, and down to my legs in an exhilarating rush. And despite the cold, I felt at one with the mirror, as if it had always been a part of me. The cop’s hands seemed to fall away, and the mirror sucked me through it in a rush of cool, thick magic. Dizzy, I collapsed to the floor. I shut my eyes, then opened them hesitantly.

      My knees nearly gave way. Somehow—the mirror had sucked me through its reflection. Into a public bathroom.

      How had I gotten here? I was lying on the square-tiled floor. I stood up and looked behind me, to where I had supposedly come from. A large mirror reflected the bathroom stalls.

      A wooden door creaked open and a police woman stood in the doorway, in uniform. She blinked in surprise, then screeched, “She’s here!”

      Damn it! I looked around. There was a small window at the far end of the bathroom. Could I open it and climb out? Or should I push past the woman?

      I looked back at the woman… and she was gone, but the door had been propped open, as if to allow me to leave.

      Maybe this was my chance to get out of here. I hurried toward the door, when I heard footsteps echoing in the hall outside.

      “Where is she?” a man’s voice boomed.

      “She was right here! I swear!” the woman shouted back.

      She sounded like she was right next to me, but I couldn’t see her. Where was she?

      Something brushed against me. I whirled, but could see nothing. One of the stall doors suddenly shuddered violently, as if pushed by some force.

      “Bloody hell!” the man’s voice boomed off the bathroom tiles. “She isn’t here!”

      The realization hit me. Fucking Alvin and his invisibility potion. It had kicked in, three minutes too late. And it didn’t just make me invisible to them. It worked the other way around as well. I couldn’t see anyone else!

      Something collided into me, and I stumbled back.

      “Fucking hell.” The voice echoed off the walls.

      I had a small advantage, knowing about the potion, but if enough of them ran into me, they were bound to figure the truth. I flattened myself against the row of sinks, holding my breath. If I could hear them, they’d be able to hear me. Slowly, I began to creep toward the doorway, listening to the disembodied voices. The window opened with a loud squeak.

      “She didn’t go that way!” the woman said. “I would have seen her.”

      “Dorothy, are you sure you didn’t imagine her?” a voice to my right asked. “Remember last year on Valentine’s Day—”

      “For God’s sake, this isn’t like that, Alan! I am completely sober right now.”

      I brushed against someone, and heard him gasp. “What was that?”

      I shimmied faster, reaching the doorway, and tried to step through it. Instead, I collided with an invisible mass.

      “Argh!” the woman shrieked. “What’s happening?”

      Frantically, I shoved her out of the way, knocking her to the floor. I sprinted down the hallway.

      Three feet later I smashed into something headfirst, my vision clouding.

      “Ugh,” someone moaned. “What in God’s name just hit me?”

      This was getting to be the most moronic situation I had ever been in. Slowly, I edged against the wall, shuffling back to the stairs. Pressed against the wall, I descended slowly. I brushed against only two more people on my way down, accidentally groping someone’s ass.

      Finally, I was back in the reception area. It looked eerily empty, though I could hear the frantic chatter of dozens of people.

      Leaving the relative safety of the wall, I plunged forward, my arms held in front of me, like a toddler playing Superman.

      I hit someone, then another, then another. Panicked shouts erupted around me as I got closer to the exit.

      I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my scalp.

      I heard the low voice of DCI Wood in my ear. “I’ve got you.” I felt him grab me by the hair.

      I whirled, punching at his approximate location. My fist hit something, and I heard a groan, my scalp suddenly free. I turned to bolt outside, nearly falling over someone as I plunged into a completely empty London street.
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      I walked down Catherine Wheel Alley, trying to calm myself. Alvin had said that the potion would only last a short while, and I needed a plan if I was going to become visible again. I hoped he had meant half an hour, and not two weeks. In retrospect, I should have pressed him for more details about the damn thing.

      When I got to the other end of the alley, I found that people were shimmering back into view in Devonshire Square. A young man glanced at me, checking me out. The effect of the potion had faded away.

      I continued south, away from the hotel. I had no doubt the police were already there. I guess I could kiss my favorite black dress goodbye, but at least I still had my Dior red lipstick… And why was I thinking about that right now? I was a fugitive, and it hadn’t even sunk in yet.

      As I walked, I took out my phone, removed the battery, and discarded it in a nearby trashcan. Then I rifled around in my purse. I had about fifty pounds in notes. I would, under no circumstances, use my credit card in the near future, so this was the extent of my monetary resources.

      I walked onward, looking around me. After about ten minutes, I turned onto Cornhill, a narrow street between imposing stone buildings. I wasn’t far from the London Stone, I thought.

      I tried to walk as fast as I could, keeping my mind as blank as possible to avoid outright panic. I felt like I was on the brink of mental collapse, and I knew I had to get somewhere safe before that happened.

      My gaze landed on a small T-Mobile shop. Perfect.

      I pushed through the door. After a few minutes I left the shop, a prepaid phone in hand and half my pound notes left behind. Frantically, I hammered out a text to Scarlett.

      Scarlett. It’s Cass. I think I might be losing my mind.

      A moment later came her reply.

      What’s going on?

      I glanced over my shoulder before typing back to her. I’m on the run from the police.

      Her text appeared. Come on, Cass. Stop texting me and focus. Fugitives don’t have the luxury of texting. And for god’s sake, don’t tell me what you did.

      Okay, maybe she was right.

      After a while the thoughts began creeping in, despite my efforts at keeping them at bay.

      The woman in the video footage, taking the spleen… If it wasn’t me, who was it? I couldn’t have done it, clearly. I would have remembered it.

      Or would I?

      What had happened in the interrogation room? One moment I was standing there, the next I was in the public bathroom. How did that happen? I couldn’t remember going there. What if I was missing time, forgetting things?

      Could I really be certain it wasn’t me who went into the morgue? What if I had blacked out this morning as well? Perhaps I’d gone into some sort of fugue state, and stolen the spleen? Or maybe I’d developed a dissociative disorder with psychotic features? Multiple personalities, hallucinations, delusions…

      In the cold light of day, that seemed the most rational explanation. I’d been seeing visions, losing portions of my memory, acting irrationally, talking about faeries and magical serial killers. I could easily diagnose myself.

      If it looks like a duck, swims like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it’s not a fucking airplane. It was time to face the truth. My father had lost his mind when I was thirteen. And it was now happening to me as well.

      In a daze, I walked through the center of the city, past the banks with their classic façades and imposing columns. Dread welled in my gut as I wandered through a maze of winding streets. I was a danger to everyone around me.

      And Roan—assuming he was real at all—had been right. I fed off fear.

      I wanted to be sick. As far as I knew, I’d already hurt someone. What had happened to the men who’d cornered me in the interrogation room? I was trained to kill, even when unarmed. I shuddered.

      My fingers shaking, I took the prepaid phone and dialed Gabriel’s number from memory.

      It took him only a second to answer.

      “Hello?” His voice sounded strained, worried.

      “Gabriel, it’s Cassandra.” My own voice was strange in my ear, half-hysterical.

      “Hey, Mom. Hang on, I can’t hear you—bad reception. Wait a minute, I’ll go outside.”

      “Gabriel, it’s okay. I want to turn myself in.”

      “What’s that? No, everything’s fine, Mom, just wait one minute.”

      My feet kept on carrying me through the city, though I didn’t know where. Somehow it felt reassuring to keep on walking.

      “Cassandra?” Gabriel whispered into the phone.

      “Gabriel, listen, I think something’s very wrong with me… I obviously have a psychotic disorder. You need to come and get me. I’ll come willingly.”

      “Okay, listen—where are you?”

      I looked up at the buildings around me, searching for the street names. “Cock Lane.” My gaze landed on a small alcove inset into the brick building by my side. Gleaming in the alcove stood a golden statue of a boy. “There’s a gold statue here. Something about Pye Corner.” I narrowed my eyes, scanning the text. “Apparently the Great Fire of London was caused by the sin of gluttony, did you know that?” Focus, Cassandra.

      “Smithfield,” he said.

      “Okay.” A tear rolled down my cheek.

      “There’s a church there, through a Tudor gate. Go inside, and I’ll find you there. Don’t let anyone see you.”

      “Okay.”

      He hung up, and I shoved the phone back in my pocket.

      In a daze, I walked past an old stone hospital that loomed over Smithfield, my gaze landing on a placard commemorating the death of William Wallace. Visitors had left wilting flowers beneath the placard. I tried not to envision how he’d died, disemboweled as a public spectacle. Clearly, ripping out organs wasn’t just for modern city folk.

      I spied the ancient Tudor gate, and hurried through it to a narrow pathway. A church of stone and brick stood at the other end of the path. To my left, a few crooked graves jutted from the raised ground that loomed high above the pathway. My trusty guide book had told me that long ago, Londoners could only be buried in the consecrated earth of churchyards, which meant the earth around the churches always stood several feet above street level, crammed with bodies.

      I pulled open the wooden door and stumbled into the vast space inside. It was breathtaking—a proper medieval masterpiece. My footsteps echoed off the high arches. Light spilled through stained glass windows onto a tiled floor, inset with stone grave markings. Rows of wooden pews lined aisles on each side of the church, and to the left, stone columns formed a transept. Beneath the majestically arched ceiling, I walked down the transept, half entranced by the wavering candlelight. In a stone alcove, I sat down on a wooden bench, my body drained of energy, and waited for the police to show up.

      I felt something to my right—a sort of presence, that gravitational pull I’d felt with the mirrors. I turned to find a brass candlestick, my pale face reflected in its surface. As I gazed into the reflection, I felt my mind click with it, forming a sort of bond, and a cool, soothing magic that pooled in my mind. I was losing it, wasn’t I?

      In the brass candleholder, my warped reflection shimmered, showing me different rooms and people. A group of people sitting in a coffee shop, smiling at each other. An empty room, devoid of furniture, the floor dusty. A naked man lying on top of a woman, thrusting away while she stared at the ceiling in boredom. The visions kept shifting, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away, even if the hallucinations horrified me.

      I closed my eyes, trying to force myself to relax. I can get control of this. Slowing my breathing, I imagined myself with Scarlett, lying on the beach in Florida, reading magazines and sipping margaritas, the waves lapping gently at the shore. We wore pink bikinis and oversized sunglasses, our toenails painted vibrant shades of blue and orange. When I opened my eyes again, I gaped at the candleholder. There we were: Scarlett and I, reflected in the brass, wearing pink bikinis. Had I just created this vision? It wasn’t a memory. It clearly wasn’t happening now, so… I’d just created it with my mind.

      Maybe this had happened to my father as well. Was this what had driven him to kill, and then end his own life in such a horrific fashion?

      My mind slid away from the thought and onto other questions. Had I sent a letter, or was it the killer? I couldn’t rule out the possibility that a killer planned to murder again tonight.

      As I mulled it over, the image on the candleholder flickered again, showing a woman walking down the street, concentrating on her cellphone. Shrouded in shadows, a man’s silhouette loomed behind her, as large as Roan. As I gaped at the scene, he grabbed her, muffling her screams with one hand. With the other, he poured a large bottle of liquid all over her as she squirmed, trying to get away from his grip. He then tossed the bottle aside, and pulled a small square object from his clothes. It glinted in the streetlight. A pale blue lighter. He sparked it and held it against the girl, letting go of her mouth. Her body blazed, her mouth open in a scream of torment, her eyes wide, skin blistering as her beautiful hair went ablaze. I whimpered, unable to shut my eyes against the vision as she ran into the street, a human torch in the dark night… And when he’d finished his gruesome task, he left a note next to a stone placard covered in heraldic shields.

      My heart hammered against my ribs. That hadn’t been an image I’d created with my mind. So where had it come from?
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      A pair of strong hands grabbed my shoulders, and Gabriel’s warm eyes looked into mine. I had to resist the urge to hug him.

      “Cassandra, are you okay?” He was kneeling in front of me, his face etched in concern.

      “You can take me now, I won’t resist,” I mumbled. “I’ve diagnosed myself with a dissociative disorder with psychotic features. Hallucinations, delusions. I need Risperdal and some serious psychotherapy.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “Cassandra. Psychotic people don’t diagnose themselves, because they believe their delusions.”

      Sadness welled in my chest. “You need to take me in. I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”

      “Hurt anyone—who did you hurt?”

      “Those constables. The ones who tried to arrest me in the police station.”

      “Cassandra, no one was hurt in the police station except for Weston, the man you Tasered. And frankly, that knob-end deserved it. I’d like to Taser him for the way he beats the shit out of every black guy he arrests.”

      I blinked in surprise. “I don’t understand. How did I get away from those men in the interrogation room? Did they just let me go?”

      He cleared his throat, brow furrowing. “Well… according to them, you fell through the mirror.”

      My jaw fell open. I stared at him. “I… what?”

      “They claim you just moved into the mirror and vanished. DCI Wood is furious. He says they were all either stoned or drunk, and after a Valentine’s Day incident with some of our force… Anyway, another dispatcher claims you literally disappeared from the loo.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “She says you were there one moment, and the next you were gone. Most of the force think they’ve lost their minds, though Captain Higgott claims a phantom grabbed his arse, which he frankly seemed quite chuffed about.”

      Stunned, I muttered. “I couldn’t see where anyone was. It was an accident.”

      “Cassandra… how did you do all that?”

      “Hang on, I need to think.” I tightened my fingers in my lap.

      Witnesses had seen me go through the mirror. Assuming that this was somehow possible, it explained why I didn’t remember getting from the interrogation room to the bathroom—because it happened instantly. Combined with the invisibility potion, I was beginning to understand that magic really did exist. And if I was going to move ahead with the investigation, I needed to stop doubting it.

      Maybe I was sane after all.

      I mentally ran through all the visions I’d seen in reflective surfaces. Looking at Roan through the bathroom mirror in my hotel room. The things I saw just now, on the candleholder. What was this ability, and why did I have it?

      It had begun the first night in London. I’d seen something in the mirror in my room. After that, it had happened again, several times. Somehow, I could see through mirrors to an entirely different place. And apparently, I could pass through mirrors as well. It had all started immediately after the attack in the alley, after meeting Roan for the first time. What had triggered it? I recalled the kick to my head—how, for a moment, everything had faded away. Was that what started it? Or was it something Roan had done?

      “I think…” I swallowed hard. “That I have some magical abilities. I don’t know how, but I can use reflections somehow. To see things, to create images. Maybe to move through them. It’s happened to me several times in the past few days.”

      Gabriel blinked. “Explain.”

      “I don’t understand it exactly. But maybe… maybe I can make it happen. See this candleholder? I saw things on its surface before. I could look into other places through the reflection.”

      “I find this difficult to…” Gabriel frowned, taking a seat on the bench next to me. “If I hadn’t heard those men describe how you got away…”

      “I know,” I said. “It sounds crazy. But maybe I can do it now. Maybe I can show you. Hang on.”

      I focused on the candleholder, clearing my mind. I concentrated, willing it to show me a different place. To open up.

      Instead, it reflected my face back at me, scrunched up like an angry mouse.

      “Are you okay?” Gabriel peered over my shoulder. “You look like you’re having a stroke.”

      “Shhh.” I took deep breaths, feeling for the reflection within the candleholder. Searching for what lay beyond it. Imagining a flow between me and the reflection, I willed energy from my body into the brass.

      The Cassandra staring at me from the surface looked like she had a bug on the tip of her nose.

      “I can’t now.” I sighed. “I don’t know why.”

      “Okay.” He looked unsure, but he added. “You can try again later.”

      His patience was saint-like, and I had another urge to hug him.

      “Listen, forget about that. I didn’t break into the morgue this morning. But I know who wanted to. Roan. It must have been him.”

      Gabriel cocked his head. “And he looks exactly like you?”

      “Look, he can do weird things, okay? When I first met him in the alley…” My words trailed off. Right, that was the part I wasn’t supposed to tell Gabriel about. The part about wanting to kiss Roan.

      “When you first met him, what?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I felt my face flush. “He just… has these strange powers, okay? Like I said. I’ve seen horns on his head, and his eyes change color.”

      Thinking about Roan made me realize something else: my visitor’s badge. He must have lifted it off me by the elevator, when his hands seemed to be roaming over my body. I hadn’t even noticed.

      Gabriel’s eyebrows drew together. “But how did you get out of the interrogation room?”

      “Gabriel, I don’t have all the answers yet, but I’m working on it. I—” A wave of panic struck me. “The police! Did you—”

      “I told no one about your call. Don’t worry. I believe you.”

      I loosed a sigh. “Okay. I think I need to find Roan.” I swallowed hard, my stomach lurching. “Before you got here, I saw a vision in the reflection. A murder.” I swallowed hard. “And I think it was our killer. He left a note, something about the King of Hearts again. But it doesn’t fit with the past MOs. He was burning a woman alive.” I bit my lip. “Did anyone set a young girl on fire around here in the past few years? She had blonde hair, wore a red dress, and she was texting on her mobile phone when it happened.”

      “I don’t recall such a case. Are you sure it was here?”

      “It looked like London—a stone building. Actually, it looked a lot like that old hospital, just outside here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I think so. I’m pretty sure the killer stuck a note on that placard with the Scottish flags.”

      He scratched his forehead. “Smithfield is where they burned heretics, once upon a time. Tied them to stakes, and lit them up like torches.”

      “But this wasn’t a long time ago. She had a cell phone.”

      “I know. Look, did you happen to see what the killer looked like in the vision?”

      I shook my head. “It was dark, and he came from the shadows. I could only tell that he was big, and he moved very quickly. He was as big as…” I swallowed hard. “As big as Roan. Do you think it could be a vision of the future? Of Roan killing again? The crime we’re expecting tonight? It doesn’t fit the other crimes. They were all eviscerations.”

      “Maybe they have one thing in common.”

      “What?”

      “You thought the killer was trying to cause panic, right?” he asked. “The nursery rhyme, the notes, the heart sent to us. Designed to terrify. And so were the public burnings. Terrify the heretics into submission. The executions of traitors, too. Rip them apart in public, and keep the people in line.”

      I grimaced. “So if it was a real vision, and someone is going to be burned tonight… maybe the killer is inspired by events of the past. Things that terrified Londoners.”

      “And I think we both know who we’re after.”

      “Roan. That’s a very good reason for me to find him. But I need the police off my back.”

      “Where’s your phone?” Gabriel asked.

      “I threw it into a trashcan outside the station.”

      “Which trashcan?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to remember where I’d been. “Devonshire Square.”

      “Okay, I think I can find it. Let’s hope it’s still there. If it is, I can provide a distraction. Keep your new phone handy. I’ll call you later.”

      “Okay. Uh, Gabriel?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.” I smiled.

      “Sure.” He smiled back, and stood up, about to leave.

      “Uh… Gabriel?”

      “Yeah?”

      My face flushed. “Do you have some cash on you?”
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      I’d basically spent the day skulking around the city, wearing a baseball cap I’d purchased with Gabriel’s money. Besides the invisibility potion, the only lucky aspect of this whole day was that I’d chosen to wear flats that morning. I’d spent time staking out Leroy’s Wine Bar, hoping to catch sight of Roan, but the place didn’t open ’til eight. I ventured a few glimpses at the Andaz Hotel, but I couldn’t get too close without being spotted by the cops.

      Just after eight, I wandered back to Guildhall. As the sun set, staining the square with amber, I walked down the narrow road to Leroy’s Wine Bar.

      It appeared to be live-band night when I walked inside. The patrons sat in rapt attention, listening to a slender brunette sing into the mic from an arched alcove, her sapphire eyes twinkling in the darkness. Her voice was rich, low, and sexy, the kind of voice that inspired images of satin sheets, scattered rose petals, an uncorked wine bottle. I would have loved nothing better than to grab a chair and listen to her sing, but my mind was on something else tonight.

      I scanned the room, looking for Roan. He was nowhere in sight, but I quickly homed in on Alvin’s halo of blond curls. He sat at the bar, facing the singer. This time, he wore a ragged T-shirt that read Chem Trails = Death Trails.

      I made my way over to him, nearly tripping over the cat in the Jacobean ruff. The creature looked up at me in surprise, blinking her mismatched purple and green eyes.

      I finally reached Alvin and sat next to him.

      He glanced at me and smiled, reeking of weed. “Hey Cassandra,” he said softly. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Nice to see you, too.” I nodded at his shirt. “Nice T-shirt.”

      He shrugged. “Charity shop.”

      “That potion you gave me certainly came in handy. In a way.”

      “Did it? Good. Now hush. I’m trying to watch the siren.” His eyes closed halfway. “She’s fit as fuck.”

      I touched his arm. “You could have warned me that it made everyone invisible.”

      “It did what I said it would. Magic is much easier when it’s symmetrical, innit? You have any idea how hard it is to make an asymmetrical invisibility potion?”

      I shook my head. “Okay, but listen. I have some important questions for you.”

      “My debt is paid. End of.”

      I marshaled my patience. “It’s important. There’s a killer out there, murdering women.”

      “You want answers, I’ll give them to you.” He shrugged. “Everything for a price.”

      “I’ll gladly buy you another meal.”

      “Wonderful!” He grinned. “But information doesn’t come cheap. I’ll need something else.”

      “What?”

      He considered this. “The memory of your first proper kiss.”

      “What?” I asked incredulously. “Like, you want me to describe it?”

      “No. I want you to give the actual memory to me. Take it outta your mind. Hand it over.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “I have no idea how to do that, and I can promise you it was not something you want to experience. Lot of drool, some weird groping.”

      “Okay, not a memory then.” He blinked, his eyes bloodshot. “How about… the color of your eyes? That blue is dope. A guy could get lost in that blue.”

      I let out a breath of exasperation. “I can give you twenty pounds!”

      “Cash?” he wrinkled his nose. “No way. I’m not selling knowledge for that.”

      “Okay. How about I owe you one?”

      He turned to me in surprise, his eyes shifting to orange. “That’s… an offer I can’t refuse.”

      “Okay,” I said, relieved. “I need some information.”

      He nodded. “Sure. Buy us some dinner, all right? The show’s almost over. We’ll talk when it ends.”

      I turned to Leroy and ordered myself a brie sandwich. Recalling Alvin’s appetite, I ordered two for him. Then, I sat back, listening to the siren’s song.

      Once I gave her my full attention, everything in the room faded away. Her voice, soft and melodious, wrapped me in a warm feeling of love. I wasn’t sure what she was singing about, or even if it was English, but after a few seconds, I no longer cared. I couldn’t feel, see, smell, or hear anything but her voice. The melody washed the tension away, curling around me, bringing out memories I hadn’t thought of in years. The day my parents took me to the beach and my mom hugged me and kissed me over and over as my father looked at us, smiling. The afternoon when my dad taught me to ride a bicycle, running behind me as I wobbled, shouting encouragements. Watching my mom from behind as she fried eggs for dinner, humming to herself.

      When the music stopped, I realized my cheeks were wet. The siren smiled as people began clapping. My breath shuddered. I felt as if I had just glimpsed something beautiful, only for it to be snatched away.

      “Okay,” Alvin chirped by my side. He turned to face the bar, already digging into his bread and cheese.

      At some point during the show, Leroy had slid our food across the bar, and I hadn’t even noticed. Mine was still untouched.

      I smoothed out my skirt, trying to collect my thoughts. “Okay, I have a bunch of questions,” I said.

      “Three,” Alvin said.

      “What?”

      “I’ll answer three. And then you’ll owe me a favor. That’s the deal.”

      “I have more than three questions.”

      He looked at me, his eyes suddenly hard and alert, the look completely incongruous with his youth. “Three.”

      “Fine.” Irritation bloomed in me, but apparently I had to play by his rules. “Where’s Roan?”

      “You’re taking the piss. I’m not answering that.”

      “You said you’ll answer three questions! This is one of them!”

      “I said I’ll answer three questions.” He nodded. “I didn’t say which ones. You’re nice and you’re fit, but a favor from you is not worth dying for. Know what I mean?”

      I considered getting up and leaving, but I was out of my depth, and Alvin seemed to know this world of magic and fae.

      “Okay.” I pursed my lips. “This morning someone who looked like me, and talked like me, walked into the city morgue. It wasn’t me. My question is, how is that possible, and who was it?”

      “That’s two questions.” He took a bite of his sandwich. “But I don’t know the answer to the second one anyway. As for the first… Did she look exactly like you?”

      “Down to the smallest detail.”

      He shook his head. “No. Most fae can change their looks, but they can’t copy someone’s appearance like that. Glamour doesn’t work that way. That could only happen if you broke your word to a fae, and you wouldn’t be that dumb.”

      “Well.” Slowly, my heart was sinking. “Suppose I had broken a promise to… someone.”

      He shrugged. “Well, a broken promise gives a fae power over you. It gives another person your power, or your looks. That’s why no one but an idiot…” He narrowed his eyes. “You broke a promise, didn’t you?”

      Roan’s voice rang in my mind. Then you have broken your word, he’d said. Now that I recalled it, there’d been an undertone of satisfaction to it.

      “Maybe.”

      “That would be enough to wear your form, for a couple of minutes, at least.”

      “Only a couple of minutes.” I repeated his words, careful not to frame it as a question. Interrogating without asking questions was a delicate skill.

      “Hard to explain.” He frowned. “A broken promise is like a broken vase. The water it holds spills on the floor, and then it’s gone. Any power from it is temporary, innit? Can’t say how long.”

      “And when I owe someone a favor…” I said slowly, the meaning sinking in. A favor was like a blank check. A promise given with no specifications.

      He grinned at me.

      “You bastard,” I said.

      “I’ll allow you two more questions. This sandwich is perfect.”

      I wanted to strangle him. The phone in my bag beeped, and I pulled it out. A message from Gabriel: Meet me outside St Bart’s church at nine. I had less than an hour.

      “Okay.” I knew what I had to ask. I framed the question carefully, making sure he wouldn’t weasel out of it. “In the past few days, I’ve been seeing… visions, in mirrors. Other places, other people. I walked through a mirror once. I might have seen a vision of the future in a reflection. What’s causing this?”

      He looked at me with something like respect in his eyes. “Not just mirrors, yeah? Other shiny surfaces, too. Windows, puddles?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s reflection magic,” he said. “I wouldn’t have guessed you had it in you. No offense, but you look so clueless.”

      “Reflection magic,” I repeated.

      “Yeah. It’s rare among the fae, but some can master it. It gives a person control over reflections. I’ve heard of fae looking through one reflection to another, passing though mirrors, making reflections bend to their will. It makes, like, a shortcut. A tunnel of sorts.”

      “Like a wormhole.”

      “I guess so. But the further the reflections are, the more power you need. I can see what you’re doing, by the way. Getting me to talk more without asking anything. I wasn’t born yesterday. But that’s fine. I’m giving you a free pass out of kindness.” He grimaced at the last word.

      “Okay,” I said. “But I tried to do it earlier and it failed.”

      He took a bite of his bread, and widened his eyes innocently.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “Last question. How do I get it to work?”

      “You said you tried earlier. That won’t work. Magic is a reflex. You can’t force it. Do you try to yawn? Do you try to make your heart beat?” He shook his head. “You don’t try to do magic. You get open, and just magic.”

      “I just magic? That’s… not a verb.”

      “Yeah, it is. Mate, if you have reflection magic—which is doubtful, honestly—it’s a part of you. The reflections you control are a part of you. You don’t need to concentrate to make it happen. You just make it happen.”

      “That’s the most useless advice anyone has ever given me.”

      “You ask stupid questions, you get stupid answers, Cassandra.”

      I scowled. “Who told you my name?”

      “I gave you three answers, and now you owe me a favor.” He finished off his sandwich, brushing the crumbs from his hands. “I’ll collect later.” He rose and walked to the stairwell, leaving me alone with a hundred unanswered questions.
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      It was cold as I walked through Smithfield, and I hugged myself in the chill of the night air, glancing at the stone gatehouse. Inset into the stone arches, the iron gate house stood shut, and the streetlights glinted off a heraldic emblem on the bars.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket, flicking the text open. I was supposed to meet Gabriel down a narrow road called Cloth Fair, between St. Bartholomew the Great and an ale and pie house. I took a left, crossing into the ancient street. And this is what I liked about London. So many of the street names signaled their medieval purposes. Milk Street, Poultry, Fish Street… and here, Cloth Fair, where ladies would have bought their wools and silks.

      As I walked, I rubbed my arms for warmth. At night in London, the temperature dropped, even in summer.

      I found Gabriel on the other side of a spiky iron fence to my right, lingering in the shadows by the edge of the churchyard. As I stepped closer to him, the sight of his warm, hazel eyes filled with me with relief.

