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      “Patience.”

      My grandfather sat in a wooden chair in our backyard, a glass of iced tea in his hand, and watched me levitate a log. His voice was soft, his smile easy, and yet he boasted an intensity that had my nerves churning.

      “Patience,” he repeated again.

      I furrowed my brow as I concentrated on the log. It wasn’t overly large, or even heavy. It wasn’t special in any way. It was simply one of the many pieces my grandfather bought from a neighbor so we could enjoy backyard bonfires throughout the summer. Given the heat in New Orleans, I knew the logs wouldn’t be touched until late fall at the earliest. We weren’t exactly known as bonfire people ... which had absolutely no bearing on what I was doing.

      “Patience,” Grandpa hissed when the log began wobbling.

      Even though I knew he was trying to offer me support, there was an edge to his voice. The more I concentrated, the more my control wavered. Sweat broke out on my brow and instinctively I reached up to keep the moisture from dripping into my eye. That turned out to be a mistake. I completely lost the thread of the magic thanks to the distraction and the wobbling log turned into a missile as it shot away from me and slammed into our fence.

      “I guess mentioning you need patience would be a wasted effort,” Grandpa offered as I swiped my forearm across my forehead.

      My temper bubbled and I struggled to keep from snapping at him. It never went well when I lost my temper. He might’ve been my grandfather, a man who sometimes doted on me, but he could be a hardass when he wanted. When it came to magic, he was always a hardass.

      “I did my best,” I muttered, resting my cheek against my knees and closing my eyes. There was a decent wind blowing in from the Mississippi today and it ruffled my dark hair. I found comfort in the steady breeze, enjoying the way it kissed my skin. It was the middle of summer in the French Quarter, which meant the heat and humidity were both off the charts. I’d been a resident of the city for years at this point and yet, still, memories of cooler summers in Michigan invaded my mind at the oddest of times.

      This was one of them.

      “Isabella Sage, you did not do your best.” Grandpa’s tone was full of warning and caused me to cringe. There was nothing I hated more than disappointing him. He only used my first name when suffering from an attack of disappointment, so I knew this was going to be a long conversation. Otherwise he called me Izzy if it was a normal day, and Izzy Bear or Izzy Bee if he was feeling particularly playful. There was nothing playful about his features today.

      I wanted to argue — anything to wipe that look off his face — but I knew he was right. I honestly hadn’t tried my best.

      “You can have a rest and then we’ll go again,” Grandpa supplied, his tone firm. “We won’t break for dinner until you get it right.”

      The declaration, however normal, made me irrationally angry. I snapped up my head and glared at him. “Since when do you get to decide what I can and can’t do?”

      If he was surprised by my reaction, he didn’t show it. “I know you.”

      “Well, I think I know myself better. I say I’m done for the day.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I am.” I slapped my hand against my knee in an effort to vent some of my building frustration. “You can’t tell me how I feel.”

      Rather than immediately respond, Grandpa folded his arms across his chest and regarded me with the steely gaze I’d grown accustomed to. He wasn’t the sort of man who liked to be trifled with. Sure, he was capable of making fun of himself, and even encouraged me to do it at times.

      This was obviously not one of those times.

      “You can’t,” I repeated, refusing to back down. In addition to the magic we both possessed, I also inherited my stubbornness from him. Even though I knew the smarter move was to acquiesce and give him what he wanted, I couldn’t simply cede defeat. That was not who I was.

      He licked his lips and something dark sparked in the depths of his eyes. He wasn’t evil by any stretch of the imagination — in fact, he was the best man I’d ever known — but he was angry. He was about to take out that anger on me. I just knew it.

      Instead, he went the opposite way, throwing me off my game.

      “Tell me what you were thinking when the log started shaking,” he prodded.

      I stilled, surprised by the conversational shift. “Why does that matter?”

      “Because your magic is tied to your emotions. What you’re feeling has a direct correlation to how well your magic works.”

      That sounded made up to me. I wouldn’t put it past him. He’d once told me that eating too much licorice before bed would cause me to spurt dangerous magic from my fingertips in my sleep. It turned out he’d just wanted me to stop eating all the licorice.

      “I wasn’t thinking anything.” I searched my memory. “I was distracted.”

      “By what?”

      I turned sheepish. “I didn’t want the sweat to drip in my eye. It stings.”

      “So, fear of discomfort had you losing control.”

      I hated it when he boiled stuff down to such a basic level. “It was just a log,” I reminded him. “It’s not as if we were dealing with life-or-death stakes. I was levitating a piece of wood. It’s not like they give out awards for that.”

      His eyebrows hopped at the statement but otherwise he remained still. “Is that what you want?” he asked finally. “An award, I mean.”

      I shook my head. “No. I didn’t say that.”

      “You kind of did.”

      “No, I didn’t.” I recognized that expecting a reward in exchange for my abilities was something he would frown upon. I also knew — deep down, at least — that I didn’t want to be the sort of person who charged for helping people. There were women in the Quarter who did that. Most of them hung around Jackson Square, lauding themselves as true practitioners of magic even though the only thing they could conjure was trouble. They were grifters of the highest order and could read people well. They did not, however, possess magic.

      That didn’t stop them from selling the idea of magic.

      “You’re a strong girl, Izzy,” Grandpa offered, his voice softening. “You would have to be to survive what happened to you.”

      My heart rolled at the words. He was referring to my parents, who had been killed in Detroit when a creature crossed the death gate they were supposed to be monitoring and ripped them apart. Somehow I’d survived. How? I couldn’t say. All I knew was that I’d been plucked from the rubble of my house and secreted into my grandfather’s custody. Anything associated with that day had been wiped from my mind.

      “You’re also still growing into your magic,” he added. “Nobody expects you to be perfect.”

      “You do,” I fired back. “All you care about is me being perfect.”

      He wagged a chiding finger and leaned forward. “We both know that’s not true. I don’t expect anything more from you than what is possible to give. However, you’re barely putting in any effort today. Would you care to share with me why that is?”

      I sensed danger. “Um ... there’s no reason. I’m trying.”

      “Not really.” He cocked his head. “You’ve been distracted from the start today. I think I know why, too.”

      Uh-oh. He definitely had trouble on his mind. “I’m not distracted. It’s the heat. You know I don’t do great with the heat.”

      “Oddly, unlike most people who move here from colder climates, you have never fully acclimated to the humidity,” he agreed. “You wilt under extreme heat.”

      “I don’t wilt,” I groused. That sounded like a wimpy word to me. “People don’t wilt. Flowers wilt.”

      “And you’re my little flower.” He winked at me. “It’s not the heat getting to you today, though. I saw you on the street before you returned home for the lesson, down at the corner under the shade of the willow.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “You ... saw ... me?” I swallowed hard. He was about to give me another lecture.

      “I saw you and Jared Graham.” His lips quirked. “You were ... talking.”

      “We were talking.”

      “You were doing a little more.”

      I was horrified at the prospect of him watching us. Jared was one grade ahead of me and considered the catch of the junior high crowd. We’d always been friendly. The past two weeks, that friendliness had turned into a bit more. Thankfully, we hadn’t progressed beyond talking.

      “We weren’t doing anything,” I argued, adamant. “We were just hanging out and ... talking. If you think you saw something else, you’re wrong.”

      Amusement flashed bright in the depths of his eyes. “I wasn’t suggesting that he stole your virtue.”

      It took me a moment to realize what he was saying and I was scandalized. “Grandpa!”

      He laughed, one of those warm chuckles straight from the belly. “You’re twelve, Izzy,” he pointed out. “All I meant by that was I didn’t see any lip action.”

      That didn’t make it any better. “We need to change the subject. I thought you wanted to talk about magic.”

      “We are talking about magic. As I mentioned earlier, your magic is tied to your emotions. Your emotions are out of whack because Jared got your heart rate going underneath the tree. I saw him brush your hair away from your face ... and I saw a good fifty leaves strip from the tree at that exact moment. You did that.”

      I was taken aback. “What? I didn’t do that.”

      “You did. There can be no other explanation.”

      “I ... no. I would’ve realized if that was happening. I’m always aware.”

      He hesitated and then held out his hands. “You’re usually aware,” he conceded. “Hormones are an interesting thing, however, and that’s what will rule your emotions for a good few years.”

      Even though he smiled, I didn’t take it as a compliment. “I know what people say about teenagers and hormones,” I argued. “I’m not a teenager yet ... and I don’t care about hormones. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Ah, Izzy, you’re my heart. I’m always going to worry about you.”

      “You don’t have to.” I meant it. “I can take care of myself. You’ve taught me how to be strong ... and brave ... and giving. I’m not ruled by hormones.”

      He chuckled lightly. “Of course not.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Fine.” He held up his hands in a placating manner. “You’re not ruled by hormones.”

      “And I’m strong,” I insisted.

      “You’re definitely strong,” he agreed. “That doesn’t mean you’re infallible. Life is going to throw you curveballs at times, Izzy. Things will never come easy for you, not even magic. That’s why you have to practice.”

      “I have no problem practicing,” I reassured him. “I’m just ... really hot today.”

      “Uh-huh.” His smirk was sly. “You’re growing into a lovely young woman, Izzy. I think you’re going to be a fabulous adult. I also think you’re going to be a force to be reckoned with.”

      I preened under the compliment.

      “However, you rest on your laurels,” he continued. “You assume — because you’ve yet to meet anyone as powerful as you — that streak will continue forever. It won’t.”

      I tilted my head, confused. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you’re strong, but you’re not the strongest being out there.”

      He was so serious I had to swallow to give myself time to collect my thoughts. “Are you worried that I think I’m stronger than everybody else?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes.”

      “I know I’m not,” I offered. “I know there are creatures out there who can rip me limb from limb if they want. There are shifters who are dangerous, and vampires that can be dangerous if raised in nests. I know about all those things.”

      “Yes, you’ve read a lot,” Grandpa agreed. “Yet you haven’t faced those things in real life.”

      I wasn’t so sure. “I think I’ve seen shifters hanging out on the riverwalk at night.”

      He laughed. “Yes, you told me about the full-moon dancing by Cafe du Monde. I still maintain you didn’t see what you think you saw.”

      “And I know what I saw,” I insisted. “It was definitely pack dancing.”

      “If you say so. That’s not the purpose of this conversation, though. I’m not talking about shifters and vampires. Yes, there are numerous creatures out there who are more powerful than you. You’re cunning. I have no doubt you’ll be able to take them down if it becomes necessary.”

      He was doing little to alleviate my confusion. “Okay, then what are you talking about?”

      “There are other types of magical beings out there. I’m not talking creatures with fangs and teeth as much as beings who look human but pack quite the magical wallop.”

      “What sort of creatures?”

      He laughed. “Always the curious sort. I don’t know what sort of creatures, although I can guarantee there will be numerous witches included in that list. That’s not the point of this conversation.”

      I’d long since lost track of the point.

      “The point is that you’re not the strongest magical being in the world,” he continued. “You’re tough ... and bright ... and always thinking. However, there will come a time when you meet your magical match, and you have to be prepared.”

      He was so serious, all I could do was swallow and nod my head. “Okay, what do I do if I meet someone who has stronger magic than me?”

      “You practice to make sure you’re ready. That starts today.”

      Yeah, I should’ve seen that coming. “Why do I feel as if this conversation has gone in a complete circle?”

      “Because you’re as bright as you are beautiful.” He winked at me. “Now, retrieve the log. It’s time to go again.”

      That was the last thing I wanted, but he was training me for a specific reason. I couldn’t lose sight of that. “Okay, but I’m going to want some ice cream for dessert if I have to keep working in this heat.”

      “You’ll have to earn the ice cream.”

      I should’ve known he would say that, too. “Fine.” I threw up my hands and crawled to my feet. “I’ll do it, but I won’t like it.”

      “That’s fine. Just try to keep from thinking about Jared Graham’s dreamy eyes when you’re practicing, huh?”

      I wanted to find a hole to crawl into. “I can’t believe you just said that.” I stomped across the yard. “He doesn’t have dreamy eyes.”

      “Your heart feels differently.”

      He was right. It did feel differently. That didn’t mean I would admit to harboring a crush on the neighborhood stud. “A really big bowl of ice cream. I’m going to bathe in it.”

      He chuckled. “We all have different things we want to achieve. At least you have a goal.”

      I did indeed. I wanted to make him proud, and to be ready should I ever run into someone stronger. Those were my main goals.

      Of course, sneaking a kiss from Jared couldn’t possibly hurt either. That was another discussion, though.
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      “We’re five minutes out,” Cormack Grimlock announced, strolling into the control room underneath the aquarium on Belle Isle and fixing me with an expectant look.

      “I’m ready,” I reassured him.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “It’s the first time, at least to my knowledge, that the gate has ever needed to be rebooted.” He inclined his head toward the empty opening in question. On a normal day, the shimmery surface would be zipping with energy, offering a low-volume hum that served as comforting white noise. Now it was completely devoid of life. “If I were in your position, I would be nervous.”

      I hadn’t been nervous until he suggested I should be nervous. Then, suddenly, all I could think about was the way my palms sweated and my ears itched. “Well, I’m totally fine.”

      As if on cue, perhaps calling me a liar, Lily Taylor laughed like a loon. Her grandfather had her secured to his chest — apparently he was babysitting and getting the gate back online at the same time today — and he looked perfectly normal in his three-thousand-dollar suit with a baby hanging from his front.

      I fixed the little girl — she really was a knockout with her dark hair and lavender eyes — with a pointed scowl. “This is not funny.”

      Lily laughed again. She was only a few months old but already the apple of her family’s eye. Although, come to think of it, I’d never seen any of them eat a piece of fruit. She was more like the ice cream sundae bar of their eye. She was doted on to the point I knew she would be spoiled rotten and yet she was bubbling with happiness.

      “It’s really not funny,” I repeated.

      Lily laughed again and mimed clapping her hands.

      “She’s just like her mother,” I muttered, shaking my head as I went back to staring at the empty gate.

      “She’s the best girl ever,” Cormack cooed, stroking her dark hair as the baby kicked her feet. Someone had dressed her in a cute pair of denim shorts and paired it with a shirt that read “I’m Grandpa’s favorite.” Since she was the only grandchild in the Grimlock family, that was a given. Still, she looked thrilled to be part of the festivities.

      “You’re the reason she’s going to be spoiled,” I warned him, slipping my gaze to my co-worker Oliver Samuelson. He was fixated on the gate, to the point I worried his mind would implode if he didn’t unclench a bit. “Not that I’m not happy to see her or anything — she’s always welcome here — but do you think it’s wise to have her present when we’re about to try something we haven’t ever tried before?”

      Cormack’s hand was busy as he stroked Lily’s soft hair but his smile slipped. “She’s not staying for when we flip the switch.”

      That was interesting. “She’s not? I didn’t realize she could wander away on her own. She’s getting so big.” I smiled at the baby, who offered me a gummy smile in return. Given the fact that she’d spent the first few weeks of her life wailing in despair because she picked up on the emotions of her overwrought mother, the constant giggles and smiles were welcome.

      “Ha, ha.” Cormack rolled his eyes. “Cillian is picking her up. He texted from upstairs, in fact. He should be down in a second. I want to make sure she’s safely away from the gate before we throw the switch.”

      Cillian, one of the middle Grimlock children, was the most responsible member of the family as far as I could tell. I was relieved to know he would be removing his niece from what could turn into a fraught situation. “That’s good.”

      As if on cue, Cillian picked that moment to stroll through the door. Like the other Grimlocks — honestly, they were like a breeding experiment gone awry — he boasted black hair and purple eyes. Unlike his other brothers who wore their hair shorter, his brushed the top of his strong shoulders.

      “What’s good?” he asked, immediately heading for his father, a huge smile on his face. “How’s my favorite girl?”

      Lily laughed in delight when she saw him and immediately reached out to grab a handful of hair. She made a “sah” sound as she made contact.

      “I don’t think Maya’s going to like it if she hears you’ve been saying stuff like that,” Cormack warned, although he didn’t put up a fight when Cillian plucked Lily from the carrier. Once the infant was free, he unfastened the device and handed it over. “No one wants to be supplanted, son.”

      In addition to being Cillian’s girlfriend, Maya Taylor was also Lily’s father’s sister. I found that if I thought too hard about the way the two families were connected, I gave myself a headache. The important thing was that they didn’t seem to believe it was weird. I was just happy to be included in the fun.

      “Maya loves Lily, too,” Cillian countered, wedging his niece on his hip and pressing a kiss to her forehead. “She understands that Lily’s stolen my heart.”

      “Lily has stolen everybody’s heart,” Cormack agreed, offering his granddaughter one more smile before turning serious. “Did you do the other thing I asked?”

      Cillian nodded, his expression matching the one that had clouded his father’s face. “I checked on her. She’s ... unhappy with life.”

      I didn’t have to ask who they were referring to. It wasn’t exactly a secret. Mary Grimlock, Cormack’s mother, had spent the better part of the last few weeks locked in a jail of her own making. Cormack had arranged it, fudging the truth about his parents’ interest in sabotaging the reaper council under wraps ... at least for the time being. It seemed there might be a mole in our midst — more powerful even than his rich parents — and he was trying to ascertain who was on which side before announcing what his parents had done to the masses. Only a handful of higher-ups in the organization were aware.

      “How is Mary’s health?” I asked when the conversation lapsed. “I mean ... is she feeling any better?”

      Cillian shook his head. “She’s frail, weak. That doesn’t stop her from cursing my existence whenever I stop in to talk to her. She’s a very unhappy woman.”

      I nodded in understanding. “She’s dying. That’s fear driving her.”

      “I don’t really care what’s driving her,” Cormack countered. “She turned her back on her family. Worse, she was willing to sacrifice her family for her selfish needs. I have no respect for the woman.”

      I couldn’t help but notice he hadn’t withdrawn his love. She was his mother, so of course that meant he still loved her. The rage he felt regarding what she’d done, however, was palpable. I knew better than to delve into his emotions — the Grimlocks were grizzly bears when it came to warding their feelings — but I couldn’t help myself. “Have you stopped in to see her?”

      Cormack’s expression was blank. “Why would I want to see her?”

      “She’s your mother.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I knew better. He cared. Much like his children, though, he would dig his heels in rather than admit it. I risked a glance at Cillian and found him studying his father’s strong profile with an unreadable face. He obviously loved his father and worried about the toll this was taking on him, yet he seemed perfectly comfortable taking a step back to let Cormack work things out on his own.

      It was frustrating to behold.

      “What about your father?” I pressed, refusing to let it go. “What do you expect to happen when we bring back the gate?”

      Cormack tilted his head as if confused. “What do you mean?”

      I hesitated and then barreled forward. “Do you think he’ll be there, ready to cross back over?” On the same day Mary had been taken into custody, Emmet Grimlock was knocked through the barrier that separated the living from the dead. He’d been injured at the time and odds seemed slim he’d somehow been able to survive. Still, there was always a chance, and given who the Grimlocks were, I’d learned on numerous occasions that they could defy the most insurmountable odds.

      “I think it’s doubtful he’ll be waiting to cross over,” Cormack replied stiffly. “If he does show up, I’m ready. He can have the room next to where they’re keeping my mother. They can rot there together.”

      The words were bold and yet his shifting aura reflected sadness. From what I’d been able to glean from his children, he’d never been close to his parents. They were rigid, expected certain things from him, and he’d never once kowtowed to their whims. After his wife died they had even tried to take advantage of him by removing two of his children to their home so they could mold them in their image, but Cormack had refused to allow it. He knew what his children needed best, and it certainly wasn’t Mary and Emmet.

      “Well, for your sake, I hope he is waiting to come back over,” I offered. “It’s better to know than live with an endless series of questions.”

      Cormack’s expression softened as he moved a hand to my shoulder. He knew the memories of what happened to my parents remained a black hole in my mind. I was haunted by what could’ve been and needed to know definitively what had happened. However, we’d yet to solve that conundrum. “If my father died over there, he had it coming.”

      “I don’t want to make excuses for him ... .”

      “Then don’t.” Cormack’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “He did wrong. He deserves whatever he got.”

      “He did wrong,” I agreed. “He didn’t want to lose his wife, though.”

      “There are worse things than death,” Cormack shot back. “There are also more important things than survival ... like honor and loyalty.”

      I nodded in agreement. We were on the same page there.

      I remembered Lily at this point and shifted my gaze to the baby. She’d gone quiet during the melancholy discussion and her smile had evaporated. The baby was an empath. I’d managed to suss that out soon after meeting her. She was only happy when those around her were happy, and right now, everybody seemed to be in a foul mood.

      I decided to change the subject.

      “So, what are Lily and her favorite uncle doing today?”

      Cillian brightened considerably as he bounced the baby on his hip, causing her to giggle. “We’re going to the park.”

      I couldn’t contain my surprise. “Isn’t she a little young to enjoy the park?”

      “She likes the swings. I put her in the carrier and swing a little bit and she likes it. I think she feels as if she’s flying.”

      Since I could see that, I smiled encouragingly. “Well, that sounds like a great way to spend an afternoon.”

      “It does,” Cillian agreed. “Speaking of that, though, I should get going.”

      “You should,” Cormack agreed. “We’ll be flipping the switch any moment and I don’t want her here.” He leaned in and kissed Lily’s forehead. “As for you, Grandpa will see you later. He might have a present for you if you’re lucky.”

      I rolled my eyes. Lily had two rooms all to herself in Grimlock Manor, the enormous house Cormack owned in one of the ritziest suburbs in the state. “She’s going to need a third room if you keep buying her stuff,” I warned.

      “It’s okay. She can have as many rooms as she wants.” Cormack gave her another kiss and then focused on Cillian. “Text right before you’re leaving so I know she’s safe.”

      “And me, too, right?” Cillian’s grin was cheeky.

      “No, just the baby.” Cormack snickered as he patted Cillian’s back, his smile staying firm as Paris Princeton, the newest worker under my care at the gate, skated around Cillian and landed in the room.

      “All those Grimlock boys are hotter than chicken in an air fryer,” she announced, her face flushed. “I mean ... if I was fifteen years younger and not happily married ... whooee!”

      Cormack’s smile only broadened at the enthusiastic welcome. “It would be best if you didn’t mention that in front of my sons. They already have huge egos.”

      “I wonder where they got that from,” I teased, moving to the control panel so I could watch the electronic monitors come online. “Soon. The system is warming up and running through diagnostics.”

      “Good.” Cormack moved to stand next to me. “Are you ready to make history, Paris?”

      “I am.” Paris bobbed her dark head. “I’m also excited because I just got word from my friends, the ones I was telling you about.”

      “The mage,” I murmured. Paris had done little else but boast about her powerful friend over the past few weeks. Even though I was looking forward to meeting the woman, I was also starting to dread the impending explosion of magic. If Zoe Lake-Winters was as powerful as everyone pretended, then she would make a terrific ally. Of course, as the only bruja on the premises, I was used to being the strongest magical weapon in our arsenal. I wasn’t keen on being displaced.