      He flashed me his charming smile. “Hey. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Shouldn’t I be?”

      His expression grew serious. “The police search for you is a lot more intensive than I had thought it would be. DCI Wood is furious you got away. It’s a very embarrassing incident for him.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      “Let me help you over the fence. We’ve got a great view from here.”

      I didn’t really need his help, but I appreciated his gentlemanly manners. I gripped the top of the iron fence, between the spikes, and hoisted myself up, swinging my feet over the top

      Gabriel grabbed me around my ribs, gently lifting me down. As he did, the front of my chest brushed against his, and I breathed in his clean scent. I craned my neck to look up at him, meeting his eyes. He was holding my gaze for a bit longer than normal, his eyes intent, fingers still lingering on my body. Warmth radiated off of him. I had a brief, insane impulse to reach all the way up and wrap my arms around his neck, pulling my body close to his. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to kiss him.

      But I resisted. We were here to work.

      I swallowed hard, composing myself. “So where is this stake-out spot you found for us?”

      “Right.” He blinked, his expression clearing. “First, I got something to keep us warm.” He turned, grabbing two steaming cups from a stone wall, and he handed me one.

      I inhaled the steam, the faintly perfumed scent. Tea. So that’s how we were doing stakeouts here in England. I could live with that.

      “I found your phone, and it’s turned on. Right now, it’s on a truck bound for Manchester,” Gabriel said. “So that’ll buy us some time. They’re already trying to pinpoint where the signal is bound.”

      I nodded. “Okay. And are we expecting Roan or our killer to show up here tonight?”

      “I don’t know, Cassandra. We’re chasing a vision from a candlestick. But we don’t have much else to go on right now. “

      “You raise a good point.”

      “If he does show up, we’ll call backup as soon as we see him. If we manage to arrest him, I believe we can get you out of this mess. Wood isn’t likely to arrest an American FBI agent who helped catch the serial killer.”

      “Let’s hope that’s enough to save my ass.” I frowned. “Where are we going to hide to get a view of that placard?”

      “Come with me. We can close the gatehouse doors and stand behind them. There’s a small window inset into the door that we can peer through.”

      I followed him down the stone steps, and back down the path to the gatehouse.

      “Can’t say I’ve ever participated in a stakeout behind a five-hundred-year-old door,” I said.

      “You can just imagine the friar on guard duty all night, peering through the window when beggars arrived looking for food. For centuries, this has been the butchery neighborhood. Cows and pigs, traitors, people getting legs hacked off in hospital. Jousting tournaments. All London’s slaughter.”

      There it was again, the phantom city. History reflected through the modern metropolis.

      “How charming,” I said. “Any other grim Smithfield history I haven’t yet learned about?”

      He nodded at the hospital. “There’s a plague pit right there. And a fourteenth-century door somewhere around here that once sported the severed hand of an executed monk.”

      I bit my lip. “Did anything good happen at any point in London’s history?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “So in this one little neighborhood alone, we have a medieval church, an execution spot, a plague pit—and what was that gluttony statue?”

      “The golden boy of Pye Corner. The Great Fire of London began in a bakery, and ended at Pye Corner, so obviously, the culprit was the sin of gluttony.”

      “Can’t fault that logic.”

      He sipped his tea. “It was before people had taken to things like probability or rational thought.”

      “Maybe the fire was vengeance for all the heretics the kings and queens burned in the neighborhood.”

      Gabriel looked genuinely unsettled at the thought.

      And so we nestled behind the wooden door until our cups had run empty of tea. When Gabriel and I began our long watch, I was alert, my eyes constantly shifting, looking for the girl I had seen in my vision. Every person who walked by made my muscles tense, trying to determine if it was the girl I’d seen, or perhaps Roan.

      But, as dozens of random passersby went by, and the hours ticked on, I started to lose my focus. Maybe Gabriel had been right—this had been a long shot. We were chasing a vision from a damn candlestick. What made me think I had seen a vision of the future? Alvin had said reflection magic could let me manipulate reflections. What if my own fevered imagination had manifested this vision?

      And even if it had been a vision of the future, there was no way to know that it would happen tonight.

      As the hours wore on, I shivered in my thin sweater. When my teeth began chattering, something heavy and warm hugged my shoulders. Gabriel had taken off his jacket and draped it over me. I tried to give it back to him but he flatly refused, explaining that he had dressed warmly, knowing we had a long night ahead of us. His coat smelled of him—like leather and apples.

      I leaned against the stone wall and closed my eyes. I must have nodded off for a few moments when Gabriel touched my shoulder softly. “Cassandra. I thought I heard something in the church. I’m gonna see if I can find a way in, okay? Call me if you see anything.” He pulled something from his pocket, and my heart sank as I realized it was a Taser. A gun would have been nice. “Here. Just in case.”

      Taking it from him, I yawned, no longer convinced anyone was turning up. “No problem.”

      Standing on my tiptoes, I peered through the window at the empty square as Gabriel walked back toward the church.

      After a few moments, the hair on the back of my neck began to stand on end. A lone figure stalked through the square, her blonde hair tumbling over a red dress.

      All my doubts melted away in an instant, sleepiness replaced with tension and excitement.

      That’s her.

      Frantically, I looked behind me for Gabriel, but he’d melted into the shadows. Where the hell was he? I couldn’t run to find him now, not when our victim was walking right up to the scene from my vision.

      The woman’s high heels echoed off the stone as she walked hurriedly, clutching a phone. She was texting, just as I had seen in the vision, her attention focused completely on the screen, oblivious to the street around her.

      Then, as if materializing from the shadows, a huge figure appeared, following her. He made no sound, his footsteps as soft as a tiger’s.

      The man wore a black hood that hid his face completely, a monk’s cowl—a grim reaper. Despite his silence, he moved fast and gracefully, like ink pooling in water. He was gaining on the girl with every step.

      Roan?

      I couldn’t tell in the dark. He was certainly the right size, and there were few people as large as Roan. The predatory way he moved somehow reminded me of Roan as well, like a wolf in a world full of sheep. But I couldn’t be sure. Still—they were nearly at the placard. I needed to act now.

      “Gabriel!” I shouted into the darkness. “Call for backup!”

      The killer was now fewer than a dozen feet away from her.

      I slammed through the door. The killer wasn’t the only predator in town.

      With a sinking feeling of horror I saw my vision come to life. The killer drew a bottle full of dark liquid from his pocket, within hitting distance of the woman. As he lifted his other hand to grab her, I ran toward them, screaming, “Stop! Police!”

      The woman’s fear was sharp and fast, and hit me like a jolt of electricity. It sent a surge of strength coursing through my veins, my heart pulsing, my speed increasing. I slammed into the killer with my full force.

      It was like crashing into a brick wall. The Taser flew from my grasp.

      He hardly budged as the full brunt of the collision vibrated through my body, my breath knocked out. An iron fist slammed into my head, and my vision dimmed as I fell back, gasping.

      What happened next seemed to happen at hyper-speed, so fast I could hardly track it. The killer raised the plastic bottle and squeezed. A jet of liquid shot out, hitting me squarely in the chest, the smell of gasoline sharp and unmistakable. Raw panic ripped my mind apart.

      I stared, paralyzed in terror as he held up a lighter—the same blue one from my vision. He sparked it. For just a moment, the tiny flame flickered and shimmered against the night sky, then he dropped the lighter to the stone.

      Flames snaked up a trail of gasoline, and visions of blackening skin seared my mind. Panicking, I rolled away from the flames, then jumped to my feet. I watched the trail of flame as it crawled toward me, and then it stopped, less than a foot away from me. I took another step backward, the stench of gasoline enveloping me.

      Gabriel ran past me, bending to pick up the Taser from the ground. He fired it at the killer. But the man dodged, his movements a blur of black. Somehow, he’d evaded the shot. I thought I caught a glimpse of blazing red eyes as he lunged forward, punching Gabriel in the chest. I thought I could hear ribs cracking, and the blow knocked Gabriel off his feet. He landed hard on the stones twenty feet from where he’d been, head smacking hard on the ground. My heart skipped a beat. Gabriel.

      The hooded man turned for me, red eyes piercing. He picked up the lighter, raised it, and flicked it to life. Then he pounced at me.

      He could have easily broken my neck, but he was intent on setting me on fire. Fae or human, he was obsessed with a certain fantasy, and refused to let it go. Instead of kicking and punching me to death, he grabbed my neck and brought the lighter closer to my shirt. My hands shot forward, clutching his wrist, trying to force it away.

      I was no match for his strength, and the lighter came closer and closer, inches from my chest. I stared as the dancing flame nearly touched my gasoline-drenched clothes.

      But like I always said, a well-placed kick to the balls could fell even the largest of men. And I delivered one hell of a kick.

      The lighter tumbled from his hands as he groaned, folding. I grabbed the lighter from the ground and threw it as far away as I could. In the distance, sirens wailed—Gabriel’s backup. I just had to hold on for a minute or two.

      The killer straightened, and I tried to make out his features under his cowl. Neither of us moved for what felt like eternity, though it probably wasn’t more than two seconds.

      Then he turned and ran.

      “Damn it!” I cursed. I hesitated for a moment, torn between chasing him and staying with Gabriel. Concern won as I knelt by Gabriel’s side. He was on his side, breathing with effort.

      “Go after him,” he whispered. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “For fuck’s sake. Go, you daft twat!”

      Good enough for me.

      The killer had taken off down a narrow alley, and had a hundred yards on me when I began running after him. He turned down another winding alley. When I got to the alley entrance, he was gone, but I sprinted anyway. Maybe I could catch another glimpse of him. I pumped my arms, running hard, my heart pounding. I emerged onto a different street, lined by clothing shops. I turned to a window, catching a glimpse of my own panicked reflection.

      I had but one thought in my mind—the thought that I needed to find the killer.

      I ran at the window, mentally bonding with it until its magic pooled in my mind. Running for it was as natural as breathing. It wasn’t a window, or a reflection at all. It was a part of me, pulling me toward it. There was a different reflection, not far away, and I could imagine the killer standing next to it. I could bring them together, opening a portal between them—just like I could lift my hand, or blink, or cough.

      I envisioned the killer’s form as I plunged through the reflection. As the cool magic slid over my skin, the world around me flickered, shimmering into bright colors and strange faces.
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      I fell to my knees, disoriented from the leap. My hands slapped on cobblestones, carpeted with soft, shiny moss. The spaces between them teemed with cowslips and foxglove. Where the hell was I?

      Music filtered through the air, soft and ethereal. Wispy tendrils of colors swirled all around me, caressing my skin. As I lifted my head, I blinked in shock. Somehow, I’d come to the open-air hall Roan had shown me through the London Stone.

      The space brimmed with figures dressed in thick cloaks tied up tightly at their necks, wool the color of snow and honey, berries and moss. No one seemed human. In fact, many of the people around me had horns, tails, hooves—some even had wings. Hair and eyelashes of sky blue, lavender, and silver. Some radiated strange colored lights, and their skin tones ranged from pure black to a translucent white that shimmered under the twinkling, star-flecked sky.

      From my knees, I watched as a man, taller than most, strode through the hall, not far from me. The crowd seemed to part before him. He wore a golden crown on his deep-copper hair, and a gold skull clasp on a blue cloak. Long black claws grew from the ends of his pale fingertips. Instinctively, I did everything I could to avoid his gaze, sinking lower to the floor. Was he the king? Gracefully, he turned again, gliding into the crowd. Around him, the fae stiffened as he walked past.

      I swallowed hard. I needed backup, if that was possible. Still on my knees, I reached for my quilted bag, rummaging around for the cell phone. I pulled it out, staring at the screen. No reception. I shoved it back in my bag again.

      I had two options here. I could either leave quickly and try to find my way back to London, knowing I was outnumbered by hundreds of potential monsters. Or I could stay for a few minutes, hoping to get a glimpse of the unsub who’d been terrorizing London.

      Slowly, I rose, mentally repeating my mantra. Be courteous, and be prepared to kill everyone you meet.

      I surveyed the room, scanning the party guests. They stood in pairs, their bodies oddly restrained and tense under their cloaks. The women mostly wore their hair loose, flowers and seashells threaded through their tresses. The men stood tall and broad, oozing self-confidence and power. Everyone wore delicate, glimmering masks that hid the top half of their faces, only their eyes shining through.

      Rows of guards stood along the walls, swords slung by their sides. They wore platinum and blue tunics with a strange heraldic emblem on the front: a skull submerged under water—the same symbol I’d seen in Leroy’s bar. Same as Gemma’s tattoo.

      Above me, golden rib-vaults arched beneath the starry sky like a glittering ruin. The beauty of it all stole my breath.

      And that’s when heads began turning to me. A winged couple nearby stared at me, murmuring with surprise.

      A stunning, black-haired woman prowled toward me. “A three-born.” Her midnight cloak draped over her body. “What is her kind doing here?”

      “Maybe she’s part of the entertainment,” a bearded man suggested. “Where’s your cloak, whore?”

      A horned woman cocked her head, pulling her crimson cloak tighter. “Can you feel her? Her raw emotions? So exotic!”

      I took a step back from them. This was certainly more attention than I’d bargained for. And given that everyone was a head taller than me, I couldn’t see through the gathering crowd to anyone who looked like the unsub.

      Apparently, dressed in a man’s coat and stinking of gasoline, I didn’t exactly fit in here. The mood around me began to darken, the fae quickly closing in on me.

      “Let’s have some fun,” a woman whispered. “We can take turns with her.”

      A man with goat-like legs licked his lips. “The Rix is still here.” He cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. “We won’t let the king find out, will we? I want to taste her.”

      Um, no.

      Spotting a gap in the crowd, I dashed through it, sprinting for the hall through a chorus of gasps. In the vaulted hall, I glimpsed a small doorway inset into the stone. Behind me, I could hear the fae chasing me, their footsteps echoing off the tile. I pulled open the door to a smaller hallway, its white marble walls lined with torches. I ran as fast as my tired legs would take me.

      My mind, unable to process it all, shut out the panic and impending meltdown that were clamoring for attention. I would focus only on the bare facts required for survival. Namely, getting the fuck away from the fae who wanted to “taste” me.

      I bolted down the seemingly endless hallway, my heartbeat a loud drum in my chest, my breath ragged. The long chase with the serial killer had already exhausted me. I stumbled and nearly fell more than once, hearing my hunters’ shrieks of laughter echoing through the narrow hallway.

      As I ran, dread began to bloom in my chest. I could see now that the hall led to nowhere, and a locked metal gate blocked my path. I whirled around, listening to the oncoming footfalls.

      The mirror! I had a compact mirror in my bag. I got here through a reflection, and I could get out through one! I rummaged in my bag, my pulse accelerating. Where was it?

      A sudden memory struck me: getting the mirror from my bag last night as I lay in bed, to check the state of my bruised cheek. Had I returned it to the bag?

      Of course I hadn’t.

      My pursuers, five men and a woman, appeared around the curve of the hallway, only twenty feet away. They weren’t running anymore, but walking slowly, cruel smiles on their faces. I was cornered, and they knew it.

      “Can you feel her fear?” the woman in front asked, her eyes pulsing green. She flashed a set of sharpened fangs.

      “Delectable.” Goat-man began unbuttoning his shirt as he walked closer. “Take off your clothes, mongrel.”

      “Are you scared, Lilive?” asked a man with slicked-back platinum hair.

      “I’m not Lilive,” My voice trembled. “You’ve got the wrong woman.”

      They all laughed, and the sound sent a shudder up my spine.

      The woman’s laughter trilled like a nightingale. “Oh, I think not, mongrel.” She spoke with acidic delight. “You can’t hide from us, not even with that ghastly perfume. We’re going to put you in your place tonight.”

      “It’s not perfume, it’s gasoline,” I said. “I was attacked—”

      “Imagine that.” Goat-man took his shirt off, revealing a muscular torso. “I suppose this really isn’t your night. I’m afraid you won’t walk away from this, but you might crawl naked through our city. I can’t promise you’ll be left alone.”

      “Step away from her.” A voice reverberated in the tunnel, deep and angry. A voice you wouldn’t fuck around with.

      It was Roan. He’d come up behind them, the torchlight flickering on his golden skin. He stood wide-legged, fists clenched, dressed in a forest-green cloak, a hint of armor underneath. A metallic cuff, studded with emeralds, glinted on his wrist. When he turned his head, I caught a glimpse of phantom horns. I couldn’t decide if he looked like a god or a demon. Probably a little of both. And whether or not he was my unsub, I felt a strange flicker of relief at his arrival. At least he was calling off the hunt.

      They looked at him, and one of the men sneered, “You can have her once we’re done with her, Taranis. Look at how she’s dressed, showing off her legs.”

      “None of you will touch her,” Roan said.

      Hungrily, the woman growled. “I just liked the way she felt. That’s all.”

      He snarled, his green eyes flickering in the torchlight. Then, without warning, he leapt, slamming into Goat-man, crushing him against the wall. He gripped the man’s head, twisting it with a crack.

      The woman turned back to me, her sharp teeth gleaming. “Now, mongrel—”

      I slammed my fist into her stomach, and when she bent over, my knee caught her in her face.

      Another man turned to me, hissing, and I glimpsed his tongue for a second—black and forked like a snake’s. He lunged at me, and I moved sideways, trying to kick him. He moved impossibly fast, dodging my kick. He grabbed me and threw me against the portcullis. Pain shot through my head as it hit the cold metal, and I sank to my knees, the world dimming. In the background I could hear screams of anger and pain, the cracking of bones.

      “Now, thhhhhree-born.” The man’s tongue licked the air. “I will usssssse you the way I want to.”

      He grabbed me, lifting me to my feet, and tore Gabriel’s coat off my body. His strength was inhuman. He held the tatters of the coat in his hands, looking at my clothes.

      “That’ssssss an ugly cosssstume. Take it off, or I’ll do it for you.”

      “Sure thing.” Instead, I lunged for the wall, and pulled a torch from its sconce. I swung the burning torch at him.

      “I’m not afraid of a little flame.” Amusement glinted in his eyes. Just over his shoulder, I could see Roan smashing another fae skull into the wall. Apparently four-to-one odds were okay for him.

      “Who said anything about little flames?” I darted forward, touching the torch to the gasoline-soaked coat in his hands. Flames blazed from the cloth, engulfing his fingers.

      He shrieked in agony, dropping the coat, but his hands still burned, and the scent of charred flesh filled the air, sickening me. I took a step back, holding the torch carefully away from my own gasoline-soaked clothes.

      In the next moment, Roan slammed a fist into the man’s chest—literally into it, snapping through bone. He pulled out the creature’s heart, and the burning man fell to the floor.

      I stared at them both, my eyes wide. Blood dripped down Roan’s hand, and he let the heart drop to the floor.

      A deathly silence reigned as our eyes met, his stare demonic and cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked at him in shock, staring at the carnage. The six bodies of my pursuers all lay on the floor. Apart from the snake guy, all their necks were twisted at odd angles.

      I swallowed hard. “You killed them all.”

      Roan shook his head. “No. They’ll live.” He nodded at the man with no heart. “Not that one, obviously, but I’ve been wanting to kill him for a while.” His tone was casual, as if he were talking about trimming hedges.

      My legs were shaking uncontrollably. “Thanks for stopping them. I guess.” I wasn’t sure yet if I was thanking a serial killer. Given the way he’d just dispatched that man, it seemed likely.

      “That makes two times I’ve saved you.” He walked over to me, blood dripping from his hand onto the stone. “You draw trouble to you like a lilac draws bees.”

      “Why were they so intent on me?”

      “Your kind provide a certain carnal pleasure to fae.” His gaze roved over my body. “Those who can’t control their urges are often susceptible to it.”

      “My kind? What, humans?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Sure.” Suddenly his features hardened, and shadows darkened his eyes. “Now tell me what the fuck you’re doing here.”

      I had the strongest urge to lower my gaze, but I held his stare. “I heard there was an amazing party, but I have to say the music kind of sucked, and not a single person has offered me a drink yet.” He was crazy if he thought I was going to tell him everything I knew.

      He folded his arms. “Is that so.”

      Ignoring my raw fear, my eyes met his squarely, my jaw clenching tight. “You stole evidence from the morgue.”

      “Yes.” He didn’t even flinch at the accusation.

      “Why?”

      “You have your methods of investigation, and I have mine.”

      “Investigation? You stole the spleen to find the killer?”

      “Why else?” he asked.

      Maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe not. The police used autopsies as a tool to catch killers. Maybe the fae had similar methods. “Why would you care about someone killing humans?”

      Roan’s jaw tightened. “That’s not important right now. I asked you a question, Cassandra. How the fuck did you get here?”

      “You have your methods of transportation, and I have mine.”

      Surprise flickered in his eyes for just a moment. “It was stupid of you to come here. Your frail body could easily break here, as I would assume you’ve gathered by now.”

      “The merry band of rapists and the heart-stealing did tip me off that this might not be a vacation for me.” I didn’t suppose I could just tell him I was going to take him back to the station for questioning and expect him to follow.

      “I need to get you dressed in something more suitable, so you won’t attract attention.” His lip curled. “And that perfume—”

      “It’s not perfume,” I snapped. “It’s gasoline.”

      “I don’t know why you’d mask your natural scent that way.”

      “I didn’t choose—look, forget it.” I shook my head in frustration. My mind was digesting what I had seen so far. My assumption that the killer was likely to be Roan—because of his large body and inhuman strength—was premature. Clearly, many of the fae were larger than humans, and most were faster and stronger as well. It was true that Roan showed a strange fascination for the murders, but that didn’t make him the killer. And he had just saved me, which gave him some bonus Cassandra points. Not that I was ruling him out.

      Whoever was killing in London, I’d followed him here, and he might still be in the main hall. I needed to take another look before getting back to London to update Gabriel. I’d found my way in easily enough by jumping into a reflection, and I could leave the same way.

      “Okay,” I said. “Thanks, and all that. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be leaving through the main hall…”

      He blocked my way. “No.”

      I tensed. “No?”

      “If you walk away from me, you will die.”

      Okay, maybe he was the killer after all. I revoked his Cassandra points. “So that’s it? Do as you say, or you’ll kill me?”

      “No. Every other fae in the city will try to kill you.”

      I cocked a hip. “What do you mean?”

      “Your body gives off an aura. That’s why these people chased you down the hall. We can feel you. If you’re standing close to me, my own powerful aura will mask it. But you need to get out of those foul clothes, because you don’t for one moment look like you belong here.”

      “And into what?”

      He nodded at the auburn-haired woman on the floor. “Avelina’s a bit taller than you, but it will do. Take her dress and cloak.”

      “I can just take her cloak.”

      “No. Your clothes reek. By the time we get back to the party, there’s a good chance you’ll need to take the cloak off.”

      “Why would I—”

      “Enough questions.” His icy tone slid through my bones. “I can’t teach you the full complexity of the fae court as we stand here.”

      “Fine.” My jaw tightened. “You want me to just strip her?”

      “Do you know of a better way to take a dress from someone?”

      “It feels wrong.”

      “After what she was about to do to you? I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      I swallowed hard, crossing over to the woman. Despite Roan’s assurances, she looked properly dead to me.

      I knelt by the woman, untying the cloak from around her neck and pulling it off. Under the wool fabric, she wore the most beautiful dress I’d ever seen—a platinum tulle with darker gold stitching that curled up the front, and an amber belt around the waist. Apart from a few strategically placed gold vines, the entire thing was sheer. No wonder she’d been wearing a cloak.

      I turned her onto her stomach. As I unbuttoned the back, I exposed the woman’s milky skin. Gently, I pulled the dress off of her, taking care not to tear the delicate fabric. I left her on the ground, wearing only a tiny pair of gold underwear. I covered her half-naked body with the cloak again.

      I held up the dress, watching the candlelight flicker through it.

      Without me asking, Roan turned his back to me, his entire body tense.

      I was within two feet of a murder suspect, about to strip off my clothes. My gaze flicked to the torches. If I needed to kill him, maybe I could light his damn woolen cloak on fire.

      “Do you have to stand so close?” I asked.

      “I don’t like it any more than you do,” he said coldly. “But as I’ve already explained, I have to stay near you because of your aura.”

      Right. My so-called “aura.” I pulled off my shoulder bag and dropped it on the floor next to me. Dress or not, I wasn’t leaving that behind. It contained my last remaining possessions.

      I unzipped my black skirt. As I slipped it down over my bare thighs, I felt acutely aware of Roan’s body near mine. The cool air in the stone hall raised goosebumps on my skin.

      I pulled off my gasoline -soaked sweater and shirt, tossing them on the woman, too. Between the plunging neckline that would nearly reach my navel and the sheer fabric, I wouldn’t be able to wear a bra under the thing. Dammit. I never walked around without a bra. Still, I’d look like an idiot walking around with a black bra under a sheer gown. Unfortunately, the black underwear I wore would show right through the sheer fabric, but taking this woman’s gold panties was a bridge I wasn’t willing to cross.

      I unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the floor. Then I stepped into the dress and pulled it up over my body, the delicate fabric sliding against my skin, and slipped my arms into the sleeves. It nearly fit, though it was several inches too long for me.

      I reached behind me for the buttons, straining my arms, but I couldn’t quite get them to connect. I cleared my throat. “Could you please button me from behind?”

      He turned around, smiling slyly. “Is that what they call it in your world?”

      I sighed. “Could you button my dress, please?” I turned, showing him my exposed back.

      He started at my tailbone, his fingers deftly working their way up my back. Each time his fingers brushed against my skin, I felt an electric thrill. I tried not to think of the fae-blood all over his hands.

      “There,” he said. “Let me see you.”

      I turned around to face him, strangely self-conscious.

      Slowly, his gaze roamed over my body, lingering between my legs. “That won’t do.”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “The black knickers. Normally I’d appreciate them, but here, they look ridiculous.”

      I frowned, then reached up my skirt, pulling them off. Despite being in a dress, I felt almost entirely exposed.

      His lips curled in a smile at the sight of me, and he took a step closer, as if mesmerized. “You look…”

      “What?”

      His smile faded. “Still human, unfortunately.” He scrubbed his hand over his mouth, thinking. After a moment, he reached out and stroked my hair. A strange sort of energy tingled over my skin, giving me a brief rush of euphoria.

      I swallowed hard.

      “You have your magic; I have mine.” He twirled a lock of my hair around his finger. He’d turned my tresses a pale shade of pink, the color of cotton candy.

      “Is it permanent?” I spluttered. I wasn’t a pink-hair sort of girl.

      “Not unless you want it to be.” His lip curled. “But we’re not quite done. You still reek of that perfume. I can change that.”

      Slowly, he reached for me again, this time tracing his fingertip from my neck down the plunging neckline of the dress, all the way to the center of my chest and navel. His touch on my bare skin left a trail of hot tingles over my body, and my pulse raced. I stared into his green eyes, entranced. And as he touched me, his breath seemed to speed up, too, his eyes glowing gold.

      As if snapping out of a spell, he dropped his finger and straightened. “You almost look like one of us. Now grab Avelina’s cloak and mask, and let’s go.”

      I picked up the cloak and wrapped it around my dress. The woman’s nearly naked body lay on the floor, completely defenseless. I quickly covered her as much as I could with my old clothing. Then I daintily removed the silver mask from her face. Without it, she seemed even more innocent and defenseless, and I had to remind myself that she was the one who’d led the mob.

      “Come on.” Roan’s low voice vibrated in the hallway.

      “Wait.” I snatched my bag from the ground. “I’m not leaving this behind.”

      “You can’t wear that into the hall.” He held out a hand. “I’ll carry it.”

      I tightened my grip on it. “I’m not giving up my bag.”

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      He sighed, pulling the emerald-studded cuff from his arm. “We’ll trade. This is worth more than whatever you’re carrying, I’m sure.”

      I slid it onto my wrist. Expensive—and reflective. After I investigated the fae hall again, this could be my exit route.
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      As we drew closer to the large open-air hall, Roan motioned me to wait and peeked through the open doorway.

      “It is as I thought,” he muttered. “The gathering has changed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “The Rix and the king’s guards have left. Most of the guests as well. Only the slave women remain, and none of them are wearing cloaks.”

      “The slave women don’t wear cloaks,” I repeated. “Let me guess. Everyone calls them whores.”

      “A trend the king started years ago.”

      I nodded slowly. “And that’s the man you called the Rix? Rix means king, doesn’t it? I saw him in there, wearing a gold crown.”

      “He isn’t the king. Not the High King. He’s more like an advisor.” He glanced at me. “Take off the cloak. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself.”

      He didn’t seem to notice the irony in his words. I removed the cloak from my shoulders and discarded it behind me.

      He leaned in close, whispering, “Whatever you do, stay close to me. My aura will mask yours.”

      Perhaps. I had no way of knowing if he was lying to me or not, but I’d play along for now. I looped my arm through his as we walked into the hall, breathing in his scent of musk and oak.

      This time, no one seemed to notice me. The few women left behind had shed their cloaks, revealing sheer gowns that showed off their breasts. Some danced with the men; others danced for the men, who leered at them.

      I scanned the thinned crowd, analyzing the behavior and comportment of the people around me, trying to mimic their posture and expressions.

      I tried not to fidget with my dress. Though Avelina’s ribcage and shoulders were similar in size to mine, her breasts must have been slightly smaller, because the dress looked a bit more obscene on me.

      “Come on,” he said. “We should leave.”

      “I want to stay just a bit longer.” I busily searched the crowd. He must be here.

      “Do you want to die?” he hissed. “We need to leave.”

      “Not yet,” I whispered back. It might have been a mistake to come here, but I was already learning valuable information. Clearly, fae males like to control their women, to assert themselves over female sexuality. They viewed women as dangerous temptations. I was quickly forming a mental profile of a killer who felt he needed to punish women for stepping out of line—he might go after women in dresses he thought were too short, or who walked around unchaperoned.

      And I still hadn’t ruled out Roan. I glanced at him. “Tell me about the change in the party.”

      “The king forbids dancing,” he whispered. “He has for centuries, since the Great Purge, when he forced the pixies out of the kingdom. But after his advisor left, some of the fae stayed to indulge themselves.”

      “And what do you think of these women who don’t wear cloaks?”

      He shrugged. “I appreciate the female form.”

      It was impossible to read his face. “And what about those five unconscious fae you left behind?” I whispered. “Will the High King learn about that?”

      “Even when they wake, they won’t say anything. The humiliation of pursuing someone like you would kill their reputation.”

      “You say the most flattering things.”

      The music had changed, becoming more sensual, and now a slow drumbeat pulsed through the room. Roan’s eyes locked on me. “You’ll need to dance with me if you want to remain here unnoticed.”

      “Fine.” Just a few more minutes, and then I’d mirror my way out of here.

      Roan took my hand, and the feel of his skin against mine sent a rush of pleasure through my body. He pulled me in close to him, and I put a hand on his shoulder. Not an easy feat, considering our height difference. His hand slid around my waist, and his warmth radiated through the thin fabric of my dress. We began to sway to the music, my body brushing against his. I watched Roan’s face as we moved around the dance floor, his intense eyes, the way the light shone off his golden horns.

      I became acutely aware of every inch of my body that brushed against his. I considered his claim about my “aura.” It was a convenient story, with the clear purpose of keeping me close to him at all times, in his control. It was time to test it. As he spun me around, I let myself drift a foot away from him. I twirled again, spinning away. And as I did, I felt the mood in the room shift, darkening. All eyes drifted to me. A man’s mouth fell open, a woman’s face twitched in interest and hunger…

      In another second, Roan was by my side again, slipping a powerful hand around my waist. “I told you not to do that,” he said. Heat from his body warmed my own. Around me, the faces were relaxing, confused eyes looking around, searching for something that was gone.

      “I don’t do everything I’m told.” I slid my arms around his neck. My heart pounded. It was true. These people could feel my aura, and somehow, Roan managed to hide it.

      I couldn’t stay here much longer. I decided to take one last look at the gathering and leave. Peering beyond Roan’s powerful arms, I scanned the room.

      “What are you looking for, woman?” he asked.

      “I’m looking,” I said, concentrating.

      “Looking for what?”

      “The killer.”

      He arched a dubious eyebrow. “Do you know what he looks like?”

      “Well… he’s a big man.”

      “Uh-huh,” Roan said dryly. “Almost everyone here is large, compared to humans. And they’re all wearing masks. I would have noticed if anyone acted out of the ordinary, which is more than you can say.”

      His patronizing manner was really getting on my nerves. “Really? What about those men and women behind me? Anything interesting about their behavior?”

      He glanced. “Not really. One of the women has very nice breasts. We should be going.”

      “In a minute. Turn me in a circle, then dip me low.”

      He began to turn me. With my face to his, I let my eyes flick to the side. He then leaned forward, dipping me deeply with his powerful hand under my lower back. I threw my head back to stare behind me, the surroundings etched in my mind—each shimmering gown and winged back.

      Roan pulled me back up to him, and my breasts grazed his chest. My breath caught in my throat, and I slid my arms tighter around his neck.

      He breathed in deeply. “Are you satisfied?”

      Pressed against his powerful chest, I tried to gather my thoughts. “Okay,” I said casually. “Behind me there are three women. Their dresses are sheer purple, green, and red, from left to right. Green is fanning herself with a fan with a bluebird drawn on it. Just behind them are two men; one has a tail, one a pair of wings. The one with the tail is looking at the red woman, but he’s trying to look as if he’s actually checking out the purple. To their left are a man and a woman, each surrounded by a group of people. I’m talking about the one with the red mask, and the one with the silver mask—see them? They act like they don’t know each other, but when I looked, they exchanged a glance that makes me think they know each other very well. And see that woman in the corner with the silvery hair and the transparent pearly dress? She’s also examining the crowd, trying to act casual. She’s quite bad at it, I have to say. I could have spotted her a mile away. I think she’s a spy for someone.”

      Roan’s eyes focused and widened slightly. “That was… impressive.”

      “Oh,” I whispered, “I’m just getting started.”

      I kept going as we danced, twirling and dipping, describing outfits, drinks, casual glances. Then I counted the number of gold masks and ivory masks and tallied it for him, just to show off. Once I was done, I eased my concentration, letting the image fade away. But to my immense disappointment, I had seen nothing to suggest I was in the presence of the serial killer. Despite my attention to detail, maybe it really was all too foreign for me to interpret.

      Roan looked at me as my descriptions trailed off. “I’ll admit, you surprised me. Is that a part of your reflection magic?”

      “It’s part of my FBI magic. I’m trained to do this.”

      “That’s… interesting.” He frowned. “I’d never have imagined a three-born would be able to do that.”

      There was that phrase again, three-born. And he said it like some sort of curse. I stiffened. “What’s a three-born?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      I frowned. “Those guys there called me a three-born and a Lilive. Those words mean something. What is it?”

      Roan shook his head and splayed his fingers on my back, pulling me in tighter to him. I was intensely aware of each part of my body touching his, my hipbones brushing against him, his fingers curling protectively around my waist, as if we were real lovers.

      “Roan?” I asked. “If you’re investigating the serial killer case, what have you learned?”

      Slowly, as if in a trance, Roan drew slow circles on my waist with his fingertips. “I’ve already told you the killer is fae.”

      Each stroke of his fingertips distracted me, so I could hardly focus on the task at hand. I moved in closer, relishing the feel of his powerful body moving against mine. “And what else?”

      He bent down, his breath warming my throat. “You’re beautiful, Cassandra. But it’s best if I keep you out of it.”

      A tall, violet-haired beauty tapped on Roan’s shoulder. “Taranis. I would like this dance.”

      He stiffened. “I’ll dance with you later, Liliana. I’m occupied at the moment.”

      Even beneath Liliana’s mask, I could see her cheeks redden. “I hardly ever see you at the dances. And when I do, you won’t deign to dance with me?” She sounded pissed.

      Well, this was awkward.

      “Next time,” Roan said firmly. “I promise.”

      Lilliana turned her gaze on me. “And who is this little thing?” Before I could stop her, she ripped the mask from my face.

      Roan’s hand flew out to stop her, but the damage had been done.

      “Is this the mongrel who came through here earlier?” she shouted. “You’re passing me over for a filthy Lilive? She should be enslaved!”

      Around me, the dancers stopped twirling, and murmurs echoed through the room.

      Gasps and titters erupted around me.

      “Let’s go.” Roan grabbed my hand, pulling me from the hall in a sprint for the exit.

      At last, we rushed out into the cool night air, onto a balcony that overlooked a twinkling city. He led me down a set of stone steps, overgrown with vines.

      “What is going on?” I demanded.

      I pulled him to a halt below a rowan tree, its boughs strung with shimmering silver lanterns.

      He glanced back at the hall, searching to see if anyone was following, and then tried to pull me again. I stood my ground.

      “What do they want with me?” I asked, my voice sharp. “What is a Lilive? Why did that woman think I should be enslaved?”

      He looked at me impatiently, and I met his stare. He waited, listening intently. When he was satisfied we were alone, that no one was pursuing us, he met my gaze. “There are names for people like you, and none of them particularly nice. Three-born, Lilive, fortal, mongrel. They’re all names for pixies.”

      Okay. This was stupid. “Um, I’m not a pixie. My parents were both human.”

      “No, they weren’t. Pixies are born from the unholy union of a human and a fae.”

      I swallowed hard. “I don’t see how that’s possible. Granted, my father was…” A fucking monster, like all you people. I let the thought die on my tongue. “But trust me. Neither of my parents looked like the fae in there.”

      “Mmm. And how do you explain that you feed off fear?”

      “Are you saying I do that because I’m a pixie?”

      “Not all pixies feed off fear. Despite what my fae brethren call pixies, I have no problem with your species. The reason I don’t trust you is that you’re a terror leech, born from the worst sort of fae. The bringers of doom, my ancient enemies.”

      My stomach swooped. “Great,” I muttered, half-dazed.

      “And I think you also have some magical skills of your own? Perhaps you’ve noticed that most humans don’t have that?”

      The world seemed to waver beneath my feet, and a memory hit me.

      The blood test when I was six years old, the doctor telling my mom that something was wrong with the results—that my blood was irregular. There was no iron in it, he said. It must be a severe iron deficiency. They gave me iron supplements, thinking I had a bad case of anemia. And then I got really sick, and nearly died. My mother refused to take me to a doctor ever again. Was it true that iron hurt fairies?

      I swallowed hard as the terrible idea took root in my mind. My father—the monster—was a fae. A true demon.

      Panic gripped my chest, and my breathing shallowed.

      Roan grabbed my shoulders. “Whatever you’re doing, you have to stop,” he urged. “Your feelings are overwhelming my aura. If you keep this up, they’ll all come running out of the hall.”

      My blood pounded in my ears. My knees nearly gave way, and Roan slipped an arm around my waist to steady me.

      I stared at him. I needed to get a grip if I was going to get through this fucking night alive. Whatever I’d just heard, I needed to lock up that knowledge and keep my head on straight. With all the control I could muster, I shoved this new knowledge into the dark depths of my mental vault, and locked it. I would have to face it later, but right now, I needed to have my wits about me. I took several deep breaths, calming down, then straightened.

      “Okay.” I swallowed hard. I wanted to get the fuck out of here as fast as I could. And I didn’t trust Roan. “Give me a second.”

      With a racing pulse, I pulled off the cuff, looping it around a tree branch. I felt for its reflection, letting it become a part of me, imagining it in my hotel room. The reflection shimmered, and I fell into it, a liquid coolness rush over my skin.

      And yet, halfway through I felt the air around me thicken, knotting around me, an impenetrable wall. I was knocked back onto the stone steps with Roan, my back smacking on a stair.

      He stared down at me, arms crossed. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Reflection magic was new to me, but what had just happened felt as if my body had rebelled against me, as if my hand had suddenly clenched into a fist and smashed me in the nose. The reflection was part of me—it should have worked. My head spun.

      “Trinovantum is easy enough to enter. Not so easy to leave, even with your reflection powers. You can only leave though a portal.”

      How did he know about my reflection powers? Then I realized—the night I had watched him through the mirror. He had seen me as well. He knew how I got here all along, and now knew that I had tried to leave and failed. Damn it! Was he telling the truth about portals?

      I rose, my legs shaking. I couldn’t process it right now; I needed to keep a clear head. “Okay. Can you take me to a portal?”

      “Of course. Right after you help me.”

      I blinked. So much was strange around me, but one piece of the puzzle instantly became very clear. “That’s why you’ve been helping me, right? You need something from me.”

      “Of course.” He shrugged. “Why else?”
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      Roan had called the fae world a mirror realm, and in a way, it was true. A warped mirror, reflecting our own world. As we walked through the city, I had the strangest sense of walking through a world at once foreign and familiar, and the sensation made my pulse race. Did it look familiar to me because my father had come here, the memories passed on to me through his tainted blood? It didn’t look like a city for monsters. It was oddly beautiful, in fact.

      Pearly spires towered over winding roads, and between them, fae walked on footbridges that arched high above us. Morning glory, trumpet vines, and ivy climbed gleaming marble walls, and gold cornices glinted in the moonlight. Birdsong surrounded us—nightingales, maybe? Cobbled streets veered in erratic paths that evoked London’s patterns. Temples, overgrown with vines, stood in the place of churches in the human realm.

      Half of me wanted to stay here for a month, just taking it all in. The other half wanted to get the hell back to the human realm, fresh with everything I’d learned about fae culture.

      As long as I could block out that disturbing, uncomfortable thought that I might possibly belong here. Lock it all up in your cage, Cassandra.

      On our journey through the city streets, Roan marched fast. Every few minutes, he’d stop and turn to me while he waited, frowning the whole time.

      “Why didn’t we take a horse or something?” I asked.

      “I only have one. And I had no idea you’d be this slow.” As we passed a fountain—some sort of nymph spewing water into a basin—he turned to glare at me. “Do you always walk at this pace?”

      I crossed my arms. “You’re over a foot taller than me. You need me, right? You’ll just have to walk at my pace.”

      I didn’t like knowing that I was at his mercy here, dependent on his ability to mask my aura. Whenever distance grew between us, I began noticing heads turning, fae frowning as soon as they sensed my mongrel emotions. Even if I decided to make a run for it, I didn’t know where the damn portal was, or how to use it.

      Nearby, a nightingale trilled, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. As much as I was trying to block the thoughts about my father, the mental stress was slowly overwhelming me. It didn’t help that I was dependent on a lethal fae who seemed to have an anger management problem.

      I couldn’t let myself be controlled. I had to grab back the control. He clearly needed me for something, and that meant I’d live—for now. As soon as I could find out where the portal was, I’d get the fuck out of Dodge.

      But as we got to a great wall surrounding the city, dread snaked up my spine. He was taking me out of the city, into the wilderness. Tentatively, I followed him under an arched city gate, its surface covered by curling silver branches. As soon as we’d passed through, I touched his arm. “Can I have my bag back now?”

      He glanced down at his leather belt with a touch of disdain, then pulled the bag free. “What’s so important in this?”

      “Just give it to me.” I snatched it from his hand. I didn’t need to warn him that I’d been thinking about shoving my pen into his eye socket if I needed to defend myself.

      “Fine.” He turned, walking on.

      Here, outside the city walls, grassy fields gave way to a forest in front of us. As soon as we’d left the city, the stars seemed to burn brighter, and the air hung thick with the smell of moss and wildflowers. We walked down a winding dirt path that led to a forest.

      I took a deep breath. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “I need your skills. Your ability with reflections.”

      “For what?”

      He didn’t bother answering, and we returned to silence, the only noise the crunching of our feet over the gravel. Not for the first time that day, I thanked my lucky stars that I’d chosen to wear flats with my skirt. Even so, my feet ached in the thin-soled shoes, but if I’d worn heels, I’d probably have been begging Roan for a piggy-back ride by now.

      As we reached the forest’s edge, the hair rose on the back of my neck. It didn’t look like a welcoming environment. Here the air thinned, and goosebumps rose on my skin.

      We walked deep into the forest, gnarled boughs arching over us. Between them, I caught glimpses of large black birds soaring beneath the moon. I hugged myself tightly. The dirt path snaked through the trees. All around me, shadows seemed to flit between the ancient oaks. Moonlight filtered through oak branches, dancing on the ground like a living thing, sparking off frost and snowflakes.

      Was it my imagination, or was there something sinister about the crooked twists of the tree branches? The further we moved into the woods, the colder the air grew.

      Just as my eyelids were beginning to droop, an oily movement caught my attention. From a shadow beneath an oak, a figure emerged, and the sight of her tightened my chest with dread. Instinctively, I reached for the pen in my bag, staring at a crone with one good eye and hair the color of winter frost, her skin a midnight blue.

      Okay, it was just an old woman with blue skin and a crooked ice tiara resting on her head like a demented Elsa. No reason to panic.

      Roan paused, stepping in front of me protectively, his body tense. “Queen of Winter. We are passing through.”

      She grinned, her teeth the color of rust, and my stomach dropped. “Don’t you want to know your fates?”

      Her low voice sent a chill up my spine. Instinctively, I took a step back.

      “Not this time, Queen,” said Roan.

      She narrowed her one good eye, and pointed a long rusty claw at me. “A pixie. With darkness in her mind. This one likes terror.”

      My mouth went dry. “That’s not true.”

      In the next moment, she was lunging for me, shoving me against an oak. “The key, here!” she screeched, her cries rumbling through my gut, her eyes flashing with icy light. “The key walks through the Hawkwood Forest!”

      Her voice rattled around my mind, and my vision darkened. Deep in the darkest recesses of my mind, my wildest thoughts began to rattle at the bars of their cages. My mother’s screams, the thrill of other people’s terror. The darkness inside me, so powerful it could swallow the world. The power of fae running through my veins, giving me strange powers. And now I knew what I was: I was a monster. Terror tore at me from the inside out.
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      When my vision cleared again, Roan was by my side, gently prying the old woman from me, unwrapping her fingers from my shoulders. “Thank you, Queen, for your prophecy.”

      Shaking, I tried to gather my thoughts, clamping them down in their cages again. Dwelling on the past was death.

      I watched Roan pull the crone away from me, surprised at both the way he handled her and how she seemed to calm at his touch. With his arm firmly on her back, she looked like a harmless old woman, lost in the woods. She stumbled away from us, mumbling to herself, and wandered into the shadows.

      Roan turned to me. “Are you okay?”

      I swallowed hard, nodding. “Who is she?”

      “The Callach. Queen of Winter. An elder fae.”

      “And she’s crazy, I take it.”

      “She’s a prophetess.”

      I nodded dumbly. Of course she was.

      He turned, stalking off into the woods. “You look tired. We should hurry.”

      As we walked on, the air grew colder still. My legs ached, and shivers wracked my body. I was basically half naked here, in just a sheer dress with no underwear. Moreover, I’d been awake all night, after two brutal fights and a race through London in my little flats. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. My identity had been shattered, and I was lost in another world. Damn right, I was tired. I wanted to curl up in a ball and give up for a while.

      I blinked, fighting to keep awake. All the adrenaline in the world couldn’t keep my eyes open much longer. With chattering teeth, I hugged myself as we moved deeper into the woods. With the cold, I was becoming increasingly vulnerable, and I didn’t like it one bit. My eyelids started to drift closed…

      I must have been slightly delirious, because I mumbled, “If you’re going to try to kill me, I want you to know I’ve got a pen in my bag.”

      “I’m not going to kill you. You have problems trusting people.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.”

      He peered at me, suddenly curious. “Why?”

      The question took me by surprise. He’d never shown much interest in me before. Somewhere, in the dark vault of my mind, my mother’s screams rang in my skull. And maybe it was the cold, or maybe it was my overwhelming exhaustion, but I had a sudden desire to just lay it all out. “What happened to me, Roan, is that my father was apparently a fae. And everything in my life is a lie.”

      “But you don’t think of him as your father anyway,” he said quietly. “A woman is the author of this achievement. You are your mother’s daughter.”

      “Men never fail to disappoint.” A cloud of breath puffed from my mouth. “It’s almost always men who are the murderers, the tyrants, the rapists. Do you know how many female serial killers I’ve analyzed? Precisely none. And let’s not forget the Virginia Stallion.” I’m not sure why I added that last bit, but I was on a roll and didn’t want to stop.

      “You’ve completely lost me at this point.” His gaze lingered over my body for a moment. “Your body is losing heat faster than it should. I can see you shivering.”

      “I’m fine.” I hated when strangers saw me as vulnerable, although right now, all I wanted to do was to curl up somewhere warm and sleep for days. Here, in the depths of the forest, snow and frost dusted the trees. My toes were completely numb. “Anyway, my ex-boyfriend called himself the Virginia Stallion. He liked to get rides with as many women as possible, as I learned not that long ago. You know, if you’re banging three chicks on the regular, eventually one of them will find out.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He glanced at me, arching an eyebrow. “He sounds like a loathsome cur. How did you get vengeance?”

      “What?” My shivering was getting out of control. As I spoke, my breath misted around my face. “I didn’t. I just moved out of the apartment.”

      He paused, turning to look at me. “You’re freezing.” He sounded irritated, as if this were somehow my own fault. “The chattering of your teeth is like an icepick hammering at my skull.”

      “I’m freezing because I’m basically naked and—hang on. Why is it winter here? It was summer a few miles back.”

      Moonlight glinted in his green eyes. “You’re not in the human realm anymore. The laws of nature are different here.”

      “Okay. Well, I’m still human. Or at least, half human, I guess. And humans get cold in the winter without proper clothing.”

      “Ah.” He nodded slowly, then pulled off his cloak. He wrapped it around my shoulders, pinning it together with the stag clasp. His wool cloak completely enveloped me, and I relished the warmth, the musky smell.

      When he finished, he took a step back. Something seemed to spark in his eyes. “Good. Yes.”

      “Are we almost to… wherever we’re going? Thank you for the cloak, but my body is exhausted.”

      “Nearly there,” he said. “We’ll be somewhere safe in an hour.”

      Safe from what? “I want to know where we’re going.”

      “We’re going to the Hawkwood Prison. I need your help in breaking someone out.”

      I froze in place. “You what?”

      “Keep walking.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Your frail human body won’t do well in this cold. Your muscles have tensed up already, and I can tell by your gait that your legs are aching, the right more than the left. I can also hear your stomach rumbling.” There was that irritation again. “I’ll tell you about it while we’re moving.”

      I followed after him on shaking legs.

      “I need your help to rescue a friend,” he said. “I’ve known her since childhood. I owe my life to her.”

      “A debt, huh?”

      “It’s not like that. It’s not about the debt.”

      I believed him. “So why is she in prison?”

      “She shouldn’t be imprisoned.”

      “Uh-huh.” I frowned skeptically. They always said that. “What is the crime she’s incarcerated for?”

      “Treason,” he said simply. “I suppose she is guilty, if hating one’s king is a crime. There are tyrants among the fae, just like in your own world. Only here, justice is blinder and swifter. She’ll be executed soon.”

      I mulled over this as we walked through a thick grove, a chill wind breathing down our necks.

      Even taken at face value, what Roan was asking me to do was to break this place’s laws, helping a criminal escape incarceration. Since I was a federal agent, this sounded like a politically problematic action. Of course, I didn’t know much about the current political relationship between the United States and the fae realm. There probably weren’t any extradition treaties.

      I also had no way of knowing if Roan was telling the truth. Was setting one woman free all that he wanted to do? Was she really guilty of nothing more than hating the king? It didn’t seem likely. Surely they wouldn’t have had concrete evidence unless she’d been caught plotting.

      “I’m not sure I believe your story,” I ventured. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to free a criminal.” If she’d been labeled a traitor, I could end up imprisoned right along with her. And from what I knew, the punishments for treason were among the worst ever devised.

      He paused, his eyes rooting me in place. “Then you can get back to London by yourself, and I don’t imagine you’ll make the journey.”

      Okay. He had some serious leverage. I had no idea how to get back to London. “If I help you, can you guarantee you’ll help me safely return to London?”

      His lip curled. “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

      “If you can’t give me that simple promise, I’d prefer to risk going on my own. If you think I trust you, think again. Maybe the authorities here would be interested in knowing you’re trying to free a traitor. Maybe they’d be grateful enough to help me get back to London.”

      “A little pixie like you? They’d have you locked up and used for amusement.”

      “Promise me.”

      He gritted his teeth. “Fine. I promise.”

      “I need you to say it. Do you promise that all you want me to do is free this woman, and once we do that, you’ll help me get back to London?”

      “Yes, woman. As long as you stop your stomach from rumbling.” His tone was pure ice, and the venom in his voice slid through my bones. “Once we get her out, I promise to help you get back to London. Are you quite satisfied?”

      I nodded and began walking again. “Roan?”

      He grunted.

      “Why do fae call pixies three-born? And Lilive?”

      “Because Adam had a wife before Eve,” Roan said. He was no longer looking at me, simply marching ahead. “His first wife was Lilith.”

      “Right. And she wasn’t into the missionary position.” I knew this story from the old myths. Lilith liked to be on top, and that meant she was evil and demonic, because of the patriarchy. “And Adam hated that, because he was insecure about his knob size.”

      “Apparently you know this story already.”

      “Then Eve was created, and she was awfully fond of long, phallic snakes. I wonder what she was missing in her life.”

      Roan kept marching just in front of me, so I couldn’t tell if he cracked a smile. “Adam and Eve are the ancestors of the human race. Adam and Lilith are the ancestors of the fae race. And pixies—”

      “Have three ancestors. Hence three-born. And Lilive. And fortal… I’m guessing that’s fae and mortal.”

      “I see you don’t need any more information from me. You have all the answers. Perhaps we could return to silence.”

      Oh, no. We were not done with this interrogation. I was gaining valuable intel, and also, this line of inquiry kept me from thinking about the frostbite forming on my toes. “But what is it with fae and pixies? Why are the fae so drawn to me?”

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and a hard, icy rain began to fall. This just keeps getting better.

      A sigh slid from him, and still he marched ahead. “All fae, including pixies, can feed off human emotions. Lust, happiness, excitement… it energizes us. It makes us stronger, healthier.”

      “You called me a terror leech,” I pointed out. At the thought, dread bloomed in my chest. If I’d been feeling stronger, I would have found a way to push the thought from my mind. But there it was, a terrible thought echoing through the hollows of my mind—that I fed off fear like a monster.

      “Some fae have an affinity for a certain emotion,” Roan continued. “And since you like to spend time around murder scenes, I would guess you like fear.”

      “Oh, that is horse shit,” I snapped, a little too vehemently. “I think you’re projecting. Let’s not forget the time you spent around the crime scenes.” I was absolutely not going to tell him about my old “trauma junkie” nickname. I didn’t want to entertain this idea at all.

      “Whatever you say.”

      Slowly, the rising sun began to stain the sky a pale periwinkle, streaked with honey. So it was morning again. When was the last time I’d eaten? As soon as the thought crossed my mind, my stomach rumbled.

      At the sound, Roan turned to me, glaring. “You’re hungry now, too. Your frailty knows no bounds.”

      “You seem annoyed that I have a human body.” I reached into my bag, pulling out a half-empty container of mint Tic Tacs to shake into my hand.

      “I don’t like the sound of your hunger,” he muttered, walking on. “You need to eat, and you need to get warm. Which means you need to move faster.”

      The rain pounded harder, soaking my hair and seeping through the cloak. Roan seemed completely unbothered by the icy storm.

      “How many fae feed off fear? If it gives someone power, it seems like the perfect motive for a murder.”

      “More than I’d like. And as a pixie, you feed on your own fear. How often have you placed yourself in a dangerous situation, only to feel fear? You court danger to feed off your own feelings. That’s the pixie side of you.” He was walking ahead of me, not looking at me now.

      “That’s not true.” Icy numbness spread through my body, chilling me to the bone. Was it the cold, or was it what Roan was telling me?

      “Isn’t it? Walking through an alley in the middle of the night, knowing that a serial killer is slaughtering women? Following a perfect stranger by yourself, without any backup? Is that the behavior of a trained agent, or a danger addict?”

      The wintery rain hammered my skin, and I focused on taking one step at a time. As we walked through the storm, the dirt road became a muddy trail, and my delicate ballet flats sunk in a deep puddle. I nearly fell. I tried to answer Roan, but I was shivering too hard, couldn’t respond. Couldn’t walk anymore. My muscles were seizing up with fatigue and cold.

      I just needed to lie down and sleep.

      If I could rest for a few moments by one of these trees… Once I let my body rest, I’d get up and keep walking.

      My hands sank into the icy mud.

      “What are you doing?” He sounded far away. I curled into a ball, closing my eyes, drifting away.

      “Gods damn it!” someone said from a distance. I felt a strong pair of arms lifting me, cradling me, and then the subtle rhythm of movement. With my eyes half shut, I leaned against his body, trying to rest. I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing, only that it had been a long day.

      “Stay awake for just a few more minutes,” he whispered.

      He clearly had no idea how tired I was. I would just rest for a moment, maybe two, and then we’d keep going to… wherever we were going. I wasn’t entirely sure anymore.