      “Yeah. They’ll be here shortly. Zoe says they’re stuck in traffic but winding their way through Detroit.”

      “That’s good.” I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Hopefully we’ll have the gate issues ironed out before they get here.”

      “That would be nice,” Paris agreed, moving to her station. “I don’t think Zoe is going to be all that eager to hear about the mechanics of the gate. She used to glaze over in college when we had to learn about constellations in astronomy class. She thought we would simply look at them from a telescope, not sketch them and have to spout scientific facts about their formation. She wasn’t happy.”

      Cormack chuckled. “She sounds like a ball of energy.”

      “Oh, she is. She’s still worked up about some incident up north. Apparently a bunch of rogue vampires and shifters got together and formed an army or something and tried to take down a group of monster hunters up there.”

      Cormack snapped up his head. “I didn’t hear anything about that.”

      “I don’t think they broadcast it.”

      “Is your friend okay, though?”

      “Zoe?” Paris snickered. “You don’t have to worry about Zoe. She always finds a way to win. She’s the most competitive person I know. Once the vampires went after Sami — well, let’s just say there was no way she was going to leave them standing.”

      Cormack’s forehead wrinkled as he glanced at me. “I’m confused. Who is Sami?”

      “The mage’s daughter,” I replied, internally cursing myself for referring to her as a thing rather than a person. That was my jealousy making an appearance — I was far too self-aware to pretend otherwise — and I hated myself for being that person.

      “I guess I didn’t realize she had a daughter,” Cormack supplied. “How old is she?”

      “Fourteen ... although she has the attitude of a twenty-two-year-old badass with an acid tongue. She gets that from her mother.”

      Cormack chuckled. “I believe I know a little something about teenagers with attitude. I raised Aisling.” He smiled at mention of his only daughter. “She was a spitfire, too.”

      “Well, Sami happens to be a magical spitfire and she caused a bit of trouble up in Hawthorne Hollow.”

      Cormack straightened, his shoulders squaring. “Hawthorne Hollow?”

      Paris nodded. “Why? Have you heard of it?”

      “Everyone’s heard of Hawthorne Hollow. It’s a nexus.”

      “That’s what Zoe said.”

      “There’s also a woman up there, a witch I worked with a long time ago. Mama Moon.”

      Paris held out her hands and shrugged. “Zoe didn’t mention her but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. She was distracted when we talked. Apparently Aric — that’s her husband — doesn’t like Detroit traffic. He was swearing up a storm in the background. I could hear Sami, too. She was giving her father directions.”

      “Ah, I remember those days, too.” Cormack almost looked nostalgic. “Aisling was twelve when she decided to act as my navigator because she knew how to get us to places faster. And by ‘places’ I mean the mall ... and Starbucks ... and the Dairy Queen.”

      I pressed my lips together, amused despite myself. “Did she manage to get you to those places faster?”

      “No, but she enjoyed being the boss.” Cormack lifted his chin as a man in a red engineer’s hat poked his head inside and gave him a thumbs-up. “We’re ready.”

      I looked toward the computer console and nodded. “We’re definitely ready.”

      Before I could flip the switch, Cormack held up his hand. “I would appreciate if only one person was at the helm of the controls. There’s no reason for four people to put themselves in danger in case something goes wrong.”

      I already knew what he was going to suggest and I vehemently shook my head. “It’s not going to be you.”

      “Oh, no?” He arched an eyebrow. “Last time I checked, I outrank you.”

      “It’s still my responsibility.” I was firm. “It’s my job.”

      For the first time since entering the chamber, Oliver cleared his throat. His expression was expectant when I slid my eyes to him.

      “What?”

      “I believe it makes the most sense for me to operate the controls,” he said calmly.

      “Um ... no.” I folded my arms over my chest. “It’s definitely my job.”

      “Except I’ve been here longer than you and have already survived several gate malfunctions,” he reminded me. “The first time it happened I wasn’t taken because I’m a vampire and the creatures on the other side had no interest. The second time I was taken, but only to serve as a babysitter for the Grimlock mouth.”

      Cormack shot Oliver a quelling look. “I believe you’re talking about my daughter.”

      “And I stand by the statement.” Oliver refused to back down. “It makes sense for me to be the one to throw the switch. The rest of you can gather in the library, just to be on the safe side.”

      I expected Cormack to shoot him down so I kept my mouth shut. I wanted to pool my energy to argue with the Grimlock patriarch. To my utter surprise, Cormack nodded.

      “That does make the most sense,” he said after a beat. “We’ll move to the library and you can flip the switch. Make sure you wait until I get a confirmation text from Cillian that he and Lily are clear of the parking lot.”

      Oliver nodded in agreement as Cormack grabbed my elbow and directed me toward the library.

      “Wait a second,” I argued, putting up a fight. “I still think it should be me.”

      “And I still outrank you.” Cormack flashed a smile that was meant to aggravate. “I’m the boss.”

      Oh, I hated it when the Grimlock men got bossy. It happened on a regular basis. “Just ... .”

      Before I could finish what I was going to say — honestly, I had no idea what my argument was going to be but I figured it would be legendary — Cormack’s phone beeped. He glanced at the screen and then tilted his head toward Oliver. “Do it.”

      “Wait.” I wanted to find a way to overcome his strength without injuring him, stop this before it even got started, but it was already too late.

      Oliver’s hand moved toward the switch on the console and he hovered over it for a beat before lowering his fingers.

      “Here it comes,” he intoned. “Fire in the hole!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Instinct took over and I ducked my head, only registering the bright flash of light out of the corner of my eye. Cormack’s arm automatically covered my face, as if he was protecting Lily rather than a grown adult, and before I even realized what was happening I registered the sound.

      It was the hum I hadn’t realized I was going to miss until it was already gone.

      “It’s back,” Oliver offered from the other room. He sounded calm, as if it was a normal day, and when I crawled out from under Cormack’s arm I found the gate was indeed back ... and looked completely normal.

      “I don’t want to complain,” Paris started from the spot behind us. “I mean ... I don’t want to be that person. Still, I feel kind of abandoned because you only tried to protect Izzy, which essentially left me to be sucked into the gate.”

      Cormack shot her an amused look as he straightened. “I apologize. I wasn’t really thinking.”

      “Or you just like her better.”

      He shot me a fond look. “She is one of my favorite people in the world. There are times I prefer her to my own children.”

      The fact that he could deliver the statement with a straight face had me laughing. The outburst felt surreal given the circumstances, and before I knew it I was bent over at the waist, my hands resting on my knees, and caught in a cycle of outright guffaws.

      “Are you okay?” Cormack asked, his forehead creased with concern.

      I waved off the question and fought to catch my breath. “I’m fine. I’m not losing it or anything. I’m just ... I’m so relieved.” I couldn’t admit it until this very moment. “I wasn’t sure the gate would come back. I’ve been having nightmares for weeks that nothing would happen when we flipped the switch. I guess I was a little keyed up.”

      Cormack patted my shoulder. “Me too.” He slipped past me, his gaze on the gate as he wandered closer to the opening between two worlds. His stare was intense but he didn’t say anything.

      I glanced at Oliver, who seemed entranced by the shimmering surface, and then moved closer.

      “What do the readouts say?” Paris asked. She was the only one focused on the business end of things, something I was grateful for.

      “All the parameters seem normal,” Oliver replied as he scanned the data scrolling across his screen. “I mean, as normal as we can gauge. There’s still so much we don’t know about the gate.”

      “Yeah, and so much we initially believed that turned out to be wrong,” I said, climbing the stairs that led to the gate platform.

      “Izzy, be careful,” Cormack warned when he realized how close I was getting.

      “I’ve been on the other side of the gate,” I reminded him. “I’m not afraid of it.”

      “Yes, well, my life won’t be worth spit if something happens to you. My own son will kill me.”

      I smiled despite his serious tone, my mind briefly wandering to Braden. He was another middle Grimlock child, probably the most tempestuous one if you discounted his sister, and we happened to be involved in a torrid relationship. In fact, I spent more time sleeping in his room at Grimlock Manor these days than I did in my own apartment on Belle Isle.

      “I think it’ll be okay,” I said, trailing my fingers over the surface of the gate. I could feel the magic humming. “It seems ... back to normal.”

      “It does,” Cormack agreed, letting out a sigh. “And there’s no sign of my father.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, taking a moment to drink in his expression, and debated what I should say to make him feel better. Honestly, he’d been emotionally closed off from everybody but Lily since his father’s disappearance. I had no idea what he needed to hear. There was very little I could offer him by way of solace anyway.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shot me a wink. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. You didn’t do this.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” I countered. “I’m the reason he ended up on the other side of the gate.”

      “You were protecting my family. You did what you had to do.”

      “They were your family, too. Your parents, I mean.”

      “Oddly, it doesn’t feel that way.” He exhaled heavily and drew his hand through his hair. It was as dark as that boasted by his children, only random hints of gray invading at his temples. “I guess part of me thought maybe he really would come strolling through the gate as if nothing had happened.”

      “And maybe he would have an explanation you could live with,” I mused.

      “No, there’s no explanation he could offer that I would find acceptable. I promise you that.”

      “Well, I’m still sorry. Answers are better than questions.”

      “I guess.”

      I shifted my attention to Oliver. “Any blips?”

      The vampire shook his head. “Not a single one. Everything is completely level. The reboot went smoother than I expected.”

      “I think we can all say that,” I agreed. “Given all the weird things that have happened with that gate, I certainly didn’t expect a quiet afternoon.”

      As if on cue, voices started echoing in the hallway outside the gate room. I looked in that direction, confused. “Are you expecting someone, Cormack?”

      “No.” He started toward the entryway, clearly ready to shut down random employees should they be stopping in for a visit. Before he could reach his destination, the door flew open to reveal a wild-eyed teenager, black hair flying as she raced across the room and pointed herself at Paris.

      “Aunt Paris!”

      My alarm didn’t dissipate when Paris opened her arms to accept the hug. “Sami!”

      Cormack’s eyes followed the girl and I could tell what he was thinking. How did she get past security? Before I could ask the obvious question, two other figures appeared in the doorway. The man was tall, with broad shoulders and dark hair. He looked like the girl’s clone, only older and with a nice bit of stubble. The woman was smaller, more diminutive. She was fair with blond hair and striking blue eyes. I recognized them both from video conferences, of course.

      The Winters family was officially here.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” Sami gushed as she pulled back to stare into her godmother’s delighted eyes. “You’re the only one who can help me.” She sounded appropriately desperate.

      “What do you need help with?” Paris asked, brushing Sami’s flyaway hair back from her forehead.

      “Mom and Dad are the worst.”

      “We’re right here, Sami,” Aric Winters called out, his eyes already on the gate. He seemed intrigued, if also a bit leery. “We can hear you.”

      “I know you can hear me,” Sami shot back, attitude on full display. “Why do you think I’m speaking so loudly?”

      Aric was blasé. “I thought maybe you were channeling your mother.”

      “Oh, nice,” Zoe countered, shooting her husband a dark look. “I thought you were on my side.”

      “Always, baby.” He moved away from his wife and drifted closer to me. “Is this the gate thing we’ve heard about?”

      I nodded dumbly. “I ... um ... .” I looked toward Cormack, confused about how I should handle the situation. He seemed equally baffled but recovered quickly.

      “Excuse me, but may I ask how you managed to get through security?”

      Zoe’s smile was enigmatic. “You mean the keycard thing upstairs? Yeah, Sami’s been blowing past those since she was six. She once went into every room at a Florida resort looking for the peanut butter we hid from her.”