      I heard a creak, then a slam. He took a few more steps, his footsteps sounding strange, echoing loudly. I realized that the rain had stopped just before I sank into a deep slumber.

      And when I slept, I dreamt of my mother’s voice, screaming. Horace! Don’t!

      I’m not sure how long I was out before I felt a light brush against my cheek, and a thrilling rush of electricity.

      “Hey,” a deep voice whispered. “Wake up.”

      I curled tighter into a ball, just wanting to sleep.

      The brush had become a soft caress, so lovely I almost wanted to purr.

      “Cassandra.” The voice softened. “Wake up.”

      My eyes fluttered open, and I found myself shivering. A strange tapping noise echoed through my skull. My teeth, I realized, chattering like crazy. Something warmed me, but I was certain it couldn’t penetrate the ice in my blood.

      I lay in a small room, a fireplace crackling at my side. Roan was leaning above me, his breath warm on my cheek.

      “Good.” Relief flickered in his eyes. “You’re awake.”

      I swallowed hard, my mouth dry. “I’m not like him.”

      “Like who?”

      “Never mind.”

      His brows drew together. “All right. Get closer to the fire. I’ll be back in a moment.” He disappeared from my vision.

      I pushed up on my elbows, surveying the room. I lay on a rug by a roaring fire in a stone fireplace. An oak tree grew from the center of the wooden room, its boughs twinkling with lanterns, and its arched, twisting branches forming the ceiling. A crooked ladder led up to a loft with a bed, and under it, Roan rummaged around in a chest.

      From white walls hung stag’s antlers and wood carvings, and rounded windows looked out onto the dark forest, tinged pink with the rising sun. Bookshelves lined the walls, and the firelight cast a flickering glow over a moss-green sofa just to my right. Every surface in the place was crooked and curved, as if the house had formed from the forest itself.

      A gleaming sword rested by the fireplace, and above the hearth, a heraldic emblem featuring a stag. I narrowed my eyes. I hadn’t seen that one in Leroy’s.

      Trembling, I dragged myself closer to the fire, feeling its warmth against my skin. I held out my hands, the warmth slowly trickling in. They hurt like hell. I slowly clenched and unclenched them, watching the flames from between my fingers. I still wore his rain-soaked cloak, and my body felt like ice. At this point, the frigid cloak was doing more harm than good, and I unclasped it, pulling it off. I pulled off my shoulder bag, dropping it by my side.

      Roan straightened, clutching two downy blankets. “This’ll warm us while our clothes dry.”

      “While our clothes dry?” I muttered, confused.

      He crossed to me and dropped the blankets on the floor. “Take off your clothes.”

      I stared, watching as he pulled off his soaked white shirt to reveal his powerful chest, the firelight flickering over his lethal-looking tattoos. I couldn’t help but let my eyes roam over his arms, thickly corded with muscle. I tried to be prepared to kill everyone I met, but I would not want to be on the wrong side of a fight with him if I could help it.

      “We’ll dry our things,” he said.

      My cheeks heated. “I’m not changing here. I’m not even wearing underwear, since you made me leave it at the palace.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shrugged, and pulled off his belt, then his pants. He wore only a pair of wet, black shorts.

      When he turned to face the other way, my chest tightened. A network of brutal scars marked the skin over his back. Someone had hurt him… badly. I watched him walk to a brass bowl in the corner of the room. He twisted his shirt above the bucket, squeezing the water out of it, then did the same to his pants. His body exuded pure power, and my breathing grew shallow. He seemed perfectly comfortable in only his underwear.

      And then, he took them off.

      My heart racing, I turned away.

      A few moments later, he returned, wrapped in a blanket. Despite his height, the fabric covered most of him. Clutching the wool with one hand, he hung his clothes on hooks above the fireplace with the other.

      “The clothes will smell like smoke tomorrow, but there’s nothing to do about that.” He crossed the room, ducking under a leafy threshold into a dark hall. A few moments later, he returned with a plate of bread and dried meat.

      He sat across from me in front of the fire, sliding the food over to me. “Eat. I don’t want to have to hear your stomach anymore.” For just a moment, his eyes flicked to me, and I saw his fists tighten on the blanket, his knuckles whitening. “You should cover up.”

      “You’re one to talk.” I grabbed a piece of bread, biting into it. God, it tasted delicious. “You’re big on double standards here, aren’t you? You walk around naked in front of me, and I have to wear a dress that’s transparent, but not too transparent.”

      Looking down at my body and seeing my hardened nipples grazing the wet fabric, I realized he had a point. Maybe I was clutching to a shred of dignity I had long lost.

      “Fine.” I sat in front of him, turning my back to him. “I’ll need you to do the buttons.”

      “Mmmm,” he said.

      In the next moment, I felt his fingers nimbly moving down my spine as he unbuttoned the back of my dress, exposing more of my skin. Each time his fingers brushed against my skin, I felt a strange shiver of pleasure, and my back began to arch. And when he’d finished, I thought I heard him exhale a shaky breath.

      “There,” he said, his voice hoarse. “It’s done.”

      “Thank you.”

      I grabbed the other blanket, and wrapped it around me. Then, doing my best to hide myself, I let the dress fall to the ground. It was a clumsy procedure, and at one point part of the blanket fell away, revealing the side of my naked body. I grasped it, panicking. Roan was staring at me, a purely carnal look on his face.

      Finally, he tore his gaze away, with a low growl. “You need to eat something.”

      I managed to fully remove the dress and hung it on a spare hook above the fireplace, feeling extremely naked underneath my blanket.

      I was certain of one thing. Roan might be very comfortable with his own body, but something about mine deeply unnerved him.
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      I lay by the sofa, curled up in the warm woolen blanket. I can’t say I’d ever lain naked on an animal skin before, and I felt a little weird about the fur tickling my back and thighs. But at least I was warm.

      My body was relaxed in the warmth, my belly full of bread and butter that Roan had brought for me. If I hadn’t been plagued by sleep deprivation, I’d have lain awake all night, staring at Roan to make sure he wasn’t going to murder me in my sleep. And while not staring at Roan, I probably would have obsessively thought of my father—the fae murderer—and all the reasons I was nothing like him.

      But as it was, sleep quickly claimed control of my mind.

      And as I drifted off, I found myself in a wood of towering oaks that clawed at the night sky, starlight streaming through their boughs. Strangely, I felt as though I belonged here, that I’d always belonged among these ancient trees. Their powerful trunks seemed to breathe in and out in the dark forest.

      Dressed in a silky red gown that brushed against my thighs, I walked on a mossy path, my bare feet cushioned by earth. In a forest that smelled of fresh rain, the hair rose on the back of my neck. Someone was hunting for me. He was hunting for me, and yet I wasn’t afraid. I was ready for him. I wanted him. Slowly, my fingertips trailed down the front of my body, between my breasts, past my belly… I wanted to feel his hands on me. My pulse raced as my body grew warmer, seeming to swell and strain against the fabric of my dress.

      He’s coming for me.

      Distantly, I heard his footsteps pounding the earth, his body making the ground tremble. Roan.

      No. No! What was I doing here?

      And even as I struggled for control of my own thoughts, I felt my hands untying the front of my dress, letting it fall from my body as the cool forest air caressed my skin. Some traitorous part of me wanted to be ready for him, to feel his skin against mine. I wanted to show him how much my body ached for him.

      He’s closer now. Though I couldn’t explain why, I unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the ground, my breasts peaked in the forest air.

      He was so close now that I could feel his primal energy charging the air. Closer. When his hands slid around me from behind, his touch lit my blood on fire. His powerful energy rushed over my naked skin.

      From behind, he ran his hands over my breasts, and I pressed myself against him. I let out a moan, already writhing at his touch, and I turned my head to look into his golden eyes. Horns gleamed on his head.

      “Get on the ground,” he said, his voice low.

      The next thing I knew, I was on all fours in nothing but panties, my ass in the air, fingers digging into the dirt. I moaned, and in my desperation for him, the sounds coming from my mouth were no longer quite human. With one hand, he gripped my hair, and slowly stroked the fingertips of the other hand down my spine, his touch sending hot shivers of pleasure through my body. Then he cupped between my legs. I so desperately wanted his fingers just on the other side of that fabric. Panting, I writhed against his hand.

      “Cassandra.”

      I still wore my panties, and I wanted him to strip me completely, to be totally naked for him. As if hearing my thoughts, he pulled them off in one swift movement, still gripping my hair. Desperate for more, I opened my legs, moaning as he dipped his fingers…

      “Cassandra.” His voice woke me from my dream.

      I lay damp under a woolen blanket, with Roan leaning over me. I flushed, mortified to realize my fingertips were between my legs as I looked into his deep, golden eyes.

      “Cassandra,” he said, his voice husky. Desire sparked in his eyes, and warm firelight flickered over his powerful golden shoulders.

      He pressed his hands on either side of my head, staring at me with that pure carnal look. God, I wanted this man. I wanted to throw off my blanket right there. My body heating, I licked my lips.

      Without another word, he leaned in, kissing me hungrily. His tongue brushed against mine, and I moaned into his mouth. As he kissed me, my mind filled with unfamiliar memories—the scent of wild strawberries in a woodland forest, sunlight filtering through oaks onto my bare skin… I lost all sense of time and place, enraptured by the kiss.

      Roan gripped my hair, pulling my head back, his musky scent enveloping me. His other hand roamed under the blanket, stroking up my bare thigh, moving higher up my leg to where I needed him.

      I let the blanket fall from my body for just a moment, showing myself to him. I caught a glimpse of his horns—and that’s when reality hit me. What was I doing? I’d come here to investigate a crime, and I’d basically been kidnapped by this man. My body tensed, and I pulled the blanket back on. Mustering all the control I had, I pulled my face from his, and yanked the blanket back over my naked body.

      “Stop,” I said.

      With a growl, he pulled away from me. His body glowed with a rich, amber light, mixing with the milky daylight that washed over his skin. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know what was happening,” I said. “I just had a dream, and then you started kissing me.”

      His jaw hardened. “The only reason I kissed you is because you’re a pixie. I’ll stay further away from you when we sleep. For both of our sakes.”

      My cheeks reddened. “What do you mean, because I’m a pixie?”

      He wore his blanket around the lower half of his body as he climbed the ladder to his bed. “Like I said. Fae feed off human emotions. And for pixies, it’s doubled.”

      I sat up, pulling my blanket around my shoulders. “And you’re drawn to… what, exactly?”

      He shook his head, sneering, shifting to the other side of the room. “I’m drawn to lust.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, you obviously used your fae lust powers to give me that dream about you.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “That’s not how it works. But I do find it fascinating that you’re dreaming about me.”

      Scowling, I lay down and pulled the blanket tighter over myself. Goddamn fae. Perhaps I should just go out and sleep in the freezing mud instead.

      I closed my eyes, locking the memory of this encounter in my mental cage.
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      “Wake up.” A deep voice disturbed my sleep, and I pulled the blanket tighter. Fortunately, my forest dream had not repeated itself.

      I rubbed my eyes, still trying to clear my mind from the fog of sleep.

      “Wake up,” the voice repeated. “We have work to do.”

      Slowly, I opened my eyes. Night had fallen, and only the glowing red embers of the fire lit the room. It was cold, much colder than before, and the thought of removing the blanket from my naked body filled me with dread.

      “Here.” He threw a bundle on my blanket. “Get dressed. We need to get going.”

      I glanced at him, already dressed in his clothes from the night before. Were they dry already? I glanced at what he had thrown over me—a black jacket, with a lining of brown fur at the collar, and a pair of black pants.

      “Where are those from?” I asked.

      “A few friends have been busy helping while you were sleeping. I asked for clothes that would fit a child.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly. I dragged the black pants under the blanket, preparing for the arduous task of putting them on while hidden, but as I squirmed under the blanket, Roan left the cabin, letting the door shut behind him.

      With him out of the room, I threw back the blanket, and quickly pulled up the pants. Would’ve been nice to have a bra and underwear, but this would have to do for now. I pulled on the jacket, buttoning it. The fabric was soft to the touch. Velvet, maybe, and stuffed with a warm down. I snatched my gray bag from the floor, slinging it over my shoulder.

      After tidying up the blanket, I crossed to the window. A soft blanket of snow covered the ground, glowing with a pale blue in the moonlight. By the door, Roan had left a pair of fur-lined boots which looked about my size. Child-sized, apparently. I slipped into them, and they fit well enough. Moreover, they were incredibly warm.

      Roan pushed through the door, handing me a piece of dried meat. “You can eat on the way,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

      I followed him into the cool forest air. He wore his green cloak again, with a leather satchel slung over his back and his sword by his side. Before we set off, I gazed back at the cottage—a tall round structure formed of hemlock and oak boughs.

      “Do you live out here by yourself?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer, and we walked on in silence.

      The moon loomed over us like the watchful, milky eye of the Callach. Around us, the forest seemed eerily silent, apart from my boots crunching over the snow.

      “Is it always winter in this forest?” Because it was July in London.

      “Seasons in Fae aren’t as predictable as in the human world,” said Roan. “They change swiftly from day to day, and from place to place.”

      “I see.” He began striding across the snow-covered ground, and I followed him hurriedly. I shoved my hands into my pockets. “So what’s our plan? What role do I play in this prison break of yours?”

      “The prison is heavily guarded.” Steam billowed from his mouth as he spoke. “Getting in or out is nearly impossible.”

      “That’s generally how prisons work.”

      He nodded. “Very astute. However, you have reflection magic.”

      “Wouldn’t they protect against magic like mine? I mean, I’m not the only one with mirror magic, right?”

      “There are wards. But they are tuned to fae magic.”

      Aha. “And not pixie magic like mine.”

      “Pixies are very rare, and the few that exist are slaves to the powerful faeries in the court. Their magic is mostly very weak, diluted by human blood.”

      “Why isn’t my magic weak?”

      He glanced at me. “Perhaps your fae parent was powerful.”

      I thought of my father, my stomach twisting. Powerfully psychotic, anyway. “Okay. So… you want me to enter through a mirror?”

      “Yes. I know the interior well. We have this all planned out. The warden has a large room, equipped with a mirror. You’ll enter through that reflection—”

      He knew the interior well. So he was a fae ex-con. “Hang on. Who is this we you’re talking about? Who brought us the clothing?”

      He stopped, turning to me. “The details don’t concern you. We have a deal. You help me get my friend out, and I take you back to your world.”

      “I prefer knowing what trouble I’m getting myself into.”

      “You’ve already agreed to break into a prison. Obviously this will land you in very serious trouble should you get caught, no matter who my friends are. But I don’t see you with a lot of options in this situation.”

      Fair point. “Okay, fine. So I enter through the warden’s mirror, then what?”

      “You’ll see a back door to the prison’s kitchen. It is locked and barred from inside. I have the key. You’ll remove the bar, and I’ll be able to walk inside.”

      “Isn’t the door guarded?”

      “That’s my problem.”

      “And then what? We go in, get your friend out, and run?”

      “Yes.”

      “Won’t they have guards inside the prison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have any plan how to handle them?”

      “I kill them, and leave no witnesses.”

      “Do we have an escape route?”

      “No.”

      “That’s your plan?”

      “We go in, get my friend, get out. You go back to your home. That is my plan.”

      He fell silent. An owl’s cry pierced the chilly forest, and to me, it seemed like a terrible omen.
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      Despite my warm clothes, after an hour, my teeth had begun chattering uncontrollably. Tall oaks and pines loomed high above us. Snowflakes whirled in the chilly wind, landing on my face, and the cold air bit at my skin. Clouds covered the moon, and we walked in almost total darkness.

      With the snow covering the ground, I wasn’t sure if we walked on a path, but the overgrowth of the bushes and shrubs suggested that we were making our own way through the woods. Every so often, Roan would turn around and tell me to stop my teeth from chattering, as if I had any control over the matter. Apparently the coat should have been warm enough, even without a shirt underneath it, and he seemed to think the chattering of my teeth was some sort of personal insult.

      At last, the forest began to thin, giving way to a wide, barren field. We paused at the forest’s edge. A dark shape loomed on the horizon in the distance.

      “There,” Roan said. “That’s the Hawkwood Prison. We’re close enough.”

      “It doesn’t look super large.”

      “Most of it is underground. Prisoners don’t need windows and air.” Something about his dark tone sent shivers through my bones. “Some are housed on the upper levels. But the worst offenders, the accused traitors and murderers, are trapped in the dungeons below ground.”

      He closed his eyes, breathing in, and his body glowed with an amber light. I stared as, before my eyes, he transformed his appearance—darkening his hair, lightening his skin. When he opened his eyelids, he gazed at me with silver eyes.

      He slid the satchel from his back, opening it. Carefully, he pulled out a large oval shape that glinted in the pale light. A mirror, about twenty inches in diameter. He leaned it against a tree, and nodded at me.

      “Be silent, and fast,” he said. “Don’t take long. Once you enter the mirror, I’ll run over to the prison. I can deal with any guards patrolling the perimeter, but it’s best that we get in as soon as possible.”

      I bit my lip. “I’m really missing my gun right about now.” I had no weapons in my bag—just some keys, my amazing pen weapon, a phone that wouldn’t work here, and, of course, the Tic Tacs.

      “Take a right out of the warden’s room when you arrive,” he continued. “Find your way to the kitchen. I’ll be waiting outside a small door.” He took a step closer, peering down at me with those strange, silvery eyes. “But whatever you do, don’t wake the warden. In fact, avoid him at all costs. He can charm you into doing whatever he wants.”

      Was he serious? “I think I’m capable of ignoring his charm.”

      Roan shook his head in frustration. “It’s not like human charm. He has fae charm, stronger than most. He can control your mind. It’s his form of magic. If he gets two words in, you’re as good as gone.”

      I cleared my throat. “Don’t wake the warden. Got it.”

      “One more thing,” he said. “I won’t be near you, and your aura will alert the fae around you. Stay as calm as you can. If you start projecting any strong emotion, such as fear, they’ll surround you in seconds.”

      “Great,” I muttered. “Well, that thought will help me stay calm.”

      He looked at me intently. “If you fail, it will be disastrous for all of us, and you will die an agonizing death.”

      “Great pep talk, Roan!” He might be a terrifying fae warrior, but he would never make it as a sports coach. “Now give me a second.”

      I glanced at the structure, my heart beating, fear already clawing its way out. I took a deep breath, clearing my mind.

      I could do this. I was a psychologist; I understood the mind-body connection and cognitive behavior therapy and all that crap. I focused on my breathing first, forcing it to slow. Then, I envisioned the day Scarlett and I went to the spa to treat ourselves. The tranquil music, the soothing face masks, the gentle massages—Scarlett monologuing about history. When we got back to Scarlett’s apartment, we drank gin cocktails and watched Old School. My choice. Scarlett would have forced us to watch a documentary about the bubonic plague.

      My pulse slowed down, my body relaxing. Tacos, the smell of spring, jogging in the light rain.

      Roan said nothing, didn’t try rushing me. He could probably feel my fear diminishing.

      Finally, calmness restored, I turned to the mirror, feeling for the reflection. It lurked behind the glass, waiting for me, a part of my being.

      I sensed the second reflection in the warden’s office easily, and I merged them both while thinking of nothing but cucumber face masks and pedicures. Then I stepped closer and shimmied through the mirror on the tree, feeling the cold liquid wash over my face and body.

      I stepped into a dark room, through a mirror hanging on the wall. Carefully, I stepped as quietly as I could onto the floor. At least the air in here was warm, a small relief to my frozen nose and ears.

      My gaze flicked to the bed, where a man lay curled in an over-sized blanket. The warden?

      Despite his height, his long fingers and fine features gave him a delicate appearance. His eyes were shut in peaceful slumber, and pointed ears poked out of his long black hair. He exhaled, gripping the blankets tighter around his thin shoulders. A long, pointed tongue darted out, and he licked his lips.

      Maybe he could feel my aura, even in his sleep. My pulse began to race, and I forced my breathing to slow, focusing on random details around the room: An enormous wooden door, barred with metal; rough wooden walls; the jug of wine; the green shirt discarded on the floor… Good. Think mundane thoughts, Cassandra.

      A green shirt, the same emerald green of Roan’s eyes. Would the color look nice against my pale skin? I felt my breathing deepen, my heart rate slow.

      A small table stood by the bed, and a small leather-bound book lay on its surface. What did fae read before going to bed? Perhaps a bit of taboo pixie-on-fae romance.

      The inane thoughts kept the fear at bay, and I could hear the warden’s breathing deepen.

      Carefully, I tiptoed to the door, filling my head with calming thoughts of warm baths and beach breezes.

      When I opened the door, the corridor’s torches cast a flickering glow into the room. I quickly slid out, closing the door behind me, and stepped into a stone tunnel, the ceiling arched high above me. In both directions, the hall twisted.

      As Roan had instructed, I turned to the right. I stalked through the tunnel as quietly as I could. Every ten feet, heavy oak doors interrupted the stone walls, and a silvery magic glowed around them.

      As I walked, I found myself in a maze of twisting corridors that zigged and zagged in all directions, until at last, I came to a dead end.

      Wrong way. What the hell was I even doing in this godforsaken place? Swallowing hard, I turned around, trying to marshal a sense of calm.

      I fumbled in dimly-lit corridors for several more minutes, my self-control slipping as I heard nothing but my own breathing.

      But when my pulse began to race out of control, I started to hear the rattling of chains behind those wooden doors, and a pained moaning. I knew that meant my aura was enticing the fae.

      Twice, when I heard the creatures hurl themselves against the doors, I forced myself to stop and think of the quiet forest, of that dream I had of Roan… Nope, nope. That was making my heart race again. Lampreys, taxes, my former coworker noisily licking his yogurt spoon and shoving it back in his desk…

      Finally, I found myself in a large room with a wooden table and a huge fireplace. Pots and pans hung from the ceiling, and the smell of bread wafted from the pantry doors. A sigh of relief slid from me. This must be the kitchen, where the wardens and guards ate.

      I stepped into the room and walked to the door. A metal bar crossed it—thick and long, blocking the door completely through two metal loops. Slowly, I slid the bar through the metal, and the creaking made my heart race.

      At last, I pulled the bar through the loops. The door almost instantly opened to the icy winter air, and Roan’s powerful form towered over me. Pale moonlight washed over his skin, now a porcelain shade, his eyes the color of moonlight, his hair specked with snow.

      His body was alert and tense as he walked in. Behind him, a body lay on the ground, blood staining the snow.

      So now I was an accessory to fae murder. Cucumber face masks, Downton Abbey…“We should hide him,” I whispered.

      He nodded, turning back to the body. In a swift movement, he lifted the guard easily onto his shoulder.

      I hurried across the kitchen, pulling open a pantry door. Roan carried the corpse into the room, then shoved it into the pantry. There was a key in the pantry door, and I locked it and took the key, pocketing it.

      “Stay close to me,” he said, walking toward the hall.

      Now that I had him here to mask my aura, I could stop panicking about my heartbeat and pulse. Relaxing my tight grip on my mind, I let the fear and thrill pour in as I looked carefully around me. Now that I could focus on the task at hand, I was able to move faster, in silence.

      “The entrance to the dungeon is in the warden’s room,” Roan whispered.

      I nodded, remembering the large, barred door I had seen there. After finding my way around the tunnels earlier, I could easily imagine the layout of the building.

      “I think I know the way,” I whispered. “Follow me.”

      Roan merely nodded and slowed down, letting me take the lead. Whatever else he thought of me, he no longer doubted my abilities. I brushed past him and hurried through the maze of tunnels.

      I led him to the door in no more than three minutes. He leaned down, whispering, “Stay close. I can feel your fear from here.”

      I nodded, watching as he slowly turned the handle, pulling open the door. His glamoured silver eyes pierced me.

      I slipped in past him, back into the warden’s room. He’d rolled over now, clutching his blanket tight. Slowly, we crept across the room. And when we’d crossed halfway, the warden snorted, rolling over, his eyelids fluttering.
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      I jumped, my pulse racing, eyes intent on the warden. Roan’s hand snaked around my waist, pulling me closer to him, masking my fear with his aura. His hands seemed enormous on my waist, and for just a moment, I thought of that dream in the woods.

      Roan leaned down, smelling my hair, and his fingers tightened on my body. And now my pulse was racing for a different reason.

      Slowly, he released his arm from my waist, but slid his other arm around my back, shielding my aura. I leaned into his powerful chest as we walked to the door.

      The warden’s snores filled the room again, and Roan reached into his pocket and pulled out a keyring.

      He slipped a long, silver skeleton key into the lock, while I kept my gaze on the warden, watching his chest rise and fall.

      The keys clinked against the lock, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from shushing Roan.

      Finally, the lock clicked and the door swung slowly open. Beyond it was a long, dark stairway that seemed to plunge into darkness.

      Roan closed the door softly behind him.

      I couldn’t see jack shit in there, and I looped my arm through Roan’s as we descended the uneven stairs, steadying myself against his powerful body. The smell of mold and blood hung in the air, and the only noise was a slow dripping somewhere in the distance. At one point, something brushed my face, and I fumbled back, swatting at it in panic. A cobweb. Roan grunted, clearly unimpressed. He didn’t say anything, but I knew what he was thinking. I had to control my fear.

      We arrived at the bottom of the stairs, which opened into a dimly lit corridor. Here, on steady ground, I pulled my arm from Roan’s, and we walked into the dank hall, passing closed oak doors. Inset into each were small, barred windows, but they were too high for me to peer inside. At last, we reached an open arch. As we drew closer, I could hear clanking metal, and a small, irregular, high-pitched sound.

      A muffled scream.

      Roan moved toward the doorway and I followed him, holding my breath as we peered into the room from the shadows.

      We stood at the edge of a long, shadowy chamber, its ceiling low and arched. Splotches of deep maroon stained the floor. Around the room, torture instruments hung from racks—iron pliers, spears, and blades. A tin tub of water stood in a dark corner. For drowning, I imagined.

      Bile rose in my throat. In the depths of the narrow chamber, a fae male lay on a rough wood table. Shackles bound his wrists and ankles to the table, and a rag gagged his mouth. Deep, red slashes cut across his chest, oozing blood.

      And above him stood a woman with long, platinum hair and skin the color of bone. She wore an ethereal sea-foam gown that seemed to float on a ghostly wind, its delicate fabric spattered with maroon droplets.

      Her elongated fingers were gloved in a fine white silk, and held an iron comb. Slowly, gracefully, she scraped it down the man’s body. He writhed in agony, screaming into his gag. Horrified, I clutched my stomach, and Roan pulled me closer to him again. When he looked down at me, I saw a deep pain etched on his glamoured features, and his large body trembled against mine. This place wasn’t just getting to me. It was getting to him, too.

      Swallowing hard, I closed my eyes, forcing my breath to slow down. The smell of hawthorn trees in the spring, my bare feet in the grass…

      Still, the fae’s muffled moans pierced my thoughts, and I quickly stepped away from the door, wiping a tear from my eye.

      Okay. Clearly men weren’t responsible for every terrible thing that had ever happened, even if the odds weren’t on their side in general.

      Hugging myself, I marched down the hall, and Roan quickly joined me, his body warming mine as he kept close.

      My breath shuddered. “She wasn’t even asking him questions. He had a gag in his mouth. What sort of an interrogation was that?”

      Roan nodded, his face grim. “Not an interrogation. Vengeance. She was using an iron comb. There is no iron in Trinovantum. The king brought it from your world. The depths of the king’s depravity knows no bounds,” he snarled.

      He seemed lost in a Hell of his own thoughts, his brow furrowed. That look I’d seen on his face as we’d stood outside the torture chamber, that raw agony, and his body shaking—I never thought I’d see Roan so unnerved.

      The corridor sloped downward and curved to the right as we walked. Torchlight cast dancing light over the stones, and shadows seemed to writhe around us. Every ten feet or so, oak doors interrupted the stone walls, barred with metal.

      We walked in silence, Roan’s anger nearly palpable. His glamour had begun to fade, his skin darkening a bit to gold.

      I tried not to think of that eerie woman, and her long fingers dragging a comb down the man’s skin.

      Roan sniffed the air. “Heather and grass,” he whispered. “She’s near. I can smell her.”

      As we rounded a sharp corner, footsteps echoed behind us. My heart thudding, I whirled.

      A guard with a long blond beard, dressed in armor, thundered toward us over the stone. “Intruders!” he screamed. He reached for the ceiling, pulling a cord, and a loud chime reverberated through the hall, turning my blood to ice. “Intruders!”

      Roan ran for the guard and, in one fluid movement, slammed his fist into the man’s stomach. With a roar, he tore the bell from the ceiling and slammed it into the fae’s face. The man’s skull cracked open.

      “Damn it!” Roan shouted. He kicked the guard in the stomach.

      I looked around us. Two rows of cells lined the walls, a dozen or so doors on each side.

      “Roan!” I said firmly. “Let’s get your friend and get out of here! You said she was near.”

      He glanced at me, rage burning deep in his emerald eyes. For a second, I wasn’t sure if he had even heard me, until he nodded. “Yes. I’ll slaughter anyone else who gets in our way. We’re getting out of here.”

      Roan reached down, pulling a set of keys from the guard’s belt. He ran down the cell doors, ignoring the piteous calls for help that pierced the oak. I followed after him, until halfway down the hall, he halted abruptly. He peered through the window.

      “Elrine?” he croaked, his voice hoarse. “Is that you?”

      “Roan?” A female voice, weak, trembling. I hurried closer to Roan as he tried one of the keys in the door’s lock, his hands shaking. Down the corridor, footsteps echoed off the stone.

      “Here, let me.” I pulled the keys from him. “You take care of the guards.”

      He sprinted away from me, unsheathing his sword.

      I slid the key into the lock, then clicked it open.

      Curled in the corner, a woman hugged her knees. Dirt smudged her beautiful, delicate face. But even in the filth of this cell, she was stunning: violet eyes, full red lips, flame-red hair. Bruises marred her perfect skin, and threadbare rags hung from her curvy body.

      Her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of me.

      I crossed to her, holding out a hand. “I’m here with Roan. We need to get out of here.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You’re a pixie.”

      “Yeah. I find it just as unbelievable as you do, trust me.”

      In the hall, Roan roared, and metal clanged off the stone.

      “Hurry!” I held out my hand.

      She grabbed it, letting me help her up.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Supporting Elrine, I led her into the hall just in time to see Roan running his golden sword through the last guard. I swallowed hard at the sight of the bodies on the floor.

      “Roan!” I called. He turned, his eyes burning, but the moment he saw Elrine leaning against me, his face softened. He rushed over to us, and wrapped her in a warm embrace. “Elrine,” he said, his voice full of compassion I had never heard in it before. “Are you well?”

      For some insane reason that I couldn’t begin to explain, I actually felt a flicker of jealousy. But I quickly shoved the stupid thought away.

      Fear shimmered in Elrine’s eyes as she glanced down the hall. “I want to get out of here.”

      “Hang on,” I whispered. I crossed to one of the bleeding guards—a black-haired man, his skull cracked open—and pulled a dagger from his belt. It felt good to have a real weapon on me again. “I’m ready.”

      We began walking back the way we came. Roan kept his body close to mine, trying to mask my fear. But as we rounded a corner, my heart leapt into my throat.

      The torturer stood in the middle of the tunnel, and torchlight flickered over her ivory skin. Her face was like a bucket of ice cold water poured over my heart. She was beautiful, her features perfect—apart from the empty voids where her eyes should be. Her serene smile sent a shudder snaking up my spine.

      Roan gently laid Elrine against the wall, freeing both his arms. “Watch her.”

      Then, as fast and silent as a tiger, he lunged forward, slamming into the torturer with his entire body.

      She wobbled, then straightened, the serene smile still plastered on her face. She grabbed Roan by the arm, her long fingers enveloping his enormous forearm.

      Roan’s jaw dropped, and his body went rigid, fingers twitching. His eyelids fluttered.

      My stomach flipped. She was hurting him, and I couldn’t stand by and just watch.

      Leaving Elrine behind, I ran toward the torturer, heart thrumming in panic as I glanced at Roan’s face. His eyes were wide in pain, just from her grip. As I reached her, I thrust my dagger into her arm, encountering no resistance.

      The torturer didn’t even flinch. Calmly, she turned to face me. I tried to pull the dagger from her arm, but the damn thing was stuck. She unclenched her fingers from Roan’s arm. Then, in a blur of movement, she clutched my shoulder.

      And my body exploded with agony.

      It was as if someone were burning me from the inside and outside. My skin roasted, my organs simmered, and my teeth disintegrated in my mouth. The pain was so intense, I couldn’t move or scream. I shook, paralyzed with shock, my mind begging for death.

      And then the torturer threw me aside like a sack of potatoes. I smashed against the floor, unable to move, gasping for breath, every muscle clenched tight. The pain had stopped, but the memory still ripped my mind apart, a phantom that felt like it would never leave. My entire body shook. On my hands and knees, I gagged, hurling up the water I’d drunk earlier. I wiped my hand across the back of my mouth, trying to regain control.

      I looked down at my skin, half expecting to find it seared, and I blinked when I saw it was apparently unblemished. My tongue ran over my teeth, surprised to find them intact. Warmth spread through my pants, and I realized I’d pissed myself.

      It had been pure pain, an attack on my mind, not my body. She’d touched me no longer than half a second, but it had felt like an eternity. Roan had been in the torturer’s grasp for almost twenty seconds, and he now lay slumped on the floor.

      Blearily, I watched the torturer walk over to Roan’s body and step on his throat. She pressed a long foot into his neck.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Further down the hall, two of the guards Roan had attacked limped toward us, gripping spears. One of them pointed his spear at Elrine, the other approaching Roan.

      Still trembling with shock, I forced myself to get up. The torturer and the two guards stood between me and Roan. I was unarmed, my dagger still in the torturer’s arm. She hadn’t even bothered pulling it out.

      My blood roared in my ears, and I turned to run.
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      Survival instincts kicked in, and I ran. My heart pounded, a bead of sweat trickling down my forehead as I sprinted for the stairs. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I had to get the fuck away from this hellhole.

      My lungs burned as I ran up the seemingly endless stairs. I could just feel that woman at my back, ready to grip me with her spindly fingers again, the pain unimaginable.

      Roan was still in her clutches.

      I gritted my teeth. He was strong. I’d seen him fight, and my reflection magic would be useless against her. My breath burned in my lungs.

      He saved my life. Twice.

      I shoved the thoughts into my mental vault, but my thoughts clawed at their cages like wild beasts. I had to get out of this place before it drove me mad.

      I could see the door to the warden’s room at the top of the stairs. I thought of the warden’s mirror. From there, I could get to the mirror in the fields outside. Maybe I could manage to find Roan’s friends, and come back for help with actual backup. There was no way I could help Roan by myself.

      I locked that vault tighter, trying to calm myself.

      At the warden’s door, I took a deep breath and opened it. Only four steps to the mirror. Exhaling, I reached for it…

      “Hello.”

      The voice froze me in place, but it seemed to calm me as well, dousing the fire of my mind with a cool stream of water. Glacial floes of ice encased my mind, and all I knew was that this was the voice of someone I wanted to please. I turned, my gaze landing on the warden. He sat up in bed, his chest bare, his smile gleaming, dark eyes open wide.

      “I heard we have visitors.” He pushed his lank black hair from his eyes. “But I would never have guessed they’d be so lovely.”

      Among all this hostility, here was a man who could help me. I smiled. I needed him. He might be the warden, but clearly he was one of the good guys. He could tell his torturer to release Roan. I depended on this man.

      “Hi.” I smiled. “I’m Cassandra. You can call me Cass.” Only Scarlett called me Cass, but the warden was a friend, too. A good friend. He could call me whatever he liked.

      He stood, wearing only a tight pair of leather pants, and walked over to me, his movements lazy and relaxed. I felt my heart flutter. I hoped I was interesting enough to catch his attention. And I definitely hoped he wouldn’t notice that I’d pissed myself.

      “Tell me about yourself, Cass,” he purred.

      I really wanted to make him like me. “Well… I’m from the United States, from the FBI…” His eyes were clearly losing interest, and I was desperate to get his attention back. “I’m from the BAU; we profile serial killers. That’s how I got here. There’s a serial killer in London, and I was helping the police catch him. I’m one of the best profilers in the FBI. Oh! And I’m also a pixie—” I shouldn’t have said that! They all hated pixies here. Now he’d hate me. “I wish I could be a pure fae, like you.”

      “There’s no shame in what you are.” He stepped closer, caressing my cheek. “I happen to love pixies. We’ll have a lot of fun, you and I.”

      I beamed at him. He was the sweetest, most wonderful man I had ever met. Had I really been angry with men recently? I’m so happy Roan—

      —Roan!

      I touched the warden’s chest. I thought he would like that. “My friend, Roan, is down below, with the torturer. They’re hurting him. You can stop them, right?”

      “Of course I can. I’m sure it was a terrible mistake. I’ll tell them to let him go in a moment.” He rubbed his thumb down my cheek. “Tell me, why did you come here?”

      “Roan wanted to rescue Elrine,” I explained. “She’s innocent.”

      He nodded, his eyes full of sorrow. He understood how innocents could get hurt.

      “And Roan promised me he’d take me to a portal if I help him. A portal back to London.”

      “I know such a portal,” the warden said. “Not far from here, to the east. I could take you there later. As long as you make me happy, little pixie. You will make me happy, won’t you?”

      “No need to take me anywhere,” I said hurriedly. “I can stay here with you, if that’s okay. I can be really useful. I have FBI training. I can be a guard.”

      “What a marvelous idea!”

      I exhaled, relieved. “So you’ll let them go? Roan and Elrine, I mean.”

      “Of course, in a moment. Sit on the bed, dear.”

      I hurried to his bed, thrilled that he’d let me sit on it.

      “Okay,” I said. “But can you please tell them to stop hurting Roan? Because the torturer is with him and—”

      His eyes widened, mesmerizing me. “You want to please me, don’t you? First, let’s have fun. I’m sure Roan is fine. Take off your jacket. You’re so beautiful, and I want to see your body.”

      “Sure!” I began unbuttoning the jacket, aware that I wore nothing under it. “But Roan—”

      He laughed. “You keep talking about this… Roan. Surely I’m more interesting than he is.”

      My jacket fell open, and he caressed my neck, his fingers trailing over the top of my breast.

      “You’re the most interesting person I’ve ever met!”

      “Did you ever meet anyone like me?”

      “No, never…” A memory from the past trickled through. A person, similar to the warden. In the human world. “I did hear about someone who’s a lot like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “Well… not as wonderful. But you have some similarities.”

      “How interesting! Who is he?”

      “His name is Charles.”

      “Charles? What a boring name.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed fervently. “It’s a really stupid name. Manson. Charles Manson.”

      The name triggered other memories in my head, and my own thoughts began to breach the surface. Of Manson’s followers, doing anything he told them, inspired by his charisma, enthusiasm, and strange eyes. The FBI agents who’d interviewed him, desperate for his approval.

      And then there were the savage murders Manson’s cult had committed. The warden wasn’t like that, of course. He was wonderful. He was…

      A monster. A voice in my mind screamed, trying to break free from his magic.

      My gaze flicked to the mirror in the warden’s room, my mind suddenly shrieking under the ice.

      “What is it, dear?” the warden asked.

      I stared at him. “It’s just that, there’s… something wrong with your face.”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “My face? What are you talking about?”

      “Look!” I pointed at the mirror.

      He turned and looked at the mirror, his reflection gazing back at him—with gaping, bloody holes where his eyes should have been.

      A reflection I had created.

      His horror fully shattered his hold on me, cold reality filling my mind again. I leaped to my feet, slinging one arm around his neck in a chokehold and clamping my other hand over his mouth.

      “From now on, I think you should really shut up.” I tightened my grip on him. He struggled against my hold, but he wasn’t as strong as the other fae. With his voice muffled, he couldn’t charm me. Slowly, his grip on my arm became weaker, until finally, he slumped in my hold.

      I loosened the chokehold on him, leaving my hand on his mouth for a few more seconds. Then I dropped him to the floor. My fingers trembling, I buttoned up my jacket, recoiling from the memory of him touching me.

      Adrenaline burned through my blood. There was no way to know how long he’d be unconscious, and I doubted I’d break free from his control a second time.

      I turned to the mirror, my breath shallow. The warden had said there was a portal to the east. I’d go through the reflection to the mirror outside, and then head east, trying to navigate by the stars and searching for some sort of portal. In any case, I’d be getting out of this nightmarish place, back to Gabriel.

      My mouth went dry, and I swallowed hard. I’d be leaving Roan behind.

      With dread tightening my gut, I turned to the mirror, hating what I was about to do. I searched for the second reflection, then brought them together. The glass shimmered, and I leaped through it.
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      Silently, I slid from a reflection in the tin tub, crawling out of the dripping water into a dark corner of the narrow torture room. The journey into the water’s reflection had soaked me in ice cold water. At least it had probably washed the piss off me, but I had to clench my jaw to stop my teeth from chattering.

      Lurking in the shadows, I surveyed the scene. The torturer had her back to me, her eyes intent on the table. To my horror, Roan lay on it, iron rings around his powerful body, his mouth gagged. One end of the table, where his head lay, was lower than his feet. His sheathed sword lay on the table.

      I craned my neck to get a better look. The woman had already started working on him, a rusty iron knife in her long, gloved fingers. As my heart slammed against my ribs, I watched her slide the blade across Roan’s powerful torso, cutting into the skin. Roan jerked in his bindings, fists clenching. Sweat trickled down his forehead. My mouth went dry. Three crimson slices already marked his skin just over his ribs and, because of his body’s angle, the blood ran up toward his face. Given those scars I’d seen crisscrossing his back, this wasn’t his first ride on the fae torture rack.

      I bit my lip. I thought I’d already come face to face with the worst of humanity, but I’d never seen a torture session in action, and the sight of it filled me with a visceral horror. Right now, I wanted to kick the shit out of that fae twat marking up his skin. But I had to keep my emotions under control, or she’d sniff me out within seconds. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath, thinking of nothing else but the movement of my lungs, and the air moving in and out. Beaches, toes in the sand, the call of seagulls… Keep it together, Cassandra.

      Humming serenely, the fae torturer plucked a long, shimmering gold cloth from a pocket of her ethereal gown. She folded it in layers over Roan’s face, then picked up a tin watering can.

      Gingerly, she poured water onto his face. His body twitched and spasmed, and the phrase drowned man rang in my skull. Somewhere, in the hollows of my mind, an image blazed—a skull under the water, a symbol of pure terror. I blinked, trying to clear my thoughts.

      Bitch was waterboarding him. It wouldn’t kill him—probably—but he would feel like he was dying. Watching him lying there, helpless, I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.

      Elrine lay in the corner, her feet and arms bound, mouth gagged with a dirty rag. Her entire body shook. Apparently, watching each other’s torment was part of the punishment. Except right now, her gaze was on me, her eyes wide. If she kept staring, she’d give the game away.

      I scanned the room, desperately searching for a weapon. My gaze landed on a rack of spears, hanging from a nearby stone wall.

      Slowly and silently, I crept out of the tub, slinking toward the spears. Crouched in the shadows, twenty feet from the torture rack, I reached for one, but my hand froze as a flash of silvery metal caught my eye.

      The dagger still protruded from the torturer’s arm. She didn’t even seem to notice, much less care. Could that demented wraith feel pain? Probably not. A silver spear was pointless.

      But her tools were made of iron.

      I dropped to my knees, silently crawling to the tool rack, scanning the disturbing iron collection. She’d taken the only blade, and nothing else would make for a quick kill—the instruments were designed to torture rather than execute—but I could at least do some damage.

      Carefully, I grabbed the cat o’ nine tails—a whip with nine iron-coated cords. In my other hand, I grabbed a small pair of iron scissors. I’d never been trained in torture; it’s not like I was in the CIA. But I had a good idea of how I could use these.

      As she poured another stream of water on his face, I heard Roan’s shackles buckle. I blocked out any ideas about the pain he must be experiencing, locking those thoughts deep in their cage.

      Delicately, the torturer turned and set the watering can on the table. She froze when she saw me, and the sight of her empty eyes sent a sharp tendril of dread through me.

      But I wasn’t about to give her time to rally. I lunged, swinging the cat o’ nine tails at her face. A loud crack sounded as I whipped it across her pale skin. She howled, an eerie, high-pitched wail, and fell to her knees, clutching her face. With my other hand, I slammed the iron scissors into her shoulder. She screamed, bucking, one hand clawing her injured shoulder as she folded over, grasping for me with her long, bony fingers.

      My heart hammered, and I jumped away from her reach, desperate not to feel her touch again. I pivoted around her, slipping out of her reach until I was behind her. Before she got a chance to turn, I brought the whip down on her again, slicing through her delicate gown and her flesh.

      Whimpering, she fell to the floor, but I had no sympathy for her. I struck her again and again, crisscrossing lines of blood materializing on her white flesh. My hand rose and fell, determined to make sure she wouldn’t get up again to hurt me or Roan, but with each lash of the whip I felt something in me breaking a little more.

      Finally, I was spent. As I straightened, my body shook. The fae lay immobile at my feet, her skin in tatters. I felt sickened with her, and with myself. Disgusted with what this hellish place had turned me into.

      Roan.

      I turned to him, pulling the golden cloth from his face. His green eyes widened in surprise.

      As fast as I could, I untied the waterlogged gag from his mouth. He took a deep breath, enormous chest rising and falling.

      “Where are the keys?” I asked.

      “Her pocket.”

      I knelt and rummaged in the woman’s bloody dress. I found the ring of skeleton keys, and after a few tries, managed to unlock Roan’s shackles. He sat up, massaging his wrists as I picked up the knife from the table and walked over to Elrine. She twisted away from me, terrified.

      “Not the iron!” said Roan.

      Oh, right. “Sorry,” I muttered. I crossed back to the spear rack and slid one of the weapons from the rack.

      Elrine’s body looked relaxed when I crossed back to her. Cutting through the rope that bound her wrists was cumbersome work, but I managed to free her hands. She pulled the gag from her mouth and grabbed the spear from me.

      “Thanks,” she said, her voice shaking. “Help Roan.”

      Roan had eased himself off the torture table, but he leaned against it, his face pale.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Iron,” he muttered. “Fae heal fast, but iron wounds never heal completely. We’re always left with scars. It’s like poison. It weakens us.”

      “That’s what happened to your back,” I said. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you? It’s how you knew your way around.”

      Something flickered across his green eyes, but he didn’t say a word.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” I said.

      “But you came back.” His tone was mystified, brow furrowed as he tried to make sense of it.

      Clearly, he hadn’t expected my return.

      “Sure.” I smiled weakly at him. “With your wit and easygoing manner, do you think I could leave you here?”

      He nodded at the torturer’s bloodied back. “Nice work. I didn’t know you had it in you.” Wincing, he reached down for his sword, securing the sheath around his waist.

      “You don’t know a lot of things about me.” I slid my arm around his back. “Lean on me.”

      He wrapped his arm around me, and I nearly buckled under his weight.

      “Come on,” I told them both. “I don’t know how long we have until the warden wakes up.”
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      We managed to get nearly to the kitchen before the alarm sounded. It was anyone’s guess whether the guards had discovered the torturer’s ravaged body, or the warden lying prone on the floor.

      Whatever the case, alarm bells chimed through the prison, interrupted by the shouts of fae guards. The bitter taste of adrenaline flooded my mouth. We weren’t moving fast enough. Roan was limping, leaning on me, while Elrine trailed us, casting fearful looks behind her. Holding it carefully away from Roan’s body, I clutched the cat o' nine tails, its tips red with the torturer’s blood. Elrine kept her distance, occasionally eyeing it with horror and disgust. But no matter how uncomfortable it made them, it was a valuable tool right now. It would scare the living shit out of anyone who got in our way. Good enough for me.

      “Can you move any faster?” I whispered into Roan’s chest.

      He groaned, trying to push himself faster, grimacing at the exertion. A few steps more, and his powerful body faltered. The poisonous iron must have been eating away at him.

      “I’m slowing you down,” he muttered. “Get Elrine out of here.”

      I had a good idea what would happen if a prisoner tried to escape and failed. And after what I’d done to that fae’s back… Roan’s torture would be unimaginable.

      “No.” I gripped his body tighter. “We’re not leaving you behind.”

      “She’s right.” Elrine hurried to his other side, her body still trembling. “Here. Put your other hand around me. We can get you out.”

      “And then what?” Roan snarled. “There’s a wide field, at least two hundred steps to the tree line. Every guard with a bow and arrow would be able to skewer us. Go!”

      Elrine and I exchanged desperate looks. He needed strength—a lot more strength—to overcome the poisonous iron in his blood.

      Hadn’t he said human lust strengthened him? If only he fed on human fear, we’d be outside in no time. But no. He was a sex fae.

      I took in Elrine’s concerned face. I liked her, and I had no idea what their relationship was, but for what I was about to do next, I needed some private time with Roan.

      “Elrine. Can you give us a few minutes alone?”

      She narrowed her eyes. Clearly, she didn’t like this idea.

      “Just a minute,” I pleaded. “I can strengthen him.”

      Well, this was awkward. No way around it. But better a few minutes of awkwardness than leaving Roan in the grips of that monster downstairs.

      “Fine.” Frowning, she slinked off into a dark doorway.

      I turned to Roan, taking in his stunning features. Mentally, I forced myself to lock away my terror, and the extreme danger of the situation, and the ear-piercing alarm bells. I breathed in deeply, inhaling Roan’s scent, and I let my gaze wander over his golden skin, the faint hint of stubble on his jaw, his perfect mouth. His dark eyebrows and lashes, a contrast to his sun-streaked hair. I couldn’t remember having ever seen someone who looked so like a god. Already, I could feel warmth sparking in me. And as he gazed back at me, his green eyes had become more alert.

      It was hard for me to feel sexy in this sodden, fur-lined jacket, designed for a fae child. While he stared at me, entranced, I unbuttoned the top three buttons, letting it fall open just enough that he could see half of my breasts.

      With a low growl, Roan slipped his fingers into my hair, and the memory of that dream sparked in my mind… His fingers in my hair, hand stroking down my spine while I ached for him…

      My breath became short, husky, as my face flushed. All I could think of was Roan’s hands over my wet body, warming me, holding me, gripping me.

      I slid my arms around his neck, pressing myself against him. He was so much taller than me that I had to push up to my tiptoes to get near his face, my bare chest sliding against his. I caught a faint wince before I remembered the state of his chest, but he seemed too enraptured in me to care. He leaned in, gripping my hair as he kissed me fiercely, his mouth claiming mine. And as we kissed, I began to lose all sense of time and place, my mind blazing with images of wild strawberries carpeting a woodland floor, and sunlight filtering through the oaks.

      I moaned into his mouth, letting my jacket fall open further, my hardened nipples brushing against his chest. With one hand in my hair, the other slipped down to my ass, gripping it tight, pulling me into him. I had the strongest desire to rip off the rest of my wet clothes and wrap my legs—

      “Roan!” Elrine interrupted us. “We need to go. Now.”

      Slowly, as if drugged, Roan pulled away from me, his body glowing with a faint amber light. Still, his hand gripped my ass, pulling me into him.

      “Roan!” Elrine snapped again.

      This seemed to snap him out of his trance, and he released his grip on me, straightening.

      I began buttoning the front of my jacket again, mortified that Elrine had seen this. But at least it had worked. Roan could stand on his own now. Honestly, it felt kind of amazing that I had such power, but I didn’t have much time to appreciate it with the damn alarms ringing.

      “Let’s go.” I started striding toward the kitchen, but Roan lingered behind. When I glanced back at him, his eyes were locked right on me, burning with golden intensity.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I asked. “We have to hurry.”

      “Pixie feelings,” Elrine said shortly. Her eyes were cool. “He fed too much on them. He’s half in a trance.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I grabbed his hand. “Roan! Get a grip! We need to get going.”

      He blinked, then shook his head. “Right.”

      We broke into a sprint, Roan easily keeping up.

      We barged into the empty kitchen, and my heart skipped a beat. The kitchen’s outer door was blocked by two enormous male guards, their spears pointed at us. Both had long blond hair that hung over fur and silver armor. Roan growled.

      I cursed inwardly. I didn’t want him fighting, half-poisoned with iron. He’d end up with a dagger in his heart, weakened enough to end up back in the torture chamber.

      I stepped in front of Roan and Elrine, raising my cat o’ nine tails, letting the cords swing menacingly. Their spears had a longer reach. One I could handle, but two would be able to take me for sure. But I had seen Roan and Elrine’s reaction to iron. I hoped the idea of the metal cutting into them would scare the guards into submission. I could already see the fear in their eyes.

      I smiled a mirthless smile, wide and full of teeth. “Think hard, boys. Do you want to spend the rest of your days hideously disfigured? With little fae children screaming in horror at the sight of you? If you think I’m afraid to use this, you are gravely mistaken.”

      One of them took a hesitant step forward, his spear raised, and I swung the whip, the cords emitting a high pitched whistle as they cut the air. He scrambled back, although the iron hadn’t even been close to hitting him. I caught the strands with my other hand, running the iron cords through my fingers, letting them see the weapon had no effect on me. “I took out the torturer. And the warden. I don’t think you want to stand in my way.”

      The guards’ gaze flitted between Roan and me. I let my cords swing gently in the air again, and a single drop of blood trickled from one of the iron tips to the floor.

      Shaking, the guards lowered their spears.

      “Open the pantry and get inside.” I took the key from my pocket and tossed it to one of them. “Join your friend there.”

      They shuffled to the pantry, unlocked it and walked inside. I hurried to the door and locked it behind them.

      “You know,” said Roan, “I could have handled them on my own. But it was fun to watch a little pixie terrify them.”

      “I’m sure you could have.” I crossed to the exit door. “Help me with the bar.”

      In one swift movement, Roan slid the bar from the door, and it swung open to the frigid air.

      “Let’s go,” said Elrine. And within moments, we were fleeing into whorls of snow, the icy air stinging my skin through my wet clothes.
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      For a few moments, as we ran over the field for the line of trees, I let myself believe we were out of danger. My breath grew ragged in my throat. But with the adrenaline fading, the cold and weariness crept into my limbs.

      When the first arrow thwacked into the ground a few feet away, my stomach lurched. The second one landed closer.

      The deadly missiles spurred us on, and we picked up our pace. Weak from her imprisonment, Elrine stumbled, and Roan rushed to her. He scooped her up in his arms, racing for the trees. I sprinted faster, my heart beating wildly. I ran in zigzags, hoping my unpredictable course would make it harder for the fae to hit me. My trajectory veered wildly from Roan and Elrine’s, but that would only confuse the shooters more.

      Still, a hail of arrows followed us all, whistling in the air as they landed around me. I heard Roan roar, but he kept going, and I had no intention of slowing down either. At last, we reached the tree line, hurtling into their cover.

      I hid behind a wide tree trunk, catching my breath. Here in the forest, the tree branches had sheltered the earth from snowfall, which meant we’d be able to move faster, without leaving footsteps.

      My breath misted around my mouth, and I began shivering uncontrollably. I needed to start moving again, or I’d freeze to death out here.

      Not far from me, I heard an arrow thunk into a tree. If the fae had used semiautomatic guns, the three of us would have been dead by now.

      From the shadows, I heard a groan, and I cautiously ran toward the sound, half crouching. I found Roan kneeling in the snow, grimacing. Elrine inspected his side where an arrow impaled him, jutting from below his ribs.

      “It won’t do long-term damage,” she said. “I’ll need to break the tip to remove it.”

      He nodded, his jaw clenched tight. The arrow had gone clean though his back, the arrowhead jutting out his front, the rest protruding from his back. His blood drenched the shaft, and a trickle of blood ran down his bare skin to his pants. Crimson drops of blood stained the snow.

      Elrine pulled the tip, trying to force the arrow forward so she could break it off. But her hands were still shaking. She’d been severely weakened by her imprisonment, and terror still coursed through her blood.

      Roan gritted his teeth, completely silent. Her fingers slipped on the blood, her grip weak.

      “Maybe Cassandra should do it,” Roan finally said, through clenched teeth.

      Elrine raised an eyebrow. “The pixie?”

      “She’s a lot tougher than she looks.”

      “I think I look tough enough,” I muttered as I knelt by his side. “This will hurt like hell.”

      He met my gaze. “Do it.”

      I wedged the cat o’ nine tails into my quilted shoulder bag as best I could. Then I gripped the arrow and pulled it forward. The shaft scraped his muscles as I pulled it a few inches out, and he hardly moved, his face strained. Finally, I could see enough of the shaft to break the thing. Gripping it with my left hand, I clutched the tip in my right hand and forced it down. I could feel the arrowhead’s edges biting into my skin, but I ignored the pain. It was only a fraction of what Roan was feeling. Finally, with a snap, I broke off the tip.