      Sami made a face. “Oh, that’s such a load of crap. You tell that story to anyone who’ll listen and it’s not even true. I went into like two rooms.”

      “And stole some other kid’s peanut butter,” Aric pointed out.

      “Whatever.” Sami was almost pitiable as she turned back to Paris. “They grounded me for something that isn’t even my fault. I had to get to you right away because they’re driving me crazy. They won’t even let me go to the bathroom by myself.”

      Paris’ eyes went wide. “What?”

      “Oh, don’t believe her,” Zoe shot back. “Nobody is going to the bathroom with her. She is, however, grounded after the stunt she pulled in Hawthorne Hollow.”

      “And what stunt is that?” Cormack queried. I was surprised to find him watching Sami with a mixture of amusement and nostalgia.

      “Let’s just say she took off in the middle of the night when we had bad guys breathing down our necks and then inserted herself in the middle of a battle, and leave it at that,” Aric replied. “She’s grounded until we say otherwise.”

      “Which is totally unfair.” Sami’s voice was shrill, like nails on a chalkboard, but I seemed to be the only one bothered. “They had my vampire. I had to save him.”

      Oliver stirred. “Your vampire?”

      Sami spared him a cursory glance and then did a double-take. “Whose vampire are you?”

      I expected Oliver to snap at her. Instead, he smirked. “I guess you could say I’m Izzy’s vampire.” He pointed at me. “When she was young — much younger than you — I helped take care of her. I’m guessing your vampire helps take care of you, too.”

      “He does, but he had to make some trip so he’s not with us this time.” Sami’s gaze was dark when it landed on her mother. “I’m not supposed to know about the trip but I heard them whispering. He’s doing something that I can’t know about.”

      “That’s because you can’t be trusted,” Aric offered blithely. “When we feel we can trust you again, then we’ll talk about lifting your grounding. Until then ... stuff it.”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Sami hissed, burying her face in Paris’ shoulder. “You can talk to them, Aunt Paris. You can make them see.”

      Paris hesitated and I could read the conflict on her features. “I think I’m going to stay out of this one, Sami.”

      “What?” Sami was positively apoplectic. “You were my only hope.”

      “You’ll have to excuse her,” Zoe offered, shuffling to the bottom of the stairs. She seemed curious about the gate, but she was more leery about closing the distance than her husband had been. “She’s at that age where all you want to do is lock her in a room and not come back for three years.”

      To my utter surprise, Cormack chuckled. “I remember that age so well. She reminds me of my Aisling.”

      That was when things clicked into place for me. Cormack wasn’t bothered by the security breach because Sami served as some sort of blast from the past. He was an indulgent father in almost every sense, which meant he was drawn to mouthy children. Sami was right up his alley.

      “You must be the father,” Zoe noted, looking him up and down. “Paris has mentioned you. She says you have a gaggle of kids that all look alike.”

      He smiled. “They’re adults now. My daughter, however, acted just like your daughter when she was that age.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He chuckled. “I survived. You will, too. Heck, I had five of them within five years of each other.”

      “You’re clearly a glutton for punishment.”

      “Pretty much,” he agreed, pursing his lips. “You only have the one, though. That was probably smart, if everything I’ve heard about you is true.”

      “My wife needs little embellishment,” Aric offered, extending his finger toward the gate. “She’s a legend.”

      Instinctively I reached out and grabbed his wrist, shaking my head when he cast a sidelong look in my direction.

      “What will happen if I touch it?” he asked curiously.

      “Probably nothing, but we just got it back up and running and it’s been known to glitch a time or two. I would prefer it if you didn’t get sucked to the other side.”

      “I would prefer that, too,” Zoe volunteered. “If I have to cross that thing to save you, I’m going to be totally ticked.”

      “I think you should both cross,” Sami snapped. “Maybe then I can have five minutes of peace.”

      “Keep it up,” Aric warned. “I can make your life less comfortable than it is.”

      “How, when I’ve got parents crawling up my —”

      “Sami!” Zoe’s tone was low and full of warning as she extended her finger. “Not one more word.”

      I was uncomfortable with the dark ambiance crawling over the room, but Cormack seemed to be happier than I’d seen him in weeks.

      “I’m really liking this kid,” he enthused.

      “You can keep her if you want,” Aric offered, his attention turning back to the gate.

      “Don’t tempt me.” Cormack offered Sami another grin before focusing on her parents. “My understanding is that you’re here to help with our ... situation.”

      “Actually, we’re here to visit Paris,” Zoe replied, moving away from the stairs. She seemed fine giving the gate a wide berth. “If we can help you at the same time, then I’m open to it. I’m simply not sure what it is we can do for you.”

      “We’re not sure either,” Cormack admitted.

      “Well ... then I guess we’ll figure it out.” Zoe shot him a rueful smile and shifted her eyes toward Aric. “You’re starting to make me nervous. Can you please move away from the gate?”

      Aric shifted to stare at his wife over his shoulder. There was genuine affection there, as well as amusement. “I will, but only because I think we’re both tired of drama.” He cast one more extended gaze toward the gate and then sidled down the stairs. “I don’t suppose anyone can tell me how that thing works, can they?”

      “I think it’s supposed to be a secret,” Paris offered ruefully.

      “It’s a little late for that,” Zoe noted.

      “Especially since our security proved to be so lax,” Cormack said.

      “It’s not lax,” Aric countered. “My kid is just very, very good.”

      Sami opened her mouth to say something — whether good or bad, I couldn’t say — but Zoe extended the same finger toward her child as before. “Zip it.”

      “We’re sorry if we took you by surprise.” Aric looked legitimately sincere. “We didn’t mean to throw off your day. It’s just ... one of those things. We thought it might be best to take you by surprise in case there was something weird going on down here.”

      The amusement returned to Cormack’s eyes. “What is it you thought we were doing?”

      “Actually, we had no idea. We’ve seen some weird things, though.”

      “I once knew a witch who tried to kill me in the backyard of a house that looked exactly like a vagina with frilly window coverings,” Zoe offered. “There are disturbing things around every corner.”

      I almost choked as I tried to stifle my laughter. “A house that looked like a vagina?”

      “It was totally eerie.”

      “Well ... .” I tilted my head as a low murmur assailed my ears.

      Zoe continued as if nothing had changed. “I also had this group of teenage witches who decided they wanted to steal a magic book from me. They made up stories in chat rooms, saying that if you said my name three times in a row I would appear like the freaking Candyman. Leslie of the Snotgrass.”

      “Her last name was Snodgrass,” Aric corrected.

      I barely registered what they were saying as a ripple ran up my spine. The murmuring continued, and I recognized where it was coming from. It was the gate. Something was moving on the other side.

      “Can I speak now?” Sami asked out of nowhere.

      “No,” Aric and Zoe answered at the same time.

      “I would let you speak,” Cormack offered indulgently.

      “Then I totally want to move in with you,” Sami groused.

      “Oh, if only.” Cormack’s chuckle was full of delight. “I’m afraid my daughter would tear your hair out because she’s used to being queen of the castle.”

      “In this case he’s talking about a literal castle, Sami,” Paris offered. “You should see the house he lives in. It has turrets and everything.”

      “Oh, I definitely want to move in with you,” Sami supplied. “I want to do a little dance as I’m waving goodbye to my parents and everything. I’ve always wanted to live in a castle.”

      “Don’t tease us,” Aric warned. “If you get our hopes up about moving out, we’ll be crushed when naked Sundays are off the table again.”

      “Oh, you’re so gross!”

      My heart skipped a beat when the gate sparked. It was happening. This time I was certain of it. There was something about to cross over from the other side. I opened my mouth to alert them but Oliver was already ahead of me.

      “There’s a blip!” the vampire announced, his voice echoing throughout the chamber.

      Zoe turned quickly, her eyes wide. “What does that mean?”

      “Izzy?” Cormack started for me, but I knew he wouldn’t make it.

      As if in slow motion, I turned away from the gate at the exact moment it flashed. It wasn’t a man who appeared on this side, however. It wasn’t Emmet Grimlock returning to his family. It was something else — a misshapen creature I recognized almost instantly.

      “What the heck is that?” Aric barked, his fingers elongating into black claws.

      Shifter, I reminded myself. He was paranormal, too. It wasn’t just his wife who could fight.

      Speaking of his wife … . “Seriously,” Zoe echoed. “What is that?”

      “Revenant,” Oliver replied. “It’s a revenant.”

      My hands exploded into red flames as I lifted them, ready to unleash my magic. Before I could release a torrent of hellfire on the creature, purple flames flew from behind me and hit the creature dead center in the chest. I watched in dumbfounded fascination as the revenant absorbed the magic and remained standing.

      I figured the magic wasn’t enough to bring the creature down and prepared to add my own firepower into the mix. Then the revenant made an odd face, tilting its head at an extreme angle and then exploding like a shrapnel bomb.

      My mouth dropped open when I felt pieces of the revenant hit me, closing my eyes because I didn’t want to see the aftermath. That didn’t mean I couldn’t feel the bits of charred flesh and blood smacking against my face.

      From somewhere behind me, Zoe let loose a screech. “Sami!”

      “What?” the teenager challenged from her spot next to Paris. “I saved you. How can you possibly be mad about this?”

      Given the fact that Zoe was covered in viscous goo — just like everybody else in the room except Sami and Paris — I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

      “I’m totally going to take your phone away,” Zoe hissed. “No more internet for you.”

      “Oh, but this isn’t my fault!” Sami’s complaint ended on a wail. “How come everything gets blamed on me?”
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      Aric, Zoe, and Sami were still in the gate room when I exited the bathroom. It took longer than I anticipated to remove the revenant goo and I was still convinced that I had some in my ear. For her part, Sami seemed perfectly okay with what she’d done ... even though the expressions on her parents’ faces said otherwise.

      “It was a monster,” the teenager persisted, folding her arms across her chest defiantly. “We’re supposed to fight monsters.”

      “You didn’t know it was a monster,” Zoe countered. “For all you know, it could’ve been an angel. That’s the gate that leads to the other side. I bet there are angels over there.”

      Sami hesitated and then looked to me for confirmation. “Are there angels over there?”

      I wasn’t certain what I should say.

      “No angels,” Cormack volunteered as he exited the men’s room. His suit jacket had gone missing, making me believe it was probably a lost cause, but he didn’t appear all that upset about the exploding revenant. “Well, at least I don’t think there are angels.”

      Sami’s dark eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Have you been over there?”

      “No.”

      “Has anyone been over there?”

      Cormack flicked his eyes to me and then held out his hands. “I know three people who have managed to cross the threshold and return.”

      “Really?” Sami’s expression brightened. “So ... you’re saying they looked Death in the face, kicked him in the nuts, and escaped back to this side? I like that.”

      Cormack chuckled. “Oh, I want to keep you.”

      “Don’t threaten us with a good time,” Aric warned, although he appeared amused by Cormack’s response to his daughter.

      “Just out of curiosity, did the people who crossed over kick Death in the nuts before escaping?” Zoe queried.

      “No.” Cormack shook his head. “It’s not like that. However, I’ve never been on that side. If you have questions, talk to Izzy and Oliver. They were two of the three who managed to return.”

      I shot him a dirty look. I couldn’t believe he’d opened me up to questions from the tyrannical teenager from Hell.

      “You were over there?” Sami’s expression was serious as she regarded me. “Does that mean you died?”

      “Sami.” Zoe shot her offspring a warning look and shook her head. “Don’t pry into Izzy’s private business.”