      “Nearly done,” I whispered, rising to walk around to his back. With my left hand bracing around the entry wound, I pulled hard on the arrow. It took several tugs until I pulled the shaft from his body. I saw his shoulders sag with relief. He was probably full of splinters, but I didn’t get the impression that would be much of a problem for him, as long as they were wood and not iron.

      Roan clutched his gut, trying to stem the bleeding. “We don’t have much time. Do you think you can find the way back to the cabin?”

      I focused for a moment, picturing the way we had taken in the darkness. “Yeah, I can. But I don’t think we should split—”

      “I don’t care what you think,” he growled, before his eyes softened again. “I’m bleeding, and the hounds will easily follow the scent. I won’t let them get to Elrine. A tribe of elder fae live in these forests, and they will help me deal with the pursuit. Then I’ll join you at the cabin.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I’ve survived out here for five hundred years. I’m not going to die now.”

      My eyes widened. “Five hundred years?” Okay, I didn’t have time to contemplate his age now. I glanced at my palm, at the blood oozing from it. Pain pulsed through my hand. The arrow tip had cut deeper than I thought.

      Roan frowned at my wound. “You’re bleeding as well.”

      Elrine craned her neck to see beyond the trees. “We have to go.” From far away, I could hear the barking of hounds, and the hair rose on the back of my neck. I didn’t like to think of myself as easily scared, but aggressive dogs terrified me.

      I had to staunch this bleeding.

      I dropped to my knees, gripping the end of Elrine’s ragged gown. “I hope you didn’t like this dress.”

      “You must be joking.”

      I tore a strip from the bottom, then tied the cloth around my palm, binding it tightly, to minimize the bleeding. Roan did nothing to staunch his own bleeding, but he stood, clutching his gut. He seemed transfixed by me, his body still glowing with that pale amber. Even now, he seemed to be drawing energy from me.

      “You came back for us,” he said hoarsely.

      “I’m not an asshole.” I wasn’t gonna tell him how close I’d come to running.

      He nodded. “Don’t stop until you get to the cabin.” He turned, and ran from us, his movements so fast I could hardly track them. I took a shaky breath.

      “Cassandra, we have to go now,” Elrine pleaded.

      I was shivering hard in the cold. “Come on.”

      We took off in a fast run for the cabin, though not even half the speed that Roan had been running. We did our best to avoid any patches of snow, minimizing our footsteps. Any mediocre tracker could follow us, but hopefully they’d be too focused on Roan’s trail. I pumped my arms hard, my breath burning in my throat.

      After ten minutes, Elrine began to lag behind. I turned and gripped her hand. She froze for a moment, staring at me.

      “Being touched by a pixie is unnerving.”

      I wondered what sort of feelings she fed off of, but it seemed too personal a question to ask someone I had just met.

      My teeth chattering, I hugged myself. “We still have a long way. Can you make it?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said, her eyes intense. Apparently, she was also a lot tougher than she looked.

      I broke into a sprint again, occasionally pulling Elrine along by her hand. Her grip was weak in mine, fingers still trembling, and I wondered how long she had been in that prison, and what she’d endured there. To my relief, my clothes seemed to be drying as we ran, my body warming them up. After twenty minutes, Elrine stumbled, falling to her knees. I crouched down, helping her up.

      “Just a little more,” I lied, smiling encouragingly.

      She smiled back, a weak, pained grin. And we kept going.
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      The door slammed against the wall as we stumbled into the dark cabin, Elrine barely conscious, me at the end of my strength. She lay on the floor, her ginger hair fanning out on the hard wood. With labored, wheezing breaths, she clutched her chest, while I scrambled around, searching for matches. I found a matchbox on a rough-hewn table, next to a copper lantern. I struck a match, lighting the half-melted candle in the lantern. Warm light glowed over the cottage’s rounded walls and arched boughs.

      More lanterns hung from the tree in the center of the room, and I lit those, then turned back to Erline.

      She still lay on the floor, shivering uncontrollably.

      “Come on.” I knelt down, scooping my arm under her back to help her up. “Let’s get to the fireplace.”

      She let out a whimper. Pleading and cajoling, I finally managed to drag her to the hearth. A pile of wood lay next to the fireplace, and next to it, to my relief, a small copper lighter. Whatever his opinion of human technology, Roan embraced our fire-starting implements. I quickly stacked a pyramid of logs, with some smaller branches underneath that I ignited with the lighter. The flames caught quickly, and the crackling of burning wood was music to my ears.

      I pulled off my shoulder bag, plopping down on the hearth. Elrine sat by my side, and the heat from the fire slowly thawed the deep chill in my body. I pulled the soft brown blanket from the sofa and wrapped it around Elrine’s shaking shoulders. I envied her the warmth of the blanket, but the grateful look she shot me made it worth it.

      In the wavering firelight, my eyelids began to droop. Both of us were too spent to move or speak.

      But I couldn’t sleep yet—not when I was worried about Roan. And somewhere in the back of my mind, another Cassandra, the one who worked for the FBI, began intruding on my calm, reminding me about the damn serial killer. Oh, and my fugitive status in London. What would I be returning to when I went through that portal?

      Elrine’s stomach grumbled, snapping me out of my looming anxiety attack.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked.

      As she stared into the fire, her violet eyes looked glazed. “Starving. Thirsty, too.”

      “I think he keeps some dried meat and bread somewhere.” I rose.

      “He does.” She pointed to an archway in the back of the cottage, covered in leafy branches. “There’s a pantry through there.”

      I crossed to the oak tree in the center of the room and plucked a lantern from its boughs, then approached a closed door in the archway. I turned the knob and the door opened onto a small room lined with rough wooden shelves, each stacked with jars of dried meat and fruit—some stored grain. A row of glasses stood next to a few corked bottles, which instantly drew my attention. Wine? I held it up to the lantern, watching the light filter through a gold liquid—the same color as the claret I’d had before.

      I looped my wrist through the top of the lantern, then tucked the bottle under one arm and the dried meat under the other. I grabbed three glasses, optimistic that Roan would be here at any moment.

      But before I turned to leave, I paused. Something in here nagged at the back of my mind. I wasn’t sure what it was. A smell? A noise? I stood in place, trying to focus, but could hear nothing but the crackling of fire in the next room, and I smelled only the vernal, woody scent of the cabin. I scanned the tiny space again, but found nothing amiss.

      Pushing the thoughts to the back of my mind, I left the pantry, closing the door behind me with the tips of my fingers.

      As I drew closer to the fireplace, warmth washed over me. I plopped down by Elrine’s side. She turned to smile at me, her eyes sleepy, and she wrapped the soft blanket around my shoulders.

      “What a banquet,” she said.

      “I figured the wine would wash down the meat nicely.” I grinned.

      She shrugged. “Compared to what we had to eat in the prison, dried meat is a delicacy.”

      I handed her the jar, and she opened it. Within seconds, she’d devoured an entire piece. I filled two of the glasses with the golden wine, its aroma intoxicating. I handed one to Elrine, and took the other, sipping. It tasted sublime; a bittersweet, rich taste with a slightly fruity tinge. Even better than Leroy’s wine. As we cozied up by the fire, I pulled a strip of dried meat from the jar, nibbling on it. I felt strangely at home here. Despite the trauma of the whole prison experience, I felt like I could happily stay in this little cottage for a while.

      The dancing flames entranced me, and Elrine and I lapsed into silence. But I couldn’t quite relax without knowing where Roan was.

      “Do you think Roan will be okay?” I asked.

      Elrine arched an eyebrow. “Are you kidding? Yes. He’s tougher than he looks, too.”

      Okay then. I had to wonder at the relationship between these two, but I didn’t want to just come out and ask it. And in any case, it really had nothing to do with me. “How long have you known him?”

      “Since childhood.” She sipped her drink. “So, five centuries. When he was imprisoned, I did what I could to help him.”

      Interesting. “Right.” I did my best to hide my curiosity. “I suppose he needed all the help he could get. Considering the circumstances.” Subtle, Cassandra. Very subtle.

      “Yes. If it weren’t for Roan’s connections with the elder fae, I think the king would have let him rot in prison until death.”

      “The elder fae.” I sipped another sip, looking away. A classic psychologist’s trick—just reflect back a bit of what your client is saying to you. Make them think you understand.

      “Of course. As the last Taranis, he was the only one they’d listen to…” She glanced at me shrewdly. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “I know all about the elder fae,” I bluffed.

      Elrine laughed, a sound like glass bells tinkling in the wind. “I like you, Cassandra.” Her face grew serious. “And how do you come to be in Trinovantum?”

      I took a deep breath. I hardly even knew where to begin, and I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her. “Roan and I were investigating the same murder. And I ended up chasing a lead into this city.”

      She nodded slowly. “Impressive. Most pixies wouldn’t have made it as far as you did.”

      I felt an odd flicker of pride.

      “And you and he…” She swirled her drink in her glass. “You are lovers?”

      “Of course not!”

      “I don’t know why you look so horrified. After what I saw earlier, I assumed you’d fallen for the Taranis charms.”

      I cleared my throat. “So. He charms a lot of women, then?”

      “You’ve seen him. What do you think?”

      “Right.” I frowned, staring into the fire again. What did I care who Roan charmed? I needed to get back to the human world and leave this place far behind.

      We fell into a comfortable silence again, and after a few minutes, Elrine’s head began to droop. She lay her glass down, and crawled up to the fur-lined sofa. As she curled up, closing her eyes, I draped the blanket over her. Her ginger hair contrasted beautifully with the green fabric.

      I considered laying down on the floor by the fire to sleep, but something was still nagging at the back of my mind. I crossed my arms, staring into the fire, and the idea sparked in my mind.

      It had been a reflection. That’s what I’d sensed back in the pantry. My magic had felt it, even if I hadn’t seen it anywhere. I got up and picked up the lantern. As I crossed back into the pantry, I raised the light, casting a soft glow around the room. Dusty jars of food, wine, glasses, empty shelves… nothing.

      I closed my eyes, trying to attune my mind to the reflection, feeling for its location.

      After a few moments, I felt a tug in my belly like a cord pulling me to the right. Opening my eyes, I turned in its direction, staring at a rough wooden wall. My body seemed in tune with something just beyond that wall.

      I put my hand against the rough wood. If this were an exterior wall, it should have been a lot colder. And yet, when I racked my mind for the cottage layout, I couldn’t envision a room beyond this wall.

      I ran the light over the walls, pausing at a dark smudge. Someone had touched this spot often. I lay my hand on it, and then pushed. It clicked, and the wall swung open, revealing a dark room, a bit larger than the pantry.

      I walked in, shining the light around what looked like a rustic storage room, until it shone over a bare wooden box on a desk. I crossed to the table, my heartbeat racing. Clearly, I shouldn’t be in here. I was snooping. This was Roan’s house, and he was clearly a very private man, and I had no business rifling through his things.

      Was this—as Roan would argue—because I was drawn to my own adrenaline like a drug?

      I pushed my reservations aside and pried open the box, revealing a hand mirror, a delicate emerald necklace, and a ring. Who did those belong to?

      None of my business, of course. I had a feeling Roan would murder me if he came back to find me prying through some woman’s jewelry in his house, and yet… I kept shining that light around the room.

      The pale blue light glinted off a row of knives hanging from the wall, which sent a shiver of apprehension up my spine. The little circle of light swerved over a long rope and grapple, a few lethal-looking hooks.

      I shone it over a set of shelves, lined with books and papers, a quill and some ink. Listening for the sounds of Roan’s arrival, I crossed to the shelves. Why would he go through all the trouble of hiding a storage room behind a secret wall?

      Pulling one of the papers from the shelves, I glanced at it, and my pulse quickened. It seemed to be a map of our surroundings, with the cabin marked in brown ink, and the nearby prison marked with deep pen strokes, so emphatic they’d almost pierced the page. On the far west of the map, he’d drawn something that looked like city walls, and I was pretty sure this was the walled city of Trinovantum. He’d marked the nearby river on the map in blue, and it seemed to flow from west to east.

      I bit my lip, studying the map. To the northeast of the prison, he’d drawn a grove of trees, one larger than the rest. In the center of the large tree, he’d drawn a circle. And I couldn’t say how I knew, but I was certain this was the portal. This was my ticket out of the city. The warden had said there was a portal to the east of the prison, hadn’t he? He’d spoken the truth.

      I studied the map for a few more moments, considering my route to the portal. Really, I just had to follow the river until it reached a sharp northward bend, then it looked like ten miles to the north.

      I replaced the map before turning to a leather journal. Now this was something I really shouldn’t snoop in.

      But I wasn’t here as Roan’s friend. I was an FBI agent, investigating a murder. Be courteous, and be prepared to kill everyone you meet.

      So I had trust issues.

      I opened the journal, and when I did, the air rushed out of my lungs.

      On the first page, Roan had drawn a woman, and the familiarity of her face stopped my heart. It was a perfect rendition of my features. On the side, he’d scribbled some text, but I couldn’t decipher the language. It didn’t look like the Ogham letters I had seen before. I flipped the page. The next page was just text, in the same language. The page after it was the same.

      My mouth went dry as I turned the pages to find newspaper clippings—all about the serial killer. Pictures of crime scenes, descriptions of the murders.

      I flipped the page to find a newspaper clipping of a gruesome murder scene—a different one, and my hands shook, my knees going weak. The picture stole my breath…

      It was a picture of my mother’s bedroom, after my father had killed her and then turned the knife on himself. The article described how Martha Liddell’s husband, Horace Liddell, had stabbed his wife to death while their thirteen-year-old daughter, Cassandra, hid in the next room.

      I’d hidden in the next room like a coward, listening to my mother scream. Those painful, primal memories slammed at the bars of their cages.

      The world seemed to tilt under my feet as I read the short article over and over. Roan had written annotations in the corners of the article, in that same strange language. The paper was yellow and worn with age. With shaking hands, I folded the paper and shoved it into my shoulder bag.

      He knew about me. He knew what my father had done, knew that I’d hidden in my bedroom, unwilling to help my mother as Horace had stabbed her again and again…

      I wanted to be sick. All those memories I’d caged in my mind, the wild prisoners of shame and grief, ripped through their prison bars.

      Through a blur of tears, I caught glimpses of more clippings. An interview with me in the Boston Globe from years ago, pictures of me arresting a murderer.

      I blinked away the tears, turning to the next page to find a street map. My hands were shaking so hard now, I could hardly hold the book straight. But slowly, I recognized the layout of this map.

      It was a map of the streets near my hotel. Several locations were circled. I scanned them, trying to piece together the circled areas, the narrow alleys and streets.

      He’d marked Catherine Wheel Alley with a red pen—where I had been attacked by the two men. Where Roan had just happened to run into me getting attacked by them.

      I wiped the tears off my cheek, flipping to the next page. More drawings of me—my hair cut in a short bob, like it had been years ago.

      He’d been watching me for years. Why?

      And then, hours after I came to London, he was there to save my life.

      But of course, that’s not what really happened. Roan had paid those men to attack me in the alley. He’d marked out my location, sent the thugs after me, and he’d followed me there. He had orchestrated the entire encounter to make it seem as if he had saved my life. I recalled the man with the red eyes spitting at me, the spit melting the cobblestones… fae for hire. The boot to my face, the invasive hand grabbing my ass.

      All an act, to get me to trust my stalker.

      How did he know I’d be in that alley? A vision like the one I’d had? Or maybe he had used magic to make me walk into that alley. It didn’t matter. It fit. That’s why he didn’t want me chasing those bastards. Because he was the one who had sent them.

      My hands were shaking so hard I could barely hang on to the articles, but I thumbed through them again, poring over the London killings. If he’d been stalking me for years…

      Dread stole my breath.

      What if he’d orchestrated the killings to get me into London?

      The night I’d chased the killer, following him into the fae party, Roan had just happened to be there. Another coincidence, or was he there because I had chased him there?

      The floor creaked, and I whirled. Roan stood in the entrance to the small room, his green eyes glinting in the darkness. A scrap of fabric bandaged his wounds.

      Be courteous, and be prepared to kill anyone you meet.

      But I couldn’t be courteous anymore, not with the raging beasts uncaged in my mind, ready to rip apart anyone in their path. Anyone was fair game now.

      Roan emitted a low growl. “What are you doing—”

      “What’s all this?” my voice shook. Rage flooded my body. I wanted to murder him. “How long have you been following me? How long have you been planning all this?”

      “There are so many things you don’t understand.” He took a step forward. Be prepared to kill anyone you meet. Now, my mind wild with rage, only that one thought rang true. I pulled the cat o’ nine tails from my shoulder bag.

      Roan’s cold gaze landed on my weapon.

      “You sick bastard.” My voice shook. “Killing those women, hiring those goons to attack me—all to… what? What did you want with me?”

      “You’re wrong. I—”

      “Shut up!” I shouted, brandishing the whip. I didn’t need to hear his manipulations.

      He took a step back, and I pushed forward. “I found your little map, highlighting my route to the hotel that night from the murder scene. What did you do? Pay a couple of goons to attack me so you could swoop in and save the day like a fucking hero?”

      He hesitated, probably trying to figure out his lies. I swung the whip, and it struck the wine bottles. They smashed, spattering us both with wine.

      The room seemed to have grown colder, the air around us thinned. “Yes. I hired them. The Callach told me you’d go there. She gave me a vision. I saw the time in the stars.”

      I couldn’t believe he’d admitted it. “Did you tell them to beat the shit out of me, to grab my ass? To make me think they wanted to rape me?” Pure anger erupted. “You should give them a fucking bonus. They did an excellent job!”

      He raised his hands, as if to calm me down. “They weren’t supposed to take it that far. Your pixie—”

      I lashed the whip again. Three crimson lines appeared on his left hand and he snatched it back as if bitten by a snake, stumbling backward.

      “Don’t you blame this on me for being a pixie. Don’t you blame their actions on me.” The beasts had been let out of their cage, and I was taking no prisoners. “You killed those women, didn’t you? You’ve been stalking me for years, and you wanted to bring me to London. You were lurking around all the crime scenes. You planned the crime scenes to get me there.”

      My heart thundering, I lunged, and he dodged back, a knife materializing in his hand.

      I looked at him, searching his emerald eyes. He didn’t move, every muscle tense, and I had the sense he was fighting some sort of internal battle. I’d seen him fight, knew I could never take him alone, not with a dumb whip. But something was stopping him. The whip, I guessed. Slowly, sliding my body against the wall, I made my way toward the door.

      “Follow me, and I’ll hurt you even worse than I hurt that torturer.”

      Slowly, he shook his head. “You won’t make it on your own out there.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” I pointed the whip at him.

      He stared at me, not daring to come closer. I kept walking away, step by step, unwilling to turn my back on him. He made no move to stop me, just watched me walk away. Finally, I got to the door, and turned the knob.

      A wall of cold air hit me, and I turned to run for the river, pumping my arms in a fast sprint. Outside, the morning sun tinged the sky with lurid shades of gold and cherry, but the warmth of the light did nothing for the cold in my chest. As my feet crunched through icy deadfall, my shoulder bag bounced against my hip.

      The cold air stung my face, and my breath grew ragged in my lungs as I sprinted. After a few miles of running, I slowed to a walk, catching my breath, my footsteps crunching in the snow. Here, in the freezing forest, where skeletal trees clawed at the sky, I felt more alone than I ever had in my life. The isolation gnawed at my chest, and an icy tear rolled down my cheek.

      All this time, Roan had known everything about me. And for some sick reason, he was drawn to my pain. For all I knew, that’s why he’d slaughtered those women in London—a ghoul drawn to human agony.

      I ran alongside the river’s edge, my muscles burning, blood roaring in my ears. I walked for what seemed like hours, until at last, I came across the first bit of good luck I’d had in weeks: an old, overturned canoe by the river’s edge. Frantic, I pushed the little boat into the water, then jumped inside.

      I let the current carry me east, the icy water splashing my face, soaking my clothes. I just wanted to close my eyes for a few minutes…

      I hardly noticed as the canoe rushed straight at a sharp protruding boulder. I saw it at the last second, and with a panicked lunge of the oar, managed to tip the canoe sideways. The side scraped against the boulder, and I was nearly thrown out. When I managed to regain my balance, I realized my whip had fallen from the bag. It was gone, probably half a mile back.

      I shivered in my sodden clothes, and the canoe drifted on.

      When I came to the bend in the river, I jammed the oar into a rock, stopping the canoe’s progression. I leapt out onto the muddy river bank and began my march north, my teeth chattering.

      As I walked, my eyes drifted closed, and I pinched myself to stay awake. My stomach rumbled. It seemed as if I’d be walking here endlessly, in complete solitude.

      By the time I found my way to the oak grove, I’d gone numb inside and out. Still spattered in icy river water, I found my way to the large oak in the center of the grove, glowing with a golden light.

      I traced my fingers over the bark, feeling its energy flow through me. As I touched it, a gap slowly opened in the bark, large enough for me to fit inside.

      I stepped into the trunk, then cast one last glance back at Trinovantum. My blood ran cold.

      There, on the other side of the river, Roan stood watching me, his body bathed in honeyed light.

      I stepped deeper into the oak, and a rush of pure, vernal magic rippled through my body.
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      The first thing I heard was the sound of moving cars. The rumble of motors, a screeching brake. Then I noticed the air—warmer here, and humid.

      Blinking, I surveyed my surroundings. I was standing in a narrow alley. My entire body sagged in relief. Pale, late morning sunlight washed over the streets.

      I’d found my way back to the world of fast food, commercial breaks, and internet memes. No one would feed off my feelings here, or call me a fortal, or magically fuck with my mind. No torture dens, no prisons—

      And with that thought, I remembered I was a fugitive here. The police were looking for a serial killer. They’d convinced themselves that I was involved. But after my little adventure in Trinovantum, I had a pretty good idea who the killer was.

      I needed to get in touch with Gabriel. I stepped out of the alley, rummaging through my shoulder bag for my phone. It wasn’t a huge shock when it refused to turn on. After all, I’d taken it though rainstorm, a bath of water, and a little dip in a freezing river.

      Looking around me, I recognized some of the buildings I’d seen when Roan had taken me to see the London Stone. After a few moments, I found a café called Green Man Coffee.

      Shivering, I pulled open the door.

      I crossed to the chrome countertop and pushed my hair off my face. A few mothers with babies in strollers sat at tables, drinking lattes and eying me up like I’d just crawled off the streets. Which I had. Plus, I was wearing a tattered winter coat in the middle of July.

      A man with thick black glasses stood behind the counter, just in front of a mirror. “Can I help you?”

      “Can I use your phone please? It’s important.”

      He pursed his lips, scanning me from top to bottom, lingering over my chest. My clothes were wet, and my jacket’s damp fabric clung to my bare skin. “If you’re not here to buy anything, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      Irritation flared, and I had to restrain myself from reaching over the counter to grab him by the collar. Instead, my gaze shifted over his shoulder, to the reflection behind him. I felt for the mirror, letting my mind become one with it, feeling its glassy surface inside my skull. I lifted my hand, letting flames blaze from my open palm in the reflection, so high they reached the top of the mirror.

      One of the mothers rose from her chair, staring. Above our heads, I painted the image with rolling black clouds. My face shimmered, larger than it should be, looming over everyone. The reflection’s hair billowed, flames dancing in its eyes.

      “Oh my God!” The woman pointed, her face aghast.

      Slowly, the barista turned around to look at the mirror. When he turned back to me, his face had gone white.

      “Give me your phone,” I said, my voice sharp. The face in the reflection mirrored my anger—red blazing eyes, sharp claws.

      The barista cast one last glance at the mirror, then nodded, his eyes wide, lips trembling. The moms were frantically packing their baby toys into bags, making for the exit. Slowly, the barista pulled his hand from his pocket, and handed his phone to me. As I dialed Gabriel’s number, the reflection in the mirror shimmered, returning to normal.

      “Hello?” I could hear the tension in Gabriel’s voice.

      “Gabriel, it’s me.”

      He let out a long breath. “Where the bloody hell are you?”

      “Near Walbrook, I think.” I glanced at the petrified barista. “What’s the address here?”

      “One Lombard Street.”

      I repeated it for Gabriel.

      “I’ll come and get you. Stay right there.”

      I hung up the phone, returning it to the trembling barista, and took a seat at one of the now-empty tables. My muscles burned with fatigue, and I shot a weary look at the barista.

      “Coffee, please,” I said. “Make it hot. I’m fucking freezing.”

      Okay. So I’d dropped that whole “polite” thing entirely. But to be fair, I was pretty sure this is what they expected of Americans anyway. Especially monstrous ones with flame-like eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I sat at a chrome table, nursing my coffee. The place had emptied out, apart from the barista. He’d taken on a glazed look since the episode with the reflection—probably wondering if he was suffering from a psychotic break.

      Gabriel pushed open the door, his hazel eyes glinting with concern. He wore a black T-shirt with white text that simply read Superb. He looked so beautiful and safe and normal, and only my fatigue stopped me from running over to him and throwing my arms around him.

      “Cassandra!” He looked over my tattered clothes—the damp, black jacket Roan had given me—and my newly pink hair. “What the hell happened to you?”

      I shrugged. “I got a new hair color. So I don’t stand out.”

      He blinked.

      “I’ll tell you in the car.” I turned to the barista. “How much for the coffee?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Oh, no. I insist.”

      The barista stared at me. “Uh… one pound and ninety pence.”

      I found my wallet and dug out two pound coins. The young man’s fingers trembled as he cashed them, giving me my change and the receipt. I shoved them both into my damp shoulder bag and followed Gabriel outside to the narrow Street. He led me to his little black car, opening the passenger door for me like a proper gentleman. I smiled at him and sat inside, shutting the door. As soon as I sank into the seat, I closed my eyes, exhaling. What a fucking day.

      Gabriel sat in the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. He eased into traffic, shooting me a questioning look.

      “Let me think for a minute,” I muttered. “I need to figure out where to start.”

      I shut my eyes, reviewing the past three days, until my mind began offering up images of gently falling snow, emerald green eyes, and a cottage in a dark wood…

      A gentle hand shook me awake. My eyes flew open, startled. Gabriel was smiling at me. We’d parked by a squat brick apartment building, the bottom floor lined with bright storefronts.

      “You fell asleep almost instantly,” he said.

      “It’s been a tough week.” I smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t snore, right?”

      “No… but there was some drooling.”

      I wiped my hand across my mouth. “Drooling is totally fine. Did you know that even supermodels drool when they sleep?”

      “Come on.” He opened his door, stepping out.

      I followed suit, my muscles rebelling at the sudden movement. God, I needed sleep. How long had I been awake?

      Gabriel crossed to an orange door, next to a shop that sold gardening supplies. He pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked it.

      “My flat should be safe,” he said. “Detective Wood thinks you’ve managed to leave the country.”

      “Oh, I did,” I muttered, walking into the stairwell.

      I followed him up the narrow stairwell to his apartment, and he unlocked a second door, motioning me inside. It opened into a tidy apartment with hardwood floors and antique furniture. A round oak table sat in the center of the room, with an open newspaper, a cup of tea, and cereal. I’d obviously interrupted his breakfast.

      On a dark wood bookshelf, framed photographs nestled between books—A Biography of London, a book of Shelley’s poetry. I moved closer, suddenly eager for a glimpse of his life. Some pictures showed a young woman smiling at the camera, her chestnut hair draped over a lace wedding dress. Beautiful, of course. Just like Gabriel. Some were images of Gabriel and the woman together.

      “My wife,” Gabriel said behind me.

      “I didn’t think you were married.”

      “She passed away.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He cleared his throat, glancing away. “Anyway, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Just extremely tired. I’ve been out in the woods.”

      “Before you tell me what happened, do you want some tea?”

      Always with the tea here. No wonder our forefathers threw crates of tea into the ocean. “No offense, but do you have coffee?”

      “Why would I find that offensive?”

      “I don’t know. You’re English. Coffee makes you shrivel and die.”

      “I assure you it doesn’t. That would be sunlight.” He flashed me that charming smile of his. “I have coffee.”

      “Good.” I exhaled in relief. “Make it extra strong.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I’ve missed breakfast and several other meals.”

      “Okay. You can hit the shower in the bedroom. There are spare towels in the closet under the sink. I’ll make you a fry up. And then you can fill me in.”

      A fry up sounded amazing, and I didn’t need to be told twice to jump in a hot shower. I crossed through Gabriel’s Spartan bedroom, enviously eyeing his soft white duvet which was bathed in pale light from the windows. An Orwell book lay on the bedside table next to his alarm.

      I pulled open the door to his bathroom, finding again that everything was meticulously clean, with tidy navy blue towels hanging from a rack. If Gabriel had ever stumbled into my apartment in Virginia, he would not have been impressed by the piles of clothes on the floor, the discarded shoes, the dust accumulating in the corners. Cleaning wasn’t exactly my strong suit.

      I stared at myself in the mirror over the sink, and my bedraggled reflection stared back at me. I felt for the reflection, for that magnetic pull on the other side of the glass, hoping to find a reflection that would show me Roan. I sensed nothing. Either he was too far away, he was in a room with no reflections, or he knew enough to hide from me.

      I cocked my head, unused to my new hair color. For just a moment, I changed the hair in the reflection back to pale blonde. But to my surprise, I actually preferred the pink. Maybe I’d been tainted by the fae realm.

      I unbuttoned the black jacket, still completely bare underneath. God, I missed wearing a bra. Then I pulled off my boots and pants.

      I leaned into the tiled shower, turning the knob until it was just the way I liked it—nearly hot enough to burn my skin off.

      It was a very male shower, containing only soap and basic shampoo. The warmth and steam felt glorious on my skin, and I tilted back my head, letting the water wash over my scalp. God, it felt good to be back in the normal world. Sure, some things I’d seen in Trinovantum had been beautiful. Enchanting, even. But the fae world scared the crap out of me. And to think, I’d gotten that close to Roan… I’d lain naked on his floor, kissing him. I’d saved his life. I grabbed Gabriel’s soap, scrubbing my body hard enough to take off a layer of skin. Why had I been so utterly and completely attracted to Roan? What had broken in me that left me inexorably drawn to a man like him? Even now, I could recall the feel of his lips on mine, the way my body lit up at his touch. That dream in the woods…

      I lathered up my legs, scrubbing as hard as I could. There was no pretty way to put it. I’d wanted to bang a psycho.

      And all along, he’d been secretly stalking me for years, researching my family’s grim history. He’d paid thugs to attack me in a back alley, to terrify me so I’d be vulnerable enough for him to swoop in.

      I put the soap back, then grabbed the shampoo. I squeezed out a dollop of green shampoo into my palm, then lathered up my hair.

      I swallowed hard, my mind flashing with images of rolling rivers, the amber glow of Roan’s body, the scars on his back. I needed to lock all that up in the cage again.

      Wearily, I turned off the stream of water, and when I stepped out of the shower, I smelled a lot like Gabriel.

      I grabbed a blue towel, drying off and staring at my wet clothing on the floor. I could think of nothing worse than putting them on again. I snatched them up off the floor, and tied the towel around myself.

      Maybe I could borrow a bathrobe or something until they dried.

      But when I stepped out of the bathroom, I noticed the clothing he’d laid out on his bed. His wife’s clothes, presumably. Gabriel had folded them neatly for me, and I felt a wave of warmth for him.

      Still, I wasn’t comfortable with him enough yet to ask for underwear and a bra. I slipped into a pair of skinny black jeans and a striped cotton shirt with a collar. And as I did, my stomach rumbled. Even from here, I could smell the mouth-watering scent of bacon.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror, satisfied. Gabriel’s wife had been almost my size, and I liked her taste—even if the understated look didn’t quite match my pink hair. I pulled the door open.

      “Gabriel!” I called.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you come here for a second? I want to show you something.”

      As he crossed through the hall, hands in his pockets, he sucked in a breath. “You look… nice.”

      Okay, so obviously it was weird to see another woman in his dead wife’s clothes. “Thanks. Do you want me to wear something else? I can wear one of your shirts, really.”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “All right. So… I have a really crazy story to tell you.”

      “We’ve already done magical serial killers and fairies. How much crazier can it be?”

      I bit my lip. “Uh… it’s going to be much crazier, so I want to start by showing you something. Just so you know I’m not completely batshit.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You’ll not convince me of that easily.”

      “Come with me into the bathroom.” I turned, crossing the room.

      “This request doesn’t make you seem any less crazy, you realize.”

      “Just come.” I beckoned him in, then pointed at the mirror over the sink. “Look at the reflection.”

      “I’ll play along.” He stepped closer to the mirror, resting his hands on the edge of the sink.

      I focused on his reflection, feeling its smooth glassy surface in my mind. I envisioned a wild, avian menagerie on its surface.

      And just like that, it appeared on Gabriel’s bathroom mirror.

      His eyes widened with shock, and he stumbled back from his sink, nearly knocking me over.

      “Crazy, right?” I said. “Who knew penguins smoked cigars?”

      “Cassandra, why are there penguins in my mirror?”

      I cocked my head. “Well, the one on the left is a flamingo.”

      He turned to me, his face a mask of disbelief.

      I cleared my throat, already regretting my little display. “Listen, maybe that wasn’t the best way to go about it. I needed you to believe me, and I thought I’d make it easier if it was funny. Clearly a dumb decision, and now you just think you’re insane. You’re not. The penguins are in the reflection because I put them there. I can control reflections. It’s all real. Magic. Fairies. Other dimensions. It’s all real.”

      He fell silent for a few uncomfortably long moments, before slowly nodding. “I made bacon, eggs, and toast.” He cleared his throat. “And fried mushrooms.”

      Okay. So he wasn’t quite ready for all this yet. “Good. I’ll tell you the rest over breakfast.”

      I followed him into the living room, where he’d laid out plates of bacon, eggs, fried mushrooms, toast, and beans. Despite my insane attraction to Roan, it was becoming clear that Gabriel was the perfect man.

      I sat on his sofa and took a long sip of coffee. Caffeine—the essence of life. Then, between bites of breakfast, I told him about what had happened since the night we had stopped the killer—conveniently skipping over my make-out session with Roan, and the fact that I’d left my underwear on the floor of Trinovantum Palace.

      By the time I’d finished my breakfast, I’d nearly gotten to the part about Roan murdering the snake-fae. Gabriel wanted to know what the fae looked like, how the fae fought, the architecture—everything.

      With his detailed questioning, it took almost two hours to get through the story, and by the time I was done, my voice was hoarse, and the caffeine had fully worn off.

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair, scrubbing his hand over his mouth. While he digested it all, I stared out the window. The sky had darkened with storm clouds, and I listened to the faint pattering of rain against the glass. Drops trickled down the window, and the noise of rainfall started to lull me to sleep.

      Gabriel frowned, his eyes glazed. “So… you think Roan really is the killer.”

      “It looks like it,” I said. “He’s definitely been stalking me. He knew where I’d be, which meant he knew where Catherine’s body would be. Though there are still a bunch of missing pieces to the puzzle. I don’t know why he was stalking me, for one thing. Something about me being a key to something. Or, you know, he’s crazy.”

      He nodded, lost in thought.

      “Any progress on your end?”

      “The investigation is stalling,” Gabriel said. “Some resources were diverted to search for you. We did some research to try and link the victims, with no apparent luck. We got no more communications from the killer. Not surprising, since he was apparently with you the entire time. The girl who escaped the burning attack tweeted it, and her tweets went viral. Public fear seems to be reaching new peaks. There’s a whole lot of guff about Blitz spirit, but I think it’s mostly bluster. There’s also a political mess, because the FBI keep threatening that if they don’t hear from you soon, there will be consequences. They haven’t said what.”

      The thought of people worrying about me at home cheered me up, and I straightened a little.

      “I also did some personal research of my own,” said Gabriel.

      “About what?”

      “Demons.”

      I sighed. “The fae aren’t demons.”

      “Aren’t they?” He leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees. “I don’t see a whole lot of distinction. They’re inhuman magical beings with a completely different moral code, and at least one of them seems to be enjoying disemboweling and burning young women. They cut deals with humans, and when you break those deals, there are consequences. And they live in a different world, but visit our own to wreak havoc.”

      “I guess when you put it that way…”

      “Like I’ve told you before, Cassandra, I’ve seen some things.” He glanced at the photos on his bookshelf. “I don’t know about fae, but demons are real.”

      “What does that make me?” I asked. “I’m part fae.”

      “You only know what a serial killer told you,” Gabriel pointed out. “I can think of other explanations.”

      “Such as?”

      “Maybe you’re an angel.”

      I snorted. Not likely. At the very least, angels didn’t want to screw demons. At least, not according to traditional mythology.

      “Think about it,” he said. “Maybe demons can feel angels. Maybe they can even feed off angel emotion, like you described. Doesn’t it make more sense than a weird story about your father being a faerie?”

      Not really, but I was too tired to argue. “Sure.” I leaned back on his sofa. “So what did you find out about demons?”

      “Well… not a lot, but one thing does match what you’ve told me. Some writings in the Kaballah claim you can ward off demons with pure iron.”

      “Yeah. Too bad most things today are made out of steel, or lead, or aluminum.”

      He nodded and got up. “I know you need your sleep, but stick with me just a bit more. Hang on.” He stood, crossing into his bedroom.

      I stared morosely out the window, pulling a fuzzy blue blanket over my legs. After a minute, Gabriel returned with a wooden box, laying it on the table. He opened the top, revealing a Glock 17, surrounded by a dozen bullets.

      “All iron,” he said.

      He pulled out a drawer from the bottom, revealing two lethal looking knives.

      “Iron,” he said. “I found a metalworker who could make these for me.”

      “Would the bullets work?”

      “They’ll work fine for short range.”

      I picked up the Glock.

      “The gun isn’t made of iron, of course,” he said.

      I nodded, and released the magazine. It slid into my hand, and I looked inside, even though I could already feel that it was too light. It was empty. One by one, I began loading it with the bullets. “If Roan shows up, we’d better have this thing loaded and ready.”

      Gabriel studied me. “You need sleep. You look exhausted. You get some rest in the guest room. I laid out clean sheets for you. I don’t think Roan will find you here, but keep the gun near the bed in case I get called out on a case, okay? You have my number, right?”

      “Uh… I don’t have a phone.”

      “I’ll call the home phone if I need to talk to you,” he said, and got up. “Go to sleep. You look terrible.”

      I smiled weakly. “You know how to make a girl feel special.”

      He flashed me his most charming smile, then walked out the door, closing it behind him.

      I carried the Glock and knives down a white-walled hall. I found the bed in the guest room covered in blue sheets, soft to the touch. They beckoned to me, whispering in my ear that I’d done enough, that it was time to rest. Let the British police do their job for once.

      I lay weapons on the bedside table, and pulled off my jeans. Then I crawled into the bed, letting my eyes drift closed. And when I slept, I dreamed of wild strawberry carpeting a woodland forest, sunlight filtering through oaks, and a young girl, chucking stones into a river that flowed from west to east.
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      A jarring noise ripped me from my dreams, and I grabbed the Glock, pointing it at the door, searching for my attacker. It took a moment before I realized I’d been woken by the ringing of Gabriel’s home phone. I must have been asleep for an extremely long time, because night had fallen, and a faint yellow streetlight glowed through the window.

      I pulled on the jeans, then padded to the living room to pick up the phone from the cradle.

      I held the phone to my ear without saying a word, in case it wasn’t Gabriel. I wasn’t about to give myself away.

      “Cassandra?” It was Gabriel’s voice.

      “Hey, Gabriel. What time is it? I just woke up.”

      “It’s late. Listen, I got called out on a murder…” His voice sounded oddly tense, and he went silent for a moment. In the background, someone whispered.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Gabriel?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Cassandra, listen… Get out of the house! Run! He’s got—”

      The line went dead. I held the phone to my ear, frozen, then I gently put it back in the cradle. As my pulse began to race, my mind kicked into gear, clearing the cobwebs of sleep away.

      Was that Roan whispering in Gabriel’s ear? My stalker must’ve told Gabriel to call me, to try to lure me into an encounter. And Gabriel, ever the knight in shining armor, had decided to warn me instead. My heart ached for him.

      As quickly as I could, I slipped into my fur boots, then ran to the guest room, grabbing the two knives. Next to a sandwich, Gabriel had left a note on the table—he’d been called out to investigate a murder in Great Saint Bart’s. So maybe that’s where I needed to go.

      But what was I planning, exactly? Roan had clearly set a trap for me, and if I had any real sense of self-preservation, I’d just run. Like Gabriel had said. Run. If I showed up, Roan would disarm me by threatening to kill Gabriel, and then probably kill us both.

      My mouth went dry, and in the back of my skull, I heard my mother screaming. I blinked, clearing my mind of the memory.

      No—I wasn’t about to leave him there alone. This time, I wasn’t hiding from danger like a coward. But I didn’t exactly have a plan. My only lead was St. Bartholomew the Great, where Gabriel had gone, but I wasn’t even certain he was there. And since I’d slept through the whole car ride, I didn’t have a damn clue where I was right now.

      I couldn’t just rush in half-cocked. Maybe I didn’t have a plan, but Roan sure as shit did. I’d seen how he fought, and even with my weapons, I might not stand a chance against him. He’d set some sort of trap for me, and I needed backup.

      If I called the police, they might be able to locate Gabriel’s cell phone and send a squad car.

      But when I thought of that half-assed dispatcher I’d spoken to on my first night in London… The idea of talking to her and being put on hold while Roan had Gabriel in his power filled me with a cold rage. I needed to go right to the top with this.

      Frantically, I rummaged through the drawers in the living room until I found what I was looking for—a binder with the contact information of the entire City of London Police Force. Roan was trying to lure me in alone, and I wasn’t stupid enough to go without backup.

      I picked up the phone, hurriedly dialing. The phone rang three times before the chief inspector answered.

      “DCI Wood,” he said.

      “Wood,” I breathed. “It’s Agent Liddell.”

      “Liddell! What in the bloody hell—”

      “Shut up and listen! The serial killer has Gabriel. I think he’s about to kill him.”

      He fell silent for a moment. “Tell me everything,” said Wood, his tone sharp.

      “No time. Gabriel said he was going to St. Bartholomew the Great in Smithfield. He said there was a murder there and—”

      “What? There was no murder reported in Smithfield.”

      I blinked. “The killer must have somehow managed to place a call to lure him.” I thought of Roan, masking his voice with a glamour. “Listen, Wood. The killer probably doesn’t know that phones can be traced. He doesn’t understand technology. You can find Gabriel’s location by tracking his cell.”

      “Okay,” Wood said. “Where are you?”

      I hung up. He’d figure it out in a moment. I was calling from Gabriel’s home, after all. But there was no need to help him out. And now, I needed to get the fuck out.

      I shoved the gun into my bag, along with one of the knives. I bit my lip. I didn’t want to bring all the weapons with me, in case Roan disarmed me as soon as I got there. I was certain he’d be waiting for me. As fast as I could, I crossed into the bathroom and left the second knife below the mirror. I rummaged in the cupboards until, to my relief, I found what I was looking for—a small compact mirror that probably used to belong to Gabriel’s wife. I shoved it into my bag. As long as I wasn’t too far away, I could use this mirror to get to the knife left in the bathroom.

      Now, I just needed to get to Gabriel.

      I arched my back, looking at the mirror, envisioning Gabriel in my mind’s eye—his tawny skin and hazel eyes, his powerful arms, that black T-shirt stretched across his chest. His clean, soapy smell.

      Nothing.

      I tried again, feeling for the magnetic pull of the reflection that would pull me into Great Saint Bart’s, a portal through one of those shiny surfaces, the candlesticks in the transepts and arches.

      My body tensed. Still, I could feel nothing. I knew there were reflective surfaces in that place, but maybe Roan had prepared, removing them all to make sure I wouldn’t surprise him.

      I ran into Gabriel’s room, searching for his laptop. Thank God it wasn’t password protected. I opened Google Maps, finding out the fastest route from this neighborhood—Bethnal Green, apparently—to Smithfield. It didn’t look close enough, but a mirror route was worth a shot.

      I ran down the stairs and flung open the front door. I looked around me, and my eye caught a black Yamaha motorcycle, parked a block away. I pulled the knife from my bag, walking as fast as I could toward it. I hopped on the leather seat, sticking the tip of the knife in the ignition.

      After half a minute of jiggling, the motorcycle hummed to life with a roar. I shot down the road, heading for Smithfield—that old London vortex of butchery and slaughter.
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      I drove as fast as I could, the cold night wind whipping my face, my hair billowing behind me in the wind. I cursed myself for not going back to the house to get a jacket, but it was too late for that now. After my little trip to Trinovantum, I was getting used to the cold.

      When I turned up in Smithfield, I expected to see police cars everywhere, to find the place packed with blaring sirens, red lights streaming.

      Instead, the square was quiet as a grave. Had DCI Wood tracked Gabriel’s phone somewhere else? Or maybe I underestimated Roan’s grasp of technology?

      I parked the motorcycle outside the old Tudor gate house where Gabriel and I had sheltered that night. I killed the engine and stepped off. Through the gate’s arch, I walked down the darkened path as silently as I could to the church door, which had been left slightly ajar. I slipped inside, my heart thrumming in my chest.

      Candles in metal sconces dimly lit the church, casting dancing light over the cold stones. But just as I’d expected, the shiny candlesticks had been removed.

      Foreboding shadows claimed most of the nave. I slipped behind a stone pillar, before crouching lower behind a pew. As I scanned the interior, my chest tightened. Two figures stood before the altar. In the dim light, I could make out that one was Gabriel, his hands behind his back, blood running down his face. At the sight of him clearly alive, something in me sagged with relief.

      On the downside, the killer—dressed in a black hood that hid his features—was holding a knife to Gabriel’s throat.

      “Trying to sneak up on me, three-born?” The killer’s voice reverberated in the large space. “I can feel you. Your terror is… exquisite.”

      His voice was wrong, gravelly. He didn’t sound like Roan at all, but I was sure Roan could glamour his voice at will. He was enormous, and there weren’t many men, human or fae, who could match Roan’s size.

      And yet, there was something familiar about his voice…

      “Hickory dickory dare,” he said. “Let’s play a game. I’ll count to ten, and if you don’t show up, I’ll cut your friend’s ear off. One for sorrow.”

      I was panicking too much to think clearly. Desperately, I grabbed the gun from my bag.

      “Two for joy. Three for a girl. Four for a boy.”

      God damn it—I needed more time. With Roan’s inhuman speed, I wasn’t sure I could get a clear shot without jeopardizing Gabriel’s life.

      My breath grew ragged in my throat. The police should show up at any moment, buying us a fighting chance. Gabriel could lose his ear and live. It was his life I needed to focus on now.

      “Five for silver,” he rasped.

      I crawled to the end of the pew, and started sneaking closer. I wouldn’t show myself, not now. Letting the killer dictate the rules of the game was always the wrong move.

      “Six for gold.”

      His words intermingled with my heartbeats, my throat clenching. Perhaps he would be distracted when he cut Gabriel’s ear. Then I could stand up and shoot him in the fucking chest.

      Just short range, Gabriel had said. These were iron bullets, their trajectory unpredictable. Just a little closer…

      “Seven for a secret, never to be told.”

      My hand shaking just slightly, I slid my finger into the Glock’s trigger guard as I inched further to the end of the pew. I’d have to take that chance.

      “Eight for a wish.”

      And then Gabriel’s fear hit me. A wave of energy, pulsing through my body like life itself, vibrating over my skin, through my bones, morphing from terror into pure, blissful euphoria. Raw power.

      I swallowed hard. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      “Nine for a kiss.”

      “Stop!” I stood up, shoving the Glock back in my bag. “I’m here. It’s me you want. Let him go.”

      Beneath the hood, I thought I caught a glimpse of a dark smile.

      “Not just yet,” he said. “Your friend has been kind enough to alert me about your iron knife. Please take it out.”

      Iron knife. Gabriel had told him I was armed, but only told him about one knife. I glanced at Gabriel, his hazel eyes pleading with me. I just had no clue what he wanted me to do.

      “Okay.” I knelt and pulled the knife out of my boot.

      “Gently,” he whispered. “Put it on the floor.”

      “Do you promise to let him go?”

      “You’re not in a position to ask for promises, Cassandra. Do it,” he growled. “Now!”

      Slowly, I lowered the knife to the floor.

      “Kick it over to me,” he said. Again, I was struck by the eerie familiarity of his voice, and a shiver ran up my spine.

      I did as he asked, kicking the knife across the floor. It scraped the rough stone as it spun toward him. The killer approached it warily, dragging Gabriel with him. Covering his hand with his sleeve, he darted down and picked the thing up. He did it so fast, Gabriel and I didn’t even have time to react. He hurled it, far beyond the altar.

      “Come closer, my darling,” he purred. “Slowly.”

      I edged closer, my eyes locked on the blade at Gabriel’s throat. Any minute, the police should arrive. They should be here already.

      When I was about twenty feet away, he held up a hand. “You can stop there.” He reached behind his back, then pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “Put those on. Arms behind your back.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Handcuffs? Where would Roan have found handcuffs? I was starting to doubt my own assessment. After all, Roan wasn’t the type of fae who fed off fear.

      And then, suddenly, a terrible realization sank in. Who else fed off fear?

      The gravelly voice, the reason the cops hadn’t showed up. A man as large as Roan, who knew everything the police did, whatever measures they took to protect the public from him. A killer who sowed fear in the public, let the tabloids print their lurid articles about immigrants… all that fear to feed off. My breath left my lungs.

      Almost no one was as large as Roan, except—

      “DCI Wood,” I said in a choked voice.

      He slid off the hood, revealing his face. The chief inspector smiled at me pleasantly. “Not such a good profiler after all. The killer was with you the entire time, and you never even suspected. The FBI is overpaying you.”

      “So, you called Gabriel about the murder…”

      “I did. When I found out that you were in touch with him. His phone was tapped, you see. I took care of that.”

      As he spoke, his face began to change, black claws lengthening from his fingertips, fangs glinting. His silvery hair shifted to a deep copper, the lines on his face disappearing, dark eyes shifting to a ghostly gray. The air left my lungs as I recognized him from Trinovantum. He was the man they called the Rix—the right-hand man of the terrifying fae king.

      Trembling, I hugged myself, letting my right hand rest just at the brim of my bag. “You’ve been glamoured all along, disguising yourself as a Chief Inspector.”

      He cocked his head. “What better way to sow discord in the human realm?”

      “What do you want with me?”

      “It was very impressive,” he rasped, ignoring my question. “How Gabriel had tried to warn you when you called. I nearly killed him straight after. But then you called me, and… well, you can guess the rest. Handcuffs on, three-born.”

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand.” I bent lower for the handcuffs. “Why—” My hand slipped into my bag, gripping the Glock. Without pulling it out, I swung the bag forward, pulling the trigger three times.

      The explosions echoed off the stone hall. And they all missed. The Rix had jumped as soon as I began to move, his body as fast as lightning. In one swift movement, he rolled to the side, then lunged for me. Before I could get another shot out, he slammed his fist into my face, his other hand twisting the gun away. Within a fraction of a second, he was shoving the barrel of the Glock into my own temple. I had never seen anyone move so fast. It was almost as if he had teleported to stand by my side.

      “Iron bullets!” he hissed. “So clever. Freeze, Detective!”

      Gabriel, who had begun moving toward us, froze at the sight of the gun to my skull. His hands were still cuffed behind his back.

      “Here’s what you don’t seem to get,” Wood said. “You two are flooding me with fear. Do you know how amazing that feels? I was pretty strong before, but now? I’m fucking invincible.”

      I swallowed. I’d felt it myself, felt the power of Gabriel’s fear. Wood fed on fear as well. And with my pixie blood, he was getting an extra dose. No wonder he was so fast. And no wonder he liked terrorizing the city, sowing terror throughout London to soak up the power.

      “Pick up the handcuffs, and lock your hands behind your back,” he snarled at me.

      I was out of options. Kneeling, I picked up the handcuffs, clicking one over my wrist. Wood didn’t wait for me to do it myself; he pulled my other hand roughly, locking the cuffs together. He then patted me down, his breath getting heavier as his hand slid up my thighs to my ass. Bile rose in my throat.

      He tore the bag from my shoulder, and ripped out the compact mirror. He crushed it in his fist—ruining my chance at escape, my hope of getting the second knife.

      Then he kicked me in the back, and pain exploded through my spine. I went sprawling onto Gabriel, both of us falling onto the floor

      “Now, isn’t that sweet.” His eyes gleamed. “Too bad your friend is about to die, Cassandra.”

      I groaned, trying to catch my breath. My back pulsed in pain.

      “You’ve been a pain in my ass from day one, Agent Liddell.” His eyes were half-lidded, his body glowing with a pale, blue light. “Agent Pain-in-the-ass.”

      I stared at him. I knew what that glow meant—I’d seen it on Roan when he fed off lust. DCI Wood was getting stoned on my pixie fear. No wonder he wasn’t killing me. He was enjoying it too much. Shooting me would be tantamount to flushing away his wonderful new drug.

      “I thought of killing you, too. But how much sweeter would it be to take you on as a slave? To feed from your delicious terror as I cut into your skin, night after night.”

      Oh, fucking hell.

      I had to buy us time. Give him a reason to keep talking, enjoying the moment, while I figured out a new plan.

      I lifted my eyebrows, letting my raw fear run rampant. Beating heart, short breaths. Full-blown panic would get this guy trashed. “That night, when I chased you. I followed you to a fae party. What were you doing there?”

      His lip curled. “Not a party,” he said. “We no longer indulge in immoral parties. It was a gathering of equals. And I went there because I knew the police couldn’t follow me. You followed me? Very impressive. I knew about your magic after your escape from the police station, but…” He trailed off, swaying on his feet. His eyes were fixed on me, entranced. “I think I lost my train of thought. Being by your side when you’re overcome by fear is a delicious experience.”

      “So that’s why you killed those women? Just to feed off their fear?”

      “Partly, yes.”

      “And to feed off Londoners’ fear. To sow terror throughout the city until no one trusted anyone around them.”

      “Now, now.” He arched an eyebrow. “Do I look like the James Bond villain, who tells you all his nefarious plans just before you manage to escape? No.” He stood straighter, pointing the gun at Gabriel. “As scrumptious as this discussion is, it’s time for—”

      A figure leaped from behind a stone pillar, roaring with anger, and slammed into Wood.

      And as he did, I caught a glimpse of deep, emerald eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 31

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Both men jumped back to their feet, Roan’s horns gleaming with gold, his eyes shining with animalistic anger. He stood eerily still, but tightly wound with barely controlled rage, like a snake ready to strike. In ordinary circumstances, I’d put my money on Roan, no question. But Wood had just gorged on a whole lot of fear, and there wasn’t much lust going around to bolster Roan’s power.

      The Rix glowed with that pale blue light, his empty fingers twitching with anticipation. I could tell by the look on his face that he thought Roan didn’t stand a chance against him.

      Frantically, I scanned the floor for the gun. If I didn’t help to end this, I’d end up the permanent torture-slave of a fae psychopath. After a tense second, the Rix struck Roan, his hand a blur of motion. Roan’s head shot back as the fist connected with a loud crack.

      Wood lashed out again, but this time Roan was ready, deftly dodging aside. At the same time, with a stunningly feral grace, he grabbed Wood by the shoulders, hurling him into a pew with a roar. He shattered the wood.

      I couldn’t see the damn gun anywhere, but I could see my bag, a few feet away from us. I knew I had several hairpins in it. As long as Roan kept the Rix busy, Gabriel and I should be able to uncuff each other.

      “Help me stand up,” I whispered to Gabriel.

      “Okay,” he wheezed. By his labored breath, he sounded as if he was badly hurt. We leaned against each other. Slowly, using his back as leverage, I stood, then crouched a bit lower.

      My jaw dropped at the sight of Roan tearing a six foot long pew from the floor and hurling it. It clipped Wood in the shoulder, and he snarled in pain. In a blur of blue, he was on top of Roan, pummeling him with a barrage of lightning-fast punches.

      I tore my gaze away, hurrying to my bag. I crouched down with my back to it, then picked it up, and hurried back to Gabriel’s side.

      “Okay,” I said. “Stand up.”

      With my help, he managed to stand up. In the background, I heard Roan growl in pain, and shuddered. We needed a few more seconds.

      “There’s a hair pin in my bag,” I said. “Try to get to it.”

      I felt Gabriel’s hands sink into my bag and rummage inside it, his breath whistling.

      “What’s wrong with your breathing?” I asked.

      “Broken ribs. Punctured one of my lungs.”

      Shit shit shit. I could only hope his other lung would stay intact with those fractures.

      “Hurry!” I said.

      “I don’t know how you expect me to find anything with all this useless tat in here.”

      “It’s there, Gabriel. Just find it!”

      “Got it!”

      “Okay! Can you uncuff me?”