      “We’re here to help, though,” Sami pointed out. “Don’t we need all the information before we can help?”

      Zoe opened her mouth but didn’t immediately speak. That was enough to have Sami’s lips twisting into a smug smile. “That’s what I thought.” She extended her hand toward her father. “That’s twice in one month. You owe me fifty bucks.”

      Aric rolled his eyes but dug for his wallet, riffling through the bills there before handing Sami two twenties and a ten. “I don’t know that I believe this counts.”

      “What’s twice in one month?” Zoe snapped, suspicion evident. “What are you two even talking about?”

      “I bet Sami she couldn’t render you speechless twice in the same month,” Aric replied, unruffled by his wife’s tone. “She pulled it off, so she gets her payment.”

      Zoe’s eyes flashed with malice. “This time doesn’t count. I’m not speechless. I’m just ... thinking.”

      “Uh-huh.” Amusement lit Aric’s features before he focused on me. “I’m sorry if you’re uncomfortable with my daughter’s questions. I wish I could say it’s going to get better. It’s not. It’s just going to get worse.”

      I’d figured that out myself. “Yes, well ... .” I wasn’t used to spending time with children. Sure, Lily was always around, but she was an infant. I had no doubt she would grow into a mouthy monster like Sami at some point, but that was still years down the road.

      Cormack cleared his throat to get everybody’s attention. “I don’t want to be the downer here, but you guys need to clear out.” His gaze was pointed when it landed on Zoe and Aric. “We need to call the home office to clean up this mess and I think it would be best if you’re not here when they arrive.”

      If Zoe was offended by the statement, she didn’t show it. “Fair enough. How are you going to explain this, though?” She gestured toward the disgusting remnants of the revenant.

      “Are you worried we’re going to out Sami?” Cormack queried. “If so, don’t be. I know a little something about protecting children.”

      “He definitely does,” I agreed. “His children make yours look like an angel.” Even as I said it, I wondered if it was a mistake. Nobody wanted to hear a virtual stranger disparage their child ... even if the parents in question were currently annoyed with that same child. Aric and Zoe, however, appeared amused by the statement.

      “That’s ... truly frightening.” Aric grinned. “We have no problem taking off. We need to check into the hotel and get cleaned up anyway.”

      “Yes, I’m worried some revenant slid down the back of my shirt and landed in my underpants,” Zoe supplied. “There might be a crack issue when it comes to cleaning that can’t be addressed in a public bathroom.”

      Sami made a disgusted face. “Omigod!”

      Cormack’s smile was back. “I absolutely love her.”

      Zoe shot him a sidelong look and then shook her head. “You’re a strange man.”

      “What hotel are you staying at?” Paris queried. “I don’t think you told me.”

      “The Townsend in Birmingham,” Aric replied. “We have a suite. We need to check in and get cleaned up. Once you get everything settled here, you can call us and we’ll figure things out from there.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Cormack stepped forward and shook his hand. “I know this all seems ... odd. While you might be angry with your daughter, she ultimately did the right thing. It was a monster trying to come through.”

      I opted not to remind him that it could’ve been his father. That seemed like a conversation better suited for another time ... and definitely another place. The gate room wasn’t the appropriate location for this conversation.

      “I’ve never doubted Sami’s bravery,” Aric offered. “She always jumps right in to help. Of course, sometimes she doesn’t think before she does the jumping. That’s what we need to work on.”

      Cormack nodded in agreement as he sent Sami a sly smile. “I think she’s going to fit in fine with my brood. They’re all jumpers.”

      “See,” Sami said pointedly to her mother. “He doesn’t get mad at his kids for doing the same stuff as me. How come you have to be such a pain about it?”

      “It’s what keeps me young,” Zoe replied, placing her hand on the back of Sami’s neck and prodding her forward. “We’ll head to the hotel. Let us know what’s going on when you get this settled.” She cast a final look at the gate. “I have a lot of questions.”

      “We all do,” I said. “Hopefully, together, we can come up with answers.”

      “Hopefully,” Zoe agreed. “As for now ... I have that crack issue.”

      “Oh, you’re so sick!” Sami stomped her feet on the floor as she headed toward the door. “Why do I have to have the sickest parents in the world?”

      “It’s probably karma,” Aric offered. “Unfortunately, I think we got the mouthiest daughter in the world for the exact same reason.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      Cormack continued smiling until their voices faded, then he turned serious and focused on me. “I think it’s time to call the front office. They need to know what happened here.”

      I nodded in agreement. “What are we going to tell them about how the revenant exploded?”

      “We’re going to tell them you did it.”

      I was taken aback. “What?”

      “They already know you’re magical.” His tone was measured. “I don’t want to put you on the spot but I don’t see where we have a lot of choice. Sami might be the most powerful child we’ve ever come into contact with but she’s still vulnerable. We can’t put her at risk.”

      “I happen to agree.” Paris nervously rubbed her hands together. “I know she seems self-assured. She’s at an awkward age, though.”

      “I remember the age.” Cormack’s smile was back. “When Aisling was fourteen she started asking around at various businesses in Grosse Pointe about hiring a hitman. She’d heard that mobsters frequented the Italian restaurants along the water, and she wanted to use her allowance to find someone willing to take out Angelina.”

      Oddly enough, I could believe that. Angelina Davenport was Aisling’s archnemesis and an all-around horrible person. The Grimlock family’s hatred for her ran deep. “How did you catch her?”

      “One of the men she approached called me. He thought I should know what my daughter was up to.”

      I laughed at the picture he painted. “What did he really do for a living?”

      “That’s the truly scary part. She found exactly who she was looking for.”

      I swallowed hard. “Seriously?”

      He nodded, bemused affection causing his lips to curve. “The individual in question said he was willing to do it on principle given the stories Aisling told him about Angelina, but he thought she might come to regret it in time. I thanked him for contacting me, offered to pay him for his time — I didn’t want him to seek out Aisling down the road — but he declined. He said he had a fourteen-year-old daughter, too. He understood about hormones and mouths that simply wouldn’t quit.”

      “Huh.” I had no idea what to make of the story. “Did Aisling ever realize that she’d actually found the right guy?”

      “I don’t think so. Even if she did, though, I doubt there would be any regret. Aisling has learned that death is a quick solution — at least most of the time. If you want to really torture someone, you have to drag it out. That’s what she does with Angelina.”

      “I think it’s more than that with them,” I argued. “I’ve seen them throw down. It’s like a cardio workout for both of them.”

      He chuckled. “Yes. They’re entertaining.” He straightened and glanced around. “We need to make the call ... and then I have somewhere I want you to go with me, Izzy.”

      I was surprised by the request. “Sure. May I ask where we’re going?”

      “I think it’s time I visited my mother.”

      My heart dropped. “Oh. Are you sure you want me to go with you?”

      “I think you’re the best choice. First things first, though. We need to get rid of the goo.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      

      MARY GRIMLOCK’S PRISON LOOKED LIKE AN OVERSIZED house in Detroit. It was in one of the nicer areas, one that had seen revitalization over the last twenty years, and the street was clean and quiet. There was only one vehicle in the driveway and I knew it belonged to the jailers keeping Mary under wraps.

      “What are you going to tell her?” I asked as we walked up the sidewalk. “I mean ... are you going to tell her the gate is working again?”

      Cormack’s expression was unreadable. “I thought I would play it by ear.”

      He seemed much grimmer than he had been an hour before, when Sami was stealing his heart and lightening the emotional load he appeared to be carrying. Even though the child made me nervous — seriously, how could something that mouthy be so powerful? — I recognized she might be exactly what Cormack needed to pull out of his funk.

      “I’m guessing you want to do the talking,” I said.

      He grinned. “I have five children, Izzy. Never once when I’ve used those words have I actually been able to control the conversation.”

      That made me laugh. “I’m better behaved than your children.”

      “You are,” he agreed. “Only marginally, though.”

      “Hey!”

      He reached for the door handle. “That’s not an insult. I happen to like a child with energy.”

      “Which is why you’re so enamored of Sami Winters.”

      “She does have a certain ... spark.”

      “If you say so.” I slid under his arm and into the house. I’d been here twice before, with Braden and his older brother Redmond, back when they were convinced there had to be some explanation they’d missed as to why their grandparents had turned on them. That inclination had faded fast and now they viewed the prisoner being kept here as nothing more than a woman they used to know — vaguely, at that — a lifetime ago.

      “Hello, sir.” The guard sitting on a couch in the living room — from the outside, the house appeared normal so as not to stir suspicion from the neighbors — scrambled to his feet and offered an awkward salute. “I didn’t realize you were coming for a visit today.”

      “I didn’t realize it either.” Cormack’s smile was rueful. “I need to see the prisoner.”

      “Of course, sir.” The guard’s gaze landed on me. “Will you be going in alone?”

      “I will not.” Cormack didn’t see the need to explain himself to an underling. “I don’t expect we’ll be here very long. The prisoner has been uncooperative for the most part, and I don’t expect that to change.”

      “It’s unlikely,” the guard agreed. “You should know that her doctor is in with her now.” He broke off, a pained expression flashing before he eradicated it. “He’s been coming quite often the past few days.”

      What was buried beneath the statement was an uncomfortable truth: Mary was dying. Her illness was spreading fast and there was no stopping what was coming. Even though Cormack was disgusted by his parents’ actions, the woman was still his mother. He would feel her loss keenly, although he would bury those feelings for the sake of his children.

      “I understand.” Cormack flashed a wan smile. “I’m actually glad he’s here. I have a few questions for him.”

      “Of course, sir. Go right back.”

      “Thank you.” Cormack led me down the small hallway that led to the master bedroom. Given Mary’s former stature — her husband had made it to the top of the reaper council — she was afforded every luxury during her incarceration. He paused in front of the door, rapped once to let the doctor know he was about to receive visitors, and then pushed inside.

      It had been almost a week since I’d last seen Mary, and her transformation was shocking. She’d aged a good ten years over a few days. Her hair looked brittle and sparse, her skin was a sallow yellow color, and her eyes were dull and lifeless.

      “Hello, Cormack,” offered the man standing at Mary’s side, her wrist in his hand as he checked her pulse.

      “Hello, Stanley.” Cormack put his hand to my back to prod me forward. “Izzy Sage, this is Stanley Applewood. He’s been with the council for a good thirty years now.”

      I smiled in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “And you, too.” Stanley’s face was impassive as he looked me up and down. “I would almost think you were one of Cormack’s brood — you have the hair — but the eyes are wrong.”

      “Izzy runs the gate,” Cormack offered.

      Recognition washed over Stanley’s features. “Oh, right.” He bobbed his head. “You’re Braden’s girlfriend.”

      Although technically true, the statement rankled. “I run the gate.”

      Cormack’s lips quirked but he didn’t comment on my response. Instead, he pointed his attention toward Mary. “And how are you today, Mother?”

      Mary’s expression was sour. “I don’t believe I’m talking to you. While we’re at it, I’m not talking to any of your offspring either. I find all of you absolutely disgusting and without loyalty.”

      “That’s rich coming from the woman who was going to sacrifice her own family,” Cormack noted.

      “No, I was trying to save myself,” Mary shot back. “Last time I checked, that’s allowed. In fact, self-preservation is one of the things that’s expected. Just because you can’t see that, it doesn’t mean I have to apologize.”

      “I don’t expect you to apologize, Mother.” Cormack folded his arms across his chest and regarded the woman who had given him life. I wondered what he was thinking. Did she look small to him? She looked tiny to me. Her personality, and the damage she’d wrought on her family, would leave a lasting legacy. “I wanted you to know that the gate went back into operation today,” he said finally.

      Mary snapped up her chin, a glint forming in her eyes. “Were you there when it happened?”

      “I was.”

      She licked her cracked lips. “Did he come back?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      “He did not. Something else came through the gate, though. A revenant.”

      Mary’s patchy eyebrows hopped. “Really? Where did it go? Did it kill anyone?”

      Cormack’s eyebrows drew together. “No. I’m curious why you would ask that.”

      “No reason.” Mary plucked at the blanket covering her legs. “Are you sending someone over to retrieve your father?”

      “That’s not the plan.”

      Annoyance — as well as a bit of anguish — cascaded across Mary’s sagging features. “So you’re just going to abandon him over there, are you? What a wonderful son we raised.”

      “He made his choices.” Cormack refused to back down. “You’ve made yours, too. As for the revenant, it’s gone. It was destroyed within thirty seconds of crossing over.”

      Disgust replaced the earlier annoyance and Mary made a loud huffing noise. “Well, I suppose you’re proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “I didn’t kill it. I’m glad it’s dead, though.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Mary straightened, although it looked as if it took a great deal of effort. “What do you want from me? I have nothing to offer you.”

      “I want to know what the revenants have planned.”

      “And how do you think I can help you?”

      “You were working with them.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Mary countered. “We had an alliance, yes, but we weren’t working together. They had their goals and we had ours. We weren’t partners.”

      “You still have an idea of what they plan to do. I would like you to share that information.”

      “You’d like me to share that information, would you?” Mary made a cackling sound that reminded me of every evil witch in a Disney cartoon. “Well, I want you to retrieve your father. That’s what I want. If you think you’re going to get information from me, there needs to be a trade.”

      “I’m not going over there to get him.” Cormack was firm. “The odds of him surviving are slim. On top of that, crossing over is dangerous. I won’t risk innocent people to save a turncoat.”

      “Then you’ll get no information from me.” Mary refused to look her son in the eye.

      I risked a glance at Cormack, worried I would find sadness there, but he looked more disgusted than anything else. “Have it your way.” He focused on Stanley. “What can you tell me?”

      Stanley gave Mary a sidelong look, sucked in a breath, and then shook his head. “The cancer is ravaging her. She won’t survive much longer. I don’t know that I can do anything for her. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” Cormack clapped him on the shoulder. “She did this to herself. It seems karma is coming for her, too. It’s not your job to get in the way.”

      “I’m still sorry. She’s your mother.”

      “She gave birth to me,” Cormack corrected. “She never did the things a mother is supposed to do. She’s nothing to me any longer. You don’t need to worry about it.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and stalked out the door. Mary didn’t bother looking after him.
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      Cormack dropped me back at Belle Isle before heading off on his own. I wanted to offer him comfort but he seemed closed off, which really wasn’t like him. I took the time to shower and change my clothes, then pointed myself toward Grimlock Manor. The texts I’d received indicated that the Winters family would be there for supper and I didn’t want to miss what would undoubtedly turn into loud dinner theater.

      Aric was parking in front of the house when I pulled up. I waited for everyone to exit the vehicle, figuring I would guide them inside, but there seemed to be a vigorous argument happening within the confines of the SUV. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but the way Sami waved her hands around told me she was pleading her case — although I had no idea about what — and her parents were having none of it.

      After a full two minutes, Zoe realized they were being watched. She offered me a head tilt, jabbed a finger in Sami’s direction, and then pushed open the door. She was all smiles when she stopped in front of me.

      “Sorry if you were waiting for a long time,” she offered. “We were having a ... discussion ... about Sami’s behavior.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “I take it she’s still grounded.”

      “Yes, but that’s not what we were discussing. We were talking about manners, and how we were going to be sharing a meal in somebody else’s house.” Her eyes shifted up to the impressive façade of Grimlock Manor. “You were right about it looking like a castle.”

      I chuckled. “It’s surprisingly cozy, although there are some weird marble statues here and there. Apparently Aisling and Jerry used to dress them up when they were kids.”

      “More Grimlock children?”

      “Aisling is. Jerry is her best friend. He also happens to be engaged to her twin brother.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Zoe’s smirk grew wider. “They sound like an interesting family.”

      “They have their moments.”

      She studied me for a beat, tilting her head. “You love them.”

      “I do.”

      “They’re your family.”

      “They are.”

      “Paris told me about your other family.”

      I swallowed hard, unsure how to respond. “I still have some of them left,” I said finally. “My grandfather raised me in New Orleans after my parents died. My aunt — my mother’s sister — stayed here but would visit at least once a year, and now I see her frequently. She runs a magic shop over in Royal Oak.”

      “That sounds fun. Is she a witch, too?”

      “Too?”

      “You’re a witch, right?”

      I held out my hands. “I’m a bit more. I have a lot of the same powers. There’s more to me than that, though. Where I come from, meaning New Orleans, I’m called a bruja.”

      “So you practice folk magic.”

      I was surprised. “What do you know about it?”

      “I’ve run into magical folk here and there over the course of my life. Paris likes her research and I remember her telling me about people who identify as brujas a long time ago. Basically it means you focus on hexes, curses, divination, and charms.”

      “That’s the magic my grandfather taught me,” I confirmed. “The witch in me knows a bit more magic, enough that Sami’s little show of power this morning was attributed to me and nobody blinked an eye.”

      “And that magic comes from your mother’s side.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you’re a mixture.” Zoe’s smile appeared genuine as she glanced over her shoulder, to where Aric and Sami continued to spar inside the SUV. “I like meeting people who are of two worlds.”

      I followed her gaze. “Like Sami.”

      “There are times I think Sami has ten devils living in her head,” Zoe admitted. “She’s my karma.”

      I couldn’t understand what she was saying. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that she may look like her father, but she takes almost all her social cues from me.”

      “Oh.” I wanted to laugh but she seemed serious. “Well, I don’t know what you’re worried about her doing, but this is not a prim and proper house. The kids inside — although they’re technically all adults — are going to be much louder than she could ever dream of being.”

      “That makes me think I’ll like them.” Zoe gestured toward Aric, her eyes flashing. “I don’t understand why they’re still arguing.”

      I understood. “Your husband is a shifter.” It wasn’t a question but she nodded all the same. “He’s an alpha. He understands about respect. Cormack is an alpha, too, although not a shifter. Aric simply wants Sami to behave because he believes it would be disrespectful otherwise.

      “The thing is,” I continued, “Cormack is something of an indulgent father. He’s all bluster and brass balls when working and meeting new people, but his kids basically run roughshod over him. He’s especially fond of his daughter, although he swears up and down he only picks a favorite for the day and then wipes the slate clean at midnight so they all have a chance to be the next day’s favorite child.”

      Zoe snorted. “That’s kind of funny. He has five kids, right?”

      “Four boys and a girl.”

      “And Sami reminds him of the girl.”

      “Oh, she definitely reminds him of Aisling.” I snickered at the memory of Cormack’s smile when he realized what the teenager had done to the revenant. “As far as I can tell, there’s little he loves more than a mouthy teenager. His daughter is spoiled rotten and he encourages it. His new granddaughter does nothing but laugh and clap and he’s already supplied her with several rooms in his house. He’ll dote on Sami, too. He won’t be able to help himself.”

      “She’s already spoiled enough,” Zoe argued. “I don’t think she needs any further encouragement to be a pain.”

      “Perhaps not, but Cormack needs it.” Why I felt the desire to lay this out for her was beyond me, but I wanted to see Cormack do more than fake a smile in the shadow of his children’s watchful gazes. “His parents turned on him, were ready to sacrifice the family he loves so much, and turned out to be traitors. During the fight, I knocked his father through the gate and trapped him on the other side. We have no idea what happened to him.

      “His mother is still here but she’s dying, and fast,” I continued. “We visited her today. She was hateful to him, cruel because she could be. He’s already an orphan, and it hurts because he’s the best father I’ve ever met.

      “Yes, his children are spoiled rotten, but they’re all intelligent and giving to a fault ... and I’m not just saying that because I’m in love with one of his sons.” I offered up a rueful smile. “He raised them to be wonderful people and I think Sami would be a good distraction for him.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “You’re asking me to let him spoil her even though she’s supposed to be grounded.”

      “You’re her parents. You can torture her to your hearts’ content when you get home.”

      Her lips curved. “That’s true.”

      “If you let him spoil her, she’s more likely to keep out of your hair ... and potential trouble.”

      Briefly, Zoe pressed her eyes shut and sighed. “Fine. I’m only doing this because it benefits me, though.”

      I cracked a smile. “Something told me you might say that.”

      

      AFTER ANOTHER FIVE MINUTES, ARIC AND Sami finally exited the vehicle. Aric looked beaten down but relatively hopeful. Sami, however, was all smiles as she skipped to the front door.

      “I’m ready to see the castle,” she announced.

      I smiled and pushed open the door, holding it open so the family could file inside. My grin only widened when I heard Sami gasp.

      “Are those lions?”

      I closed the door and kicked off my shoes near the entry room rug. Aric and Zoe followed suit, but Sami was too busy racing through the house to bother.

      “She’s going to be trouble,” Aric muttered to his wife.

      “It’s okay,” Zoe reassured him. “Something tells me she’s going to be fine.” Her gaze landed on me and then she picked up her pace. “However, let’s just make sure she doesn’t knock over some million-dollar vase or something.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said. “The Grimlocks use this room to play sock hockey, which basically consists of them sliding across the floor as fast as possible and slamming each other into walls.”

      Aric’s face split into a wide grin. “Now that sounds like a game worth playing.”

      By the time we got to the parlor, Sami was already planted on the chair next to Cormack and in the middle of a story. For his part, the Grimlock patriarch — a bourbon clutched in his hand — was all smiles.

      “They wouldn’t let me bring my dog because they said he would tear up the hotel but I think he would’ve been better behaved than them,” she offered. “They’re just buttheads to be buttheads sometimes.”

      “They’re parents,” Cormack countered, his eyes traveling to the individuals in question. “They may drive you crazy, but they have your best interests at heart. One day you’ll realize it.”

      “I doubt it.” Sami met her father’s challenging look. “Where are all the other people who live in the castle?”

      “Give it a second,” Cormack supplied.

      “Give what a second?”

      Before Cormack could respond, a bevy of loud voices and stomping feet filled the air, followed closely by a mountain of black hair and breathless voices.

      “You’re not the boss,” Aisling snapped, shoving Braden as hard as she could, essentially hip-checking him into the wall as they entered. “You’re a reaper peon just like me.”

      “Oh, no.” Braden waved at me but continued arguing with his sister. “I’ve got years in the family business. You’ve only been tiptoeing around for two years — and getting special treatment from Dad to boot. I’m the boss.”

      “You are not!”

      “I am so!”

      Redmond, the oldest Grimlock sibling, slid into the room behind them. His expression told me he was amused by the argument but in no mood to take sides. “Tell them who’s the boss, Dad,” he suggested, pulling up short when he registered the new faces. “Hello.”

      Before Zoe and Aric could respond, or Cormack could introduce everyone, Sami decided to take over the room.

      “Oh, holy beefcake,” she intoned, her eyes fixed on Redmond. “Be still, my aching lady parts.”

      Aric’s eyes practically popped out of his head at the statement. “What did you just say?”

      Zoe pressed her lips shut, her eyes wide, and I couldn’t decide if she was trying to refrain from laughing or crying. I had a feeling it was the former.

      “This is Aric and Zoe Winters,” I offered by way of introduction. Honestly, following the “lady parts” bit was difficult, but somebody had to do it.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Redmond replied, although his gaze was on Sami. “And who might you be?”

      “Grounded,” Aric answered for his daughter. “She’s grounded.”

      “This is Sami,” I volunteered.

      “She’s cute,” Redmond said, winking at the teenager.

      I swear Sami looked as if she was going to swoon. “I am cute,” she agreed.

      “She’s also fourteen,” Aric hissed in Redmond’s direction.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Aisling interjected, nudging her brother out of the way and focusing on the tall shifter. “My brother can’t stop himself from flirting. You know when you get in a car and there’s park, neutral, reverse, and drive? Well, his park is set on flirt and he can’t help himself. He’s harmless.”

      “He’s perfect,” Sami countered dreamily.

      Braden raised his hand directly in front of Sami’s eyes and snapped his fingers. Loudly. “Hey, little lady-parts girl, I’m totally hotter than him. Everybody knows I got the looks in the family.”

      Slowly, Sami tracked her gaze to Braden. I was mildly curious how she would react. To my surprise, she merely smiled. “You’re hot, too, but your aura is closed. His aura is open, which means he’s open for offers.”

      “Who is making offers?” Aric’s voice turned shrill. “How did you even learn to say stuff like this? Wait ... did you teach her to say stuff like this?” He swiveled toward his wife. “That ‘lady parts’ bit is right out of the Zoe Lake playbook.”

      Rather than be offended — or deny the charge — Zoe snickered. “I like how you always drop my married name when you want to accuse me of ludicrous things.”

      “She’s fourteen,” Aric muttered. “Someone taught her that ‘lady parts’ thing.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me,” Zoe countered.

      “Nobody taught me anything,” Sami challenged. “I know things all on my own because I’m a genius.”

      “I like her,” Aisling announced, grinning at the teenager. “She reminds me of someone.”

      “You,” Braden shot back, his eyes flashing. “She’s exactly like you. Now there are two of you and it’s likely a tornado is about to slam into the house as payback.”

      “You’re just upset because she thinks Redmond is hotter,” Aisling supplied. “You need to get over yourself.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Braden’s expression was exaggerated as he shifted around his sister and moved toward me. “I’m surrounded by irrational females ... except for you.” He gave me a quick kiss. “You still think I’m the hottest Grimlock in the land, right?”

      “Of course,” I answered automatically, allowing him to pull me close for a hug. “You’re definitely the hottest member of your family.”

      “See.” Braden shot Redmond a triumphant look. “My girl knows quality when she sees it.”

      “Your girl is only saying that because she doesn’t want to crush your fragile ego,” Redmond argued. “My girl has crystal-clear vision.” He offered Sami a charming smile. “She has young eyes, too, so I bet her vision is perfect.”

      “Your vision isn’t going to be perfect when I give you a black eye,” Aric threatened.

      Even though the threat sounded sincere, Redmond didn’t look all that worried. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Ignore him,” Sami offered. “He’s losing his mind. I think he’s getting dementia.”

      Redmond tilted his head and smiled at her. “Can we keep this kid?”

      “You’ll have to get in line if you want to keep her,” Cormack countered. “I saw her first.”

      “Wait, is this the kid who blew up the revenant?” Aisling pushed Redmond out of the way so she could get a better look at Sami. “I heard you pulled off a neat trick today, Sami. I don’t suppose you can share with the class how you did it, can you? I would totally like to learn how to blow things up with my mind.”

      Aidan picked that moment to stroll into the room with Jerry and Griffin Taylor, Aisling’s husband, close on his heels. He pulled up short when he registered what Aisling had said. “What did I miss?”

      Sami’s eyes went wide when she saw him, and then slowly she let her gaze bounce between Griffin and Jerry. “What is it with the guys in this house?” she said after a beat. “Do you grow models on trees here or something? My mother said that wasn’t possible but I’ve always held out hope just in case.”

      Cormack chuckled. “Not models.”

      “I could be a model,” Jerry countered. The way he cocked his head told me he was intrigued by the teenager. “Who is this?”

      A second round of introductions had Aric collecting himself, although he appeared to still be shaken by Sami’s “lady parts” remark. Personally, I thought the girl had gotten exactly what she wanted from the statement — to knock her father off his stride — and I found I was fascinated watching her work.

      “You really blew up a revenant, huh?” Aidan plopped down next to Sami and accepted the mixed drink Jerry had made for him at the bar cart. “I think you might be my new favorite person.”

      “She’s everybody’s new favorite person,” Redmond said. “I’m her new favorite person, though, so I have a leg up.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Aidan’s amusement was overt. “Maybe she’ll want to throw you over for me. Have you ever considered that?”

      “You’re getting married.” Disdain positively dripped from Redmond’s tongue. “I’m single and ready to mingle.”

      “That is a stupid saying,” Aisling countered. “Besides, I guarantee that the kid’s going to like me best before she leaves this house. Do you want to know why?”

      “Not really.”

      “I’ll tell you why anyway. I know the true way to her heart, and it involves an ice cream sundae bar.”

      Zoe perked up. “I don’t know about anyone else, but that’s the way to my heart.”

      “I’m with my wife.” Aric looked morose but resigned. “Bring on the ice cream.”

      “How about some bourbon instead?” Braden suggested.

      “That, too.”

      I had to smile. Everybody was already falling into an easy rapport. Sami’s ‘lady parts’ talk still had her father pouting but the rest of the room was swimming in comfortable conversation and Paris hadn’t even arrived yet. We were thirty minutes from dinner and the fist of unease that had been wrapped around my heart for much of the afternoon eased. These people could help. If we worked together, we would be able to figure all of this out. Everything was going to be okay.

      As if on cue, Lily’s laugh took over the room as Cillian wandered through the door, the baby on his hip. “What did I miss?” he asked.

      “There’s my baby,” Griffin cooed, swooping in to collect his daughter.

      “Oh, I see how it is,” Aisling drawled, although she didn’t look altogether upset. Her smile was genuine as Griffin claimed Lily and brought her to sit on one of the parlor sofas with him and her.

      “I happen to love both my babies,” Griffin teased.

      For the first time since Sami had dropped the beefcake bomb, Aric stirred and fixed his full attention on something other than his teenage migraine. “Oh, I remember when Sami was that little.”

      “I do, too,” Zoe noted. “She used to keep us up all night screaming. We slept in shifts ... sometimes only two hours a night.”

      “Oh, this one still does that sometimes, too,” Aisling replied, running her hand over Lily’s head. “Luckily I have a bunch of brothers and a father to pawn her off on occasionally.”

      “That is lucky,” Aric agreed, lifting his arms. “Can I hold her?”

      Aisling nodded without hesitation. “Sure. Just be forewarned that she spits up a lot, so if you’re attached to that shirt, you might want to change.”

      “I don’t care. I prefer the days when all I had to worry about was spit-up instead of boys ... and hormones ... and that mouth she inherited from her mother.”

      Lily laughed at his reaction as she landed on his lap, overjoyed at whatever she saw inside his busy brain.

      Curious, Zoe tilted her head and leaned closer to the baby. “She’s interesting, huh?”

      I watched the mage for a sign that she recognized what Lily was. “Do you see something in her?”

      “She’s magical,” Zoe replied, briefly running her fingertips over the baby’s soft hair. “It’s only mild, though. It’s all mind magic.”

      “You can just pick that up?” Aisling looked intrigued. “I’m not magical — other than being a reaper, I mean. And Griffin isn’t at all. We’re not sure how she got this way.”

      “What is she?” Zoe queried. “I mean ... what can she do?”

      “She’s an empath,” I answered. “She picks up on the emotions of others, so when the people she loves are happy, she’s happy.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds dangerous.” Zoe laughed when Lily let loose a belly chuckle. “If Sami had picked up on our moods when she was a kid she would’ve burnt the house down to the ground.”

      “She’s wasn’t that bad,” Aric argued, swaying back and forth as he offered Lily a series of ridiculous smiles.

      “Don’t get attached to that baby,” Zoe warned. “We’re not having another one.”

      “I know.” His smile never wavered. “I just want to spend five minutes looking at an innocent face that doesn’t spout the words ‘lady parts,’ if that’s all right with you.”

      Zoe’s smile was mischievous. “Knock yourself out.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t get attached to that baby. We’re done.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      When I risked a glance at Sami, I found her watching Cillian with wonder. “What do you guys put in the water here?” she asked when she finally found her voice. “You should bottle it and put it up for sale on Etsy.”

      Now there was an idea.
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      “Now this is what I call dinner.”

      Sami’s enthusiasm only grew when she realized that the Grimlocks found her delightful. Honestly, she was like a sixth child, a younger sister they’d only recently discovered. Even Aisling, who didn’t always play well with others, adored the girl.

      Cormack held the platter of prime rib in front of Sami so she could take as many slices as she desired. “You don’t get prime rib at home?”

      Sami snorted. “Mom can’t cook.”

      Zoe shot her offspring a warning look. “I can cook.”

      Aric snorted, and then quickly tried to cover the sound with a cough. When Zoe switched her ire to him, he became fascinated with the mashed potatoes.

      “I can cook,” Zoe repeated. “I just don’t happen to believe that a woman has to cook. I’m an advocate for female empowerment.”

      “You’re a wonderful advocate, baby,” Aric reassured her. “Nobody is a better advocate than you.”

      “Mom orders takeout like a champ,” Sami offered as she used the gravy bowl to douse her food. “She loves tacos.”

      “Who doesn’t love tacos?” Aisling challenged. “Tacos are the best.”

      “Tacos are good,” Griffin agreed, his gaze moving to the infant chair in the corner. After thirty minutes straight of laughing and clapping, Lily had passed out from exhaustion. Rather than move her upstairs to her crib, it was decided she could stay with the family. She slept soundly now, something that wasn’t always a given, and nobody worried about waking her.

      “This is better,” Sami insisted, shoving a huge hunk of prime rib into her mouth. She proceeded to chew, but didn’t stop talking. “We only get food like this in a restaurant.”

      “Oh, I’ve never been prouder,” Zoe intoned, shaking her head. “Sami, don’t talk with your mouth full of food.”

      “I’m not,” Sami protested around the prime beef.

      “Aw, she’s kind of cute,” Aric enthused. “I want to keep her just like this. No more boys or dances or stupid highlanders in kilts.”

      “Highlanders?” Redmond looked around. “Who’s wearing a kilt? Did I miss something?”

      “Kilts are a smart look,” Jerry offered. “I’ve been considering them for our wedding.”

      Aidan vehemently shook his head. “No, you haven’t.”

      “You don’t know,” Jerry challenged. “I could be thinking about a kilt.”

      “I’m not wearing a kilt.”

      “Nobody asked you to wear a kilt,” Jerry sniffed. “I was talking about me. I want to look like Jamie Fraser on Outlander.”

      Sami seemed so excited at the mention of the show, she choked.

      “Smaller bites,” Cormack insisted, lightly tapping her back. “The food isn’t going to go anywhere. I have five children, and most of them have significant others now. I make sure there’s enough food for everyone. You never have to worry about that in this house.”

      Sami finally swallowed the bite. “This is how I normally eat.”

      “Now you see why we’re so proud,” Aric said. His plate was absolutely overflowing with food and he didn’t look all that apologetic. Since the other men at the table had matching helpings, he fit right in, much like his daughter.

      Zoe was another story. She wasn’t exactly holding back but it was obvious she was still trying to get a feel for the family dynamics. It was for that reason I decided to focus on her.

      “You didn’t come from a big family,” I noted as she dug into her smaller portion.

      She shook her head. “I’m an only child. I grew up entertaining myself. The first time I lived with other people close to my age was at college. It wasn’t always a smooth fit.”

      “And your husband?”

      “He’s an only child, too, but he grew up playing with other pack members.” Her eyes flicked to the Grimlock brothers, all of whom seemed to be happy to engage in sports talk with the alpha wolf. “He seems pretty happy, despite the fact that the men here stir Sami’s lady bits.”

      Aric kept his eyes on Cillian, who was in the middle of a story, but jabbed his finger toward Zoe. “Don’t ever bring that up again.”

      Zoe ignored him. “What about you?”

      “I’m an only child.”

      “I figured. You mentioned you have a grandfather. Are you close?”

      “Yes, although he wasn’t happy when I told him I was coming back to Detroit. He had ... issues ... with the decision, but since I was an adult, there wasn’t much he could do about it. We didn’t speak for a little bit but we’re back to having regular discussions. I’m trying to arrange a time for him to come up here and visit.”

      “How will he feel about your new family?”

      I glanced around the table, my eyes lingering on Braden, who was engaged in a flirt-off with Redmond to see who could capture young Sami’s heart. It was all good fun so I didn’t discourage it. For her part, Sami seemed thrilled to be the center of attention. For a girl her age, a muddled mess of hormones, extra attention was always a good thing ... especially when it didn’t come from your parents.

      “I think he’ll be overwhelmed but eventually warm up to them. He’ll love Cormack and tolerate the boys. As for Aisling ... .” I tilted my head, considering. “She might give him a run for his money.”

      Zoe’s laugh was infectious as she mixed her mashed potatoes and corn. “I think it’s nice that you found such a good place to land. I can see how this family is so ... intoxicating to you. They’re energetic and accepting. You never have to be anything other than what you are.”

      “They welcomed me from the start,” I agreed.

      “That’s because you belong with them. I’m a firm believer that the family you choose is just as important as the family you’re born into. The one you choose is the one of your heart. These people chose you and, more importantly, you chose them.”

      It felt nice to be understood. “I feel exactly the same way. In fact ... .” I didn’t get a chance to finish what I was going to say because one of the kitchen workers entered through the swinging door and drew Cormack’s attention.

      “What is it, Margo?” Cormack asked.

      “Your work is on the phone, sir. I wouldn’t normally interrupt but they said it’s important.”

      “Of course.” Cormack sent her an encouraging smile and accepted the cordless, shooting his guests an apologetic shrug before pressing the phone to his ear. “This is Cormack Grimlock.”

      I watched his features for a hint of what he was feeling and I knew the moment bad news hit him. He was on his feet two seconds later.

      “We’re on our way,” he said. “Don’t let anybody on that scene until we get there.”

      My breath caught in my throat as he disconnected and regarded his family.

      “There’s been a fire at the safe house,” he announced, his voice hitching. “The security was breached and the fire was started from inside. At the moment, none of the guards stationed there are responding. Fire crews are on the scene. We ... don’t know what’s happened to anyone inside.”

      Aisling immediately stood. “I’ll go with you.”

      “No, you need to stay here.” Cormack regained control of himself. “We’re not yet sure what’s happening. I don’t want to leave the house — especially Lily — vulnerable. That means only a handful of us are going.”

      “I think we should go with you,” Aric said, standing. “It’s important that Zoe get a feel for whatever it is we’re dealing with. If there’s a magical being close, she’ll be able to figure it out.”

      Cormack nodded in agreement. “Sami can stay here. She’ll be safe. My children will protect her with their lives.”

      Zoe nodded in thanks, but her smile was rueful. “That’s sweet, but Sami can protect herself. She’ll protect your children if it comes to it. Your children can simply babysit her.”

      “They’re not the best babysitters.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Aisling shot back. “We’re awesome babysitters.”

      “Yeah, Sami,” Redmond echoed. “Do you want to learn how to play sock hockey?”

      Sami nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Cormack sighed. “Just don’t break anything expensive.” He switched his gaze to Braden and me. “I think you should come, too. The more magic the merrier, in this case. I just don’t know what to expect.”

      I nodded without hesitation. “Let’s get out there. The faster we know, the better it will be for all of us.”

      Cormack didn’t look as if he agreed but he didn’t offer up a word of complaint. “Let’s go.”

      

      THE FIRE WAS OUT BY THE TIME WE PARKED ON THE street. Police and fire crews were on the scene but milling about, not fully engaged with anything. A man in a black trench coat stood on the sidewalk in front of the house, his eyes trained on the road, and he nodded in greeting when he caught sight of Cormack exiting the vehicle.

      Zoe and Aric trailed behind us, seemingly drinking in the scene, but they didn’t immediately say anything. They were professionals when it came to protecting their family, and right now, they wanted to gather information and fly under the radar. It was a good plan and I understood their reasoning.

      “Richard,” Cormack said by way of greeting, extending his hand for the man to shake. “I take it you’ve secured the scene.”

      “I have,” Richard confirmed, his eyes drifting from Braden, to Aric, to me, and then ultimately to Zoe. It was as if he was gauging every face in order of the danger he associated with them. Apparently he found nothing of interest when looking at Zoe, which seemed like a mistake given what I knew about her. However, she didn’t appear bothered by the fact. “Um ... maybe we should go somewhere private.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Cormack exuded confidence. “Everyone here is aware of what’s going on.”

      “Even them?” He inclined his head toward Zoe and Aric. “I assumed he was one of yours until I realized he was older ... and missing those purple eyes all your kids have.”

      Cormack chuckled, but the sound was hollow. “They’re family from Lily’s side,” he lied, not missing a beat. “We were having dinner when we got the call, so we all came together.”

      Apparently the explanation was enough for Richard, whom I’d yet to hear a last name for. I made a mental note to ask Braden later.

      “Just tell us what you have,” Cormack instructed.

      Richard bobbed his head and then held out his hands. “It’s not good news. We managed to get inside about ten minutes ago, after the fire department cleared the scene. They weren’t keen on handing it over but the corporate office placed a call and smoothed things over.”

      “I’m sure that’s a delicate way of putting it,” Braden muttered.

      “What’s inside?” Cormack queried.

      “They’re all dead.” Richard didn’t hold back. “All three guards have been killed. It looks like it happened fast because none of them had time to get on the phone. Their bodies are ... mangled. They were essentially ripped apart.”

      A chill ran up my spine. “Revenants.”

      Richard held out his hands and shrugged. “That seems a likely possibility but I have no way to confirm it.”

      “Right.” Cormack’s demeanor never slipped. “And my mother?”

      “She’s gone, too.”

      Irrational anger clawed through my chest and I had to fight the urge to slap Richard across the face. For him to just blurt it out like that — well, it felt cruel.

      Cormack didn’t so much as blink. “Was she killed in the same manner?”

      “Actually, no. She’s just dead. We’re not sure if it was smoke or maybe something to do with her illness. We checked, though. She’s just ... I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t sound sincere, at least to me. Of course, the anger I felt when looking at him was heightened.

      “We need to see inside,” Cormack said. “I’m sure you can clear the way.”

      “Of course.” Richard’s gaze landed back on Aric and Zoe. “Are you sure you want to take everybody inside?”

      “I am.”

      “Okay then.” Richard led the way up the sidewalk, pausing at the front door and pushing it open with his foot. “I’ve already seen what’s in there. I’m sure you understand that I prefer not to see it again.”

      “Of course.” Cormack stepped through the opening. “Keep people out of the house for now, okay? I’d like to get a feel for what happened.”

      “Don’t we know what happened?”

      “Not in the least.”

      Cormack didn’t speak again until we were all in the living room. Two of the guards had fallen at either end of the couch, making me believe they’d likely dropped where they slept. Perhaps they’d never even woken up. Given how the bodies looked, that would be a small blessing.

      “We need to figure out what happened here, and we need to be quick about it,” Cormack said in a low voice. “I don’t fully trust anyone in the home office right now.”

      “Even Richard?” I queried, my earlier anger with the man resurfacing.

      “Richard would not be my first choice as a turncoat,” he countered. “He’s too ... unemotional to get involved with something like that. I believe that to my core.”

      “And yet?” I prodded.

      “And yet I would never have believed my parents were capable of turning on us the way they did either. I only trust those in my inner circle.”

      “Including your new family members?” Zoe asked dryly.

      “Aric looks enough like my family to pass.” Cormack wasn’t apologetic. “I don’t want people digging too deep on you guys. From what I understand, you’re famous in certain circles. I don’t want to tip off the wrong person that we have help.”

      “It makes sense,” Zoe agreed, moving to the nearest body and dropping to her knees. She extended a hand to the man’s forehead and brushed her fingertips against his bloodied skin. “I can’t get a reading on what happened here. It’s almost as if someone cast a spell to make sure there was no echo.”

      I was intrigued by the suggestion. “Do you think that’s possible?”

      She shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I kind of wish Sami hadn’t blown up that revenant so quickly earlier. I would’ve liked a chance to get up close and personal with it, if only to see if I could read inside its head. I mean, it’s possible that I simply can’t read these creatures.

      “They’re from another plane, right?” she continued, waiting for me to nod. “I can’t always read creatures from other planes, at least not as well as I can read creatures from this plane.”

      I was officially intrigued. “You’ve had run-ins with creatures from other planes?”

      “Fairies.”

      I was taken aback. “Fairies? Wait ... are you saying fairies are real?” Even as I asked the question I realized it was ridiculous on the face of things. Only a few months before, a circus had come to town and there were two women there who I’d figured were from another plane. Were they fairies? Now that I’d heard the word, it seemed to make sense.

      She laughed at my reaction. “They are, although they don’t look how you’re probably envisioning. It’s likely you’ve seen them. They look human, although a bit colorful personality-wise.”

      “Well, that’s ... all kinds of weird.” Braden shook his head. “Do they have wings?”

      Zoe hesitated and then shrugged. “According to the one I know best, they do. However, you can only see them when on the other plane. He could totally be messing with me for all I know. I tend to believe him, though.”

      “That’s just surreal,” I said as Cormack started down the hallway. I knew exactly where he was going and my heart clenched at the prospect.

      Braden’s gaze shifted to his father’s back and he automatically got to his feet. The Grimlocks enjoyed messing with one another — actually, they thrived on it — but they were all there for one another emotionally when the stakes got high. There was no way Braden would allow his father to stand over Mary’s body without him.

      I cast a worried look toward Zoe, earning an understanding nod in response, and then moved to follow.

      Mary’s room was almost exactly how I remembered it from earlier in the day. Nothing in this part of the house had burned, although the acrid scent of smoke was overwhelming and I had to breathe through my mouth to keep from gagging.

      Mary rested on the bed, the covers tucked under her chin. Her eyes were open and wide, as if they were fixed on something truly horrible, and her hands were frozen into what looked like claws that clutched the bed sheet.

      “Well, that doesn’t look natural,” Zoe noted as she moved closer to the bed. She made sure to give Cormack a wide berth, probably out of respect, but she was intrigued enough to get directly in Mary’s face. “There are no marks on her.”

      Aric lifted his nose and began to scent. It was only then that I remembered the shifter in him. He was likely to be able to pick up on almost anything ... including an outsider.

      “Anything?” I asked after a few seconds. “Was anyone in here?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” He exhaled on an exaggerated sigh. “The smoke hangs heavy in here. Maybe in a few days it would clear out enough for me to pick up on different scents, but right now it’s too overwhelming.”

      “It’s okay.” I flashed a smile and then moved closer to Cormack, who stood looking at his mother