      “Of course I can, what do you take me for? Give me a second…” His hands fumbled against mine as I watched the two giants grapple, smashing church pews. Dust and plaster rained from the ceiling. Wood’s hands wrapped around Roan’s neck, while Roan’s thumb pressed against Wood’s right eye, about to pop it. Wood’s screams echoed off the ceiling, but Roan couldn’t get enough breath to make a sound.

      Adrenaline, and the power of Gabriel’s fear, surged through my blood. “Hurry up.”

      “Got it!”

      With a click, the handcuffs loosened, and I slid my wrist from it. With my hands free, I turned around and plucked the pin from Gabriel’s hands. It took just a few seconds to uncuff him.

      “The gun,” I whispered. “We need to find the gun.”

      “I can see it.” He pointed, and my heart sunk. “But we’re not gonna get it.”

      The gun lay just a few feet from where Roan was smashing Wood into the altar.

      I swallowed hard. Part of me wanted to stay to help Roan. But I was fresh out of weapons, and Gabriel needed a doctor—fast. The only remaining iron weapon was back at Gabriel’s, and I didn’t have a mirror.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “There’s a hospital just outside, and we can get help.”

      Once we got out of here, I’d be able to get to a mirror, find the knife, and come back to help Roan if he needed it. Plus we could call backup.

      Gabriel leaned into me as we crept down the aisle, the sound of grunting and smashing echoing off the high ceiling as they trashed the church. I led Gabriel through the old oak door to the darkened pathway into the cool night air, and we moved toward the Tudor gate.

      But as we did, a hail of gunshots rang out behind us. I whirled back, fists clenched.

      My stomach flipped. Roan. “I have to go back.”

      “That’s a terrible idea.” Gabriel clutched his chest. “And how do you know Wood was the one with the gun?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Roan has no clue how to use a gun. I’m sure of it. He probably wouldn’t even recognize what it was.”

      “We should call for backup.”

      I frowned. As soon as the police showed up, they’d recognize their boss. They weren’t going to take a fugitive’s word over his.

      “Listen,” I said hurriedly. “I’ll go out first, draw him away. While I’m doing that, I need you to look for the iron knife. I think it ended up someplace by the altar.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Possibly.”

      He nodded slowly. “Fair enough. What did you do with the other knife?”

      “I’ll need a mirror to get to it. The gun is gone. Wood could be killing Roan, and the only thing we can hurt him with is that knife by the altar.”

      “It won’t work, Cassandra. He’ll see us searching for the knife.”

      But as I stared into his hazel eyes, an idea bloomed in my mind. “It’ll work.”
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      Clutching the empty bottle of invisibility potion, I crept back into the church. I told Gabriel to follow two minutes behind me.

      The chapel’s silence unnerved me. I wanted to hear Roan’s roars, furniture breaking, foundations trembling, screams of frustration and pain. Silence meant death. I crouched in the shadows by the door, straining to hear breathing or movement. Nothing—no movement or sound in the shadowy hall except the eerie dancing of candlelight over the stone floor. How long did it take for the invisibility potion to kick in? I couldn’t quite remember.

      Grasping the bottle, I wound up for a throw, then pitched it as hard as I could. The tiny glass flew in an arc above the broken pews, finally smashing on the stone aisle.

      A sudden motion revealed Wood’s position. He lingered in a dark archway near a transept. In just a fraction of a second, he hobbled over to the pews toward the smashed glass by the opposite transept. At least Roan had done some damage to the bastard.

      While Wood hunted around, I crept further down the aisle, until I found Roan on his back between two smashed pews. At the sight of him, my throat tightened. A pool of blood spread out below him. If it hadn’t been for the gun I had brought with me, I had no doubt Roan would have slaughtered Wood.

      I crouched down, feeling for his pulse. At his throat, I felt only a faint, slow throb, barely there.

      My mouth went dry, and I picked up a piece of wood, chucking it at the opposite transept again, buying more time. While Wood limped across the church, searching for his intruder, I crouched by Roan’s side.

      I sucked in a breath, inspecting the damage. I found two visible holes in his shirt—one in his shoulder, the other just below his ribs. I felt around his shoulder, slipping my arm around it, and I discovered an exit wound. But when I slid my hand lower under his muscled body, his weight nearly crushing my fingers, I found no exit wound for the bullet hole below his ribs. If he didn’t die from blood loss, the iron in his body would kill him.

      I needed to get the bullet out, but there was no way to do it, and no time. Gabriel would be in here any second, and I needed another diversion for Wood.

      I rose just as the Rix limped from the transept. Blood soaked his body, and his right eye had swelled shut, oozing blood.

      At the sight of me, the Rix growled. He ran, clearly injured, and yet still faster than a human. I turned to run, my gaze over my shoulder to see if I was drawing him after me.

      But he didn’t move. He’d frozen, fury blazing in his eyes. For a moment I thought something had hurt him—until he whirled. He grabbed Gabriel by the shoulders, slamming him into a pillar.

      “I’ve got your pet, three-born,” he purred. “And I killed your other boyfriend. So maybe we can move on to the main event—what do you think? I have some executions to stage tonight.” He slammed Gabriel again, knocking plaster from the ceiling, and my pulse raced. “Burning, I’m thinking. The Ripper killings were a bit trite, but forty-five minutes at the stake should stoke some real fear in the Big Smoke, don’t you think?”

      Oh God. How long before the invisibility potion took hold? Last time it was, what, four minutes? Maybe five?

      Slowly, I walked toward the two of them, slowing my breath, my heart rate.

      “Let him go,” I said, steadying my voice. “You have me. That’s all you need.”

      “That’s a strange thing to say. You don’t know what I need.”

      “But I know what you want.” I raised an eyebrow. “Me. Frightened. At your disposal. Think about it. If you kill us both, you’ll never feel it again. But if you take me, and keep me alive and terrified… Can you imagine how that would feel?”

      Come on, I thought, willing the potion to work. Come on.

      Wood’s mouth went slack, his eyes rolling. A junkie, that’s what he was. I’d turned Steve Wood into a terror junkie.

      “Want to feel it again?” I whispered, and glanced at Gabriel, imagining what would soon happen to us both. Gabriel’s neck broken, me in a cage somewhere in Wood’s house, tortured for the rest of my life, branded and burned beyond recognition, so he could live off my fear. The terror nearly made me stumble.

      His pale eyes gleamed in the darkness.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” I said, my voice soft.

      His eyes rolled back in his head, his grip on Gabriel weakening.

      He hardly even noticed as Gabriel’s body shimmered out of view as the potion took hold.

      In the next moment, Wood screamed, gripping his gut. He whirled, frantically searching with his good eye for the invisible man who’d just stabbed him.

      I watched as he dodged a few more blows—Gabriel couldn’t see Wood either, of course, and Wood seemed to be able to sense the knife, dodging away. It was almost as if he could feel the iron.

      Within a few moments, he was gripping Gabriel’s invisible body by the throat. “I can’t see you, Stewart. But I can feel your fear, nourishing my blood.”

      He slammed Gabriel’s body hard: once, twice, three times. I heard the knife clang on the tile.

      The Rix turned, thundering toward me, body blazing with cold wrath. “How did you turn him—”

      “You think reflections are all I’m good for?” I hoped he wouldn’t call my bluff, because frankly, reflections were all I was good for. “I have more power than you could ever—”

      He lunged for me, slamming his fist into my gut, knocking the air from my lungs. I crashed to the floor, and the Rix leapt on top of me, snarling.

      “Enough talk, fortal,” he roared, fingers tightening around my throat. “I will enslave you like the mongrel you are, to feed off your exquisite terror—right after I force you to watch your lovers burn to death.”

      How long did I have until my air cut out completely? He was crushing the air from me with one hand, pinning my wrist with the other.

      I had less than a minute before I’d lose consciousness.

      “Two lovers,” he snarled. “You vile little pixie whore. Do you know what the king would say of your filthy ways, you vile fornicatress? He would say you deserve to be punished. That you’re the reason we rid the kingdom of pixies, who twist our minds and desires and tempt men from their wives. He would say that you should be punished most severely, and that I’m just the man to do it.”

      Twenty seconds. With my free hand, I searched for something, anything, to use as a weapon, but I felt nothing but the smashed tile and stone around me. Unfortunately for me, Gabriel wouldn’t be able to see us now, and I thought he might be unconscious anyway.

      I rummaged in my bag as the world dimmed. I didn’t know what I was looking for, since I’d left the knife at Gabriel’s. And all I could find was a purse, lipstick, a crumpled paper.

      Paper.

      I pulled it out, shoving it before his eyes.

      “Wait,” I choked out the word.

      “What is this?” His grip eased as he glanced at it.

      “One pound and ninety pence,” I croaked, gasping for air. “For coffee. I’d like it now, please.”

      He snorted. “Your mind has gone, fortal. Goodbye.”

      But as soon as he’d denied my request, I felt power thrumming over me, and Wood’s strength suddenly diminished. I twisted one of his arms away, hearing it crack as I slammed him to the stone. He yelled in pain and surprise.

      “You promised.” I gasped for air, but power blazed through my body. I punched the Rix hard in the jaw with a powerful right hook, and he crashed against the pew. “You told me you’d pay me back for anything I bought to eat or drink here, remember?”

      Blazing with wrath, I crossed to him, towering over him.

      “You really shouldn’t break your promise,” I hissed. “It gives people power over you.”

      I punched him in the skull, pleased at the crack of bone. A broken promise gives you power over the oathbreaker, Alvin had said. I could feel it now. I had power over him.

      The Rix lay prone on the ancient flagstones, candlelight dancing over his handsome features.

      I had power over him, and it intoxicated me.

      As I drew closer, he seemed to rally, his lips curling into a grimace. With a roar, he leapt onto his feet, charging me in a blur of movement. He moved impossibly fast, and yet to my eyes, time seemed to slow down. His powerful arms swung like heavy pendulums, as if he were moving through a sea of honey.

      Reflexes took over as I slid aside and let his fist pass me. Then, with both hands, I grabbed his wrist. Dipping my hips, I used his momentum to send him flying into a stone pillar. The crunch of his bones echoed off the vaulted ceiling, and dusty stone rained down on us.

      The asshole had wanted to keep me in a cage, to torture me for fun. He wasn’t going to see my merciful side.

      With a dark smile curling my lips, I stalked toward him. A trickle of blood ran down his forehead, and he glared at me through his good eye. He snarled, a bestial sound. A predator, unused to being prey. As I came within touching distance, he tried to punch me in the stomach.

      I slapped his hand away, then backhanded him across the face. His head snapped right, and he fell to the floor. I picked him up by the collar, and hurled him at a row of pews. When he crashed into them, his body splintered the wood.

      And yet he kept going, dragging himself up again, breath rasping.

      This time I charged fast, intent on beating seven shades of shit out of him, but he was reaching for his boot. A knife? No. I recognized the gray aluminum, the familiar shape of a Glock 17, rising to point at my chest. My heart thundered. Shit shit shit. I dove, but not in time.

      A gunshot echoed off the stone. Pain ripped through my side. Gasping, I fell back, clutching at my waist, my hands covered in blood.

      He slowly stood, training the gun on me as I stumbled back, pain splintering my gut. The iron bullet seared me from within.

      Already the poison was spreading through my body, dizzying me. Quenching my magic. I gritted my teeth, mentally whispering my mantra. Be prepared to kill everyone you meet… Right about now, that wasn’t working out so well for me.

      His pale eyes flashing with fury, he pressed the trigger again, but it only clicked dully. The gun was empty. A small mercy.

      “Well.” He smiled wryly, walking toward me. “I guess I could always kill you the old-fashioned way.”

      I crawled away from him, gripping my gut, trying to block out the searing agony. “I should have known it was you. A fascination with power. Obsession with fear. You worship chaos…” Shivers wracked my body as the blood seeped through my fingers. “I profiled you all along.”

      “Mmm. Yet look where you are now, mongrel,” he growled, eyes gleaming.

      “Yeah, well…” I looked down at my blood-stained fingers. “I like to know that I got things right.”

      He kicked me in the stomach, right where he’d shot me. I gasped with pain, falling to my back, staring at the arched stone ceiling. Moaning, I gritted my teeth.

      The Rix smiled, apparently enjoying my grimace of pain.

      At the sight of his smarmy grin, rage flared in me. Fight, Cassandra. Always fight. I grasped around me for metal, glass, anything.

      “No one to save you anymore.” He knelt over me, running a fingertip down my chest. “No more tricks. No more magic. Just me and you. Do you know what I think I’d like to do? Break your ribs, one by one. I want to see the fear in your eyes. What do you think, profiler? Will I enjoy it?”

      A line of blood trickled from my mouth. “I think you need a more pro-social hobby.”

      He leaned over me, his pupils black as coal, completely devoid of feeling. “Ready to die, mongrel?” he said, pressing his knee on the gunshot wound.

      I screamed.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” His fingers wrapped around my throat.

      As if in a dream, I stared into his eyes. So soulless, so empty, that I could see nothing in them but my own reflection.

      My magic made reflections part of my body. But as I formed a bond with the Rix’s eye, I felt somehow corrupted. The eye really is a doorway to the soul. As I stared into his pupils, the reflection felt like a cancerous growth in me, its malignancy poisoning my mind even as it pulled me toward it.

      I ignored the discomfort, staring at his pupil and imagining the mirror in Gabriel’s bathroom. Mentally, I opened the portal and reached for his eye with my finger, letting it suck my arm through. As it did, a toxic magic coated my skin. It took a fraction of a second, but in that time, the reflection in the Rix’s eye scarred me, ripping a hole in my soul. I grabbed for the knife I had left by the mirror. As fast as I could, I pulled the knife back through his eye, severing the connection. In its journey through the Rix’s soul, the knife had become warped and blackened, corrupted with the Rix’s strange, dark energy. The blade, though still sharp, had twisted into a curved, ugly shape.

      His eyes widened at the sight of it. But before he had a chance to rally, I thrust it into his throat. His mouth opened in shock as I ripped the knife out, tearing a huge wound. His blood gushed onto me, soaking my face and hands.

      Slowly, the Rix—the right-hand man of the Fae High King—fell to one side, his body convulsing.

      The knife twitched in my hand, and I had the sense that it craved more blood, more death. I dropped it, horrified, and the malformed weapon fell to the floor.

      I stood up, clutching my gut, staring at the Rix’s lifeless eyes.

      He’d been an evil fae, one who fed off terror.

      I closed my eyes, desperate to block out the voice ringing ominously in the back of my head, the one that reminded me the Rix wasn’t the only one with that perverse pleasure—that I’d fed off Gabriel’s fear, too. A terror leech.

      I turned, falling to my knees, and dry-heaved.
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      Clutching my stomach, I stumbled over to Roan. The blood loss dizzied me, numbing my mind.

      I crouched by his side, touching his neck, but I could hardly feel his pulse. I needed to get that bullet out of his body. His muscled chest rose and fell slowly, but his breath was faltering now. We were right next to St. Bart’s hospital, but Roan was no longer glamoured and I wasn’t sure how to explain the horns growing from his head, or the iron’s effect on his body. If I needed to save his life, I’d call an ambulance, but something told me to keep this under wraps if I could.

      A cough echoed off the high ceiling, and I turned to see Gabriel rising from the ground, fully visible, his head bleeding. “Cassandra!”

      “Gabriel! I need something sharp. A needle, if you can get one.” I gritted my teeth against the pain in my side. “The bullet is still inside him. It’s poisoning him.”

      Gabriel blinked, trying to clear his mind. He was half-dead himself. “Let’s get a doctor.”

      I shook my head. “He’s not human. I’m gonna try to save him myself first. Then we’ll get you a doctor, okay?”

      “Right.” He reached for the iron knife.

      I shook my head. “No iron. And don’t touch the knife by the Rix’s body.”

      His forehead crinkled. “Who?”

      “DCI Wood.”

      He shook his head, as if trying to clear the confusion. “I’m gonna grab a scalpel for you. Then I’m heading back to the hospital.”

      “Perfect.” I searched my mind for what I might need. “Tweezers, gauze, a needle, gloves, suturing supplies—everything sterile.”

      Wheezing, he hurried out of the church.

      I tore Roan’s shirt open. Blood smeared his chest, and around his gut wound, the blood had turned black. On the plus side, the bullet hadn’t gone very deep, and I could see it.

      I swallowed hard. When the iron had injured him before, I’d helped strengthen him by kissing him. Now that I knew he’d been stalking me for years, I didn’t exactly want to make out with him anymore. Sure, he wasn’t the serial killer, but he’d still been following me, collecting newspaper articles. And he’d paid those men to attack me…

      Then again, if I let him die, I’d never find out why. I’d never learn why a mere pixie mongrel like me was supposed to be important in this strange world of the fae. I gritted my teeth, trying to block out the pain ripping my stomach apart.

      Shifting closer to Roan, I closed my eyes, forcing myself to think of the dream I’d had that night in his cottage—the feel of the mossy earth beneath my feet, the scent of the heavy forest air, thick with oak and rowan trees. The feeling that he was coming for me, hunting me, that I needed to ready myself for him. As the image of the dream bloomed in my mind, my body began to warm, my pulse racing. I thought of his hand gripping my hair, the other running slowly down my back…

      At the sound of footsteps, I opened my eyes, turning to see Gabriel walking into the church. Instantly, I blushed, even though he couldn’t have had any idea what I’d just been thinking about.

      My gaze flicked to Roan, whose body now glowed with an amber light, his powerful chest rising and falling a little faster. It looked like it had worked.

      “I got what you needed, though the nurse in the emergency room wasn’t happy about it.” He held out a tiny steel tray of medical implements. “Do you have any idea what to do with it?”

      I bit my lip. Right now, my plan was to cut the bullet out, then think about that dream again to help him gather his strength. But I didn’t need to tell Gabriel all the sordid details.

      I held out my hand. “I’ve been trained. Sort of. And if all else fails, I’ll take him to St. Bart’s.” I nodded at him. “You get yourself fixed up before you lose your other lung.” I set the tray down next to Roan’s body, and pulled on the gloves. “Thanks for this.”

      “Are you safe with him?”

      I frowned. I still didn’t know if I’d be safe with Roan under normal circumstances, but he wouldn’t be in fighting form anytime soon. “I’ll be fine. I’m tougher than I look.”

      “I’m beginning to understand that.”

      “Go,” I said. “I’ll find you as soon as I can.”

      Reluctantly, he turned, heading back for the hospital.

      I looked at Roan again, then hooked my leg over him, straddling him. I’d never a cut a bullet out of a human before, but I had practiced on a dead pig. This was a little different. For one thing, he was still pumping blood. And for another, I had a bullet in my own body. The pain nearly stole my breath. Focus, Cassandra.

      With a gloved hand, I spread the wound, then slid the needle down along the side of the bullet and under the tip. With my heart pounding, I tilted the needle, forcing the bullet out as black blood poured from the wound. When the top of the bullet emerged from his flesh, I grabbed the tweezers. I gripped the iron bullet in the pincers, pulling it the rest of the way out, then dropped it on the floor. He groaned faintly. Blood poured from the wound, and I pressed the gauze over it.

      I grabbed the suture supplies—a needle and tiny forceps. Carefully, I sewed up his wound, listening to his breathing.

      Sweat beaded on my forehead. Frankly, I was no surgeon, but I was counting on his magic to fix the rest of this mess.

      I tied off the stitches, then sat back, pulling off the gloves. Feeling for his heartbeat, I found it just slightly stronger. I just needed to get him to glow again.

      Unfortunately, digging around in open gut wounds wasn’t exactly my idea of foreplay. And worse, the pain from my wound was excruciating, but I’d have to find a way to make it work.

      I pressed my hands on his chest, and closed my eyes, locking all thoughts of pain into that mental cage of mine. I thought of the feel of Roan’s lips on mine when I’d kissed him in the cabin. The firelight glowing off his muscled shoulders, the carnal look in his green eyes. My naked body under the blanket, his hands stroking my bare skin… As I thought about him, the pain seemed to leave my body. My pulse began to race, and heat swooped though my belly. Slowly, I let my fingertips trail down his chest, feeling his breath coming faster.

      I imagined myself in the woods, wearing that sheer red dress, Roan hunting for me. I watched his powerful form thunder through the undergrowth, watched myself back up against a tree. Roan grabbed me, lifting my dress, grabbing my ass as I wrapped my legs around his hips. He kissed me hard.

      I opened my eyes, surprised to find that I’d leaned down, my lips hovering just over Roan’s. Slowly, his eyes opened, burning with a deep gold. And now I felt the magic rolling off him, heating my body with a powerful need, making my pulse race. He wrapped his arms around me, one hand finding its way to my hair, the other sliding down my back. As if enchanted, he pulled me in for a kiss. He brushed his lips over mine, then nipped at my lower lip.

      Powerful desire rushed through my body—and that’s when I pulled away. And as soon as I did, a sharp burst of pain ripped through my body where I’d been shot.

      “No, Roan,” I said. “I was just helping you.”

      “Mmmm.” His hands traced over my body as he relaxed his grip on me, his body glowing with a pure, golden light. “Why do I feel like you can’t keep your hands off me?”

      I’d needed just enough lust to help him, but I wasn’t going to lie here making out with my stalker.

      I straightened, catching my breath. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Much better, pixie.”

      I slid off him, clutching my gut. “Good, then tell me what you were doing stalking me for the past three years.”

      He sat up, frowning at my gut. “You’re hurt.”

      “I realize that. But I asked you a question.”

      “And I’m not answering while you’re bleeding to death. Let me help you.”

      I was running out of patience. And probably blood. Slowly, I rose, feeling dizzy. “You know what? I’m going to find you later. And when I do, I want answers.”

      “Where is the Rix?”

      “Dead.”

      “You killed him?”

      “Yes.”

      He smiled slyly. “You impress me, pixie.”

      “That wasn’t really my goal.” And yet, I felt a strange surge of pride as I shuffled out of the church. As I got to the door, I called back to him, “I’m going to find out your secrets, Roan Taranis. It’s what I do.”

      “Fine,” he called back, his voice echoing off the vaults. “But first, you might want to find out your own.”
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      In Leroy’s wine bar, a somber mood hung over the half-empty room like a dark storm cloud. The old woman dressed like an Elizabethan countess, dripping with rubies, followed me with her eyes as I crossed the room and sat at the bar, setting my bag on it. I winced a little as I sat, my gut still sore where I’d been shot. Still, the time I’d spent in the emergency room had nearly completely healed me—not from the medical treatment as much as from the heavy waves of other people’s fear, which soothed and mended my body.

      Leroy turned to me, eyeing me with a suspicious frown.

      “Can I have a glass of claret?”

      He nodded, and turned around to pour my order from one of the aged barrels.

      The stool next to me squeaked as Alvin hopped onto it. “Hello, beautiful. What are we having?”

      “I am having a glass of claret,” I said.

      “Oh, good!” He smiled, his eyes half-lidded and bloodshot. As usual, a cloud of marijuana smoke seemed to hang in the air around him. His T-shirt read simply Inside Job. “I’m Hank Marvin.”

      “What?”

      “Rhyming slang, innit?”

      “Starving,” I ventured.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, I’ll get you something to eat. But I could use some help.”

      He appeared to be struggling to keep his eyes open. “What kind of help?”

      “A reading lesson.”

      “You seem clever enough. Can’t you read?”

      I rummaged in my bag, trying not to touch the iron knife that had been warped by the Rix’s soul. It pulsed with dark energy, and I pushed past it to retrieve the article from the newspaper.

      “Not this.” I slapped it on the bar top. It was the article I had found in Roan’s cabin—the one about my parents’ death. Roan’s strange markings sprawled across the edges in a spidery script.

      He looked at it for a moment, and then back at me. “Well… I’m sure we can work something out. I’ll have a butcher’s.”

      More rhyming slang, I imagined. “Dinner for reading. Deal?”

      Leroy placed the glass of amber wine in front of me, and I took a small sip, shutting my eyes as the bittersweet taste rolled around my taste buds, making them quiver in joy.

      “Deal!” he said and turned to Leroy. “Bruv, two baguettes, a saucer of milk, and a cup of honey. Churned fondant honey, none of that crystallized bollocks, you get me?”

      Leroy turned to the kitchen, unfazed.

      “So…” I pointed at the article. “What does it say?”

      Frowning, he pointed at the top, where the script snaked and curled, almost seeming to shift while I was looking at it. “Here it just says that both parents were murdered.”

      A lump rose in my throat, and I shook my head. “Both parents were murdered? This article clearly mentions that my… that this man, Horace, killed his wife. Then he killed himself.”

      “I guess the human police are never wrong.”

      I blinked, trying not to hear the screams replay in my mind, but I’d been there. And I’d never really forget. Horace, don’t!

      “It’s a mistake,” I muttered.

      “Then I guess you’re not interested in what it says here.” He pointed at a shorter inscription on the bottom.

      “What does it say?”

      “It names the murderer.”

      “And what’s his name?” I clenched my fists tight, and the stitches in my side pulsed in a dull pain.

      “Her name is Siofra, according to the handwriting.”

      “Siofra,” I repeated numbly. “Who is Siofra?”

      “Interesting question.”

      Leroy brought out his food, and the baguettes took up half the counter.

      “Tell me, Cassandra, you ever try to boil stew in a couple of eggshells?”

      “Is that… rhyming slang?” I blinked in confusion.

      “No. You should try it. It’s fucking hilarious.” He picked up his plate, and jumped off the stool.

      “Hang on. Where are you going? I still want to ask—”

      “I’m not staying around if he’s coming.” A hint of fear glinted in his eyes. “See you around, Cassandra.” He hurried to one of the candlelit tunnels, with his churned fondant honey and baguettes.

      I sighed. “I can feel you looming behind me.”

      Roan sat on the empty bar stool, then nodded at Leroy, who turned around, leaving us alone.

      “How’s the old wound?” I asked.

      “It hurts. Where did you learn to sew up bullet wounds?”

      “I didn’t really learn that part.”

      “That would explain the pain.”

      “Yeah, well…” I sipped from my wine. “I did save your life. As you did mine.”

      He held my gaze for an uncomfortably long time before asking, “Why did you save my life?”

      I shrugged. “Like I said. You showed up to kill Wood. Or the Rix, or whoever. I realized you weren’t the killer. And maybe you had some sort of explanation for what I found in your cottage. And why you wanted the victim’s organs.”

      Leroy returned, placing a large glass full of red wine in front of Roan before disappearing again.

      Roan took a sip of his wine. “Elrine could track the killer with the organs he’d taken. When he took their lives, he left a bit of his twisted soul behind.”

      “And that’s how you knew to show up at Great Saint Bart’s.” I frowned. “And the Rix’s motive—he just wanted to feed off power, I take it? To create mob fear and panic in London?”

      “That was part of it.” Roan frowned.

      “What’s with the skulls under water?” I nodded at the heraldic emblem on the wall. “We had a witness with a tattoo, and I saw it on the Rix’s clothes.”

      “The Court of Weala Broc. The Fae High King’s court. That’s their insignia.”

      “It’s eerie. The witness—Gemma—she said something about fealty. She thought the fae were gods who demand sacrifices.”

      Silence fell for a moment before Roan met my gaze again. “We haven’t seen the last of fae terrorizing the city of London.”

      “I would imagine not.”

      He sucked in a breath. “The gutter fae who attacked you in that alley—I didn’t think they’d go that far. They were supposed to scare you, not attack you. I should have anticipated that your pixie emotions might set them off.”

      I had the feeling this was as close as Roan ever came to an apology.

      “What do you want from me, Roan?” I was losing patience. “Why are you stalking me? Who is this… Siofra?” I pointed to the article.

      “She’s the woman who killed your parents.”

      The air left my lungs. “My father killed my mother. I remember it. I remember her screams.”

      “That’s not what the Callach says.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “She’s wrong.” I rubbed the tattoo over my ribs: Dux Femina Facti. I’d spent so much time hating my father, I didn’t even want to allow for the possibility that I’d had it wrong all this time. And anyway, I could remember what happened. I took a sip of my wine, trying to ignore the chaos roiling in my mind. “You still haven’t told me why you’ve been stalking me.”

      “You heard the Callach.” His emerald eyes burned into me. “You’re the key.”

      “To what?”

      “To defeating the Fae High King. The King of Hearts, of drowned men, the Lord of Terror.”

      At his words, a wave of dizziness hit me. But even in the muddle of my confusion, one thing rang clear in my mind: I wouldn’t be leaving London anytime soon.
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      The sequel, Agent of Chaos, is now available.
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      We hope you enjoyed Agent of Enchantment. If you want to read a free short story from Roan’s perspective of when he first met Cassandra, click the link cover above, or click here: http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ups64m3hn6.

      Yours,

      Alex and Christine
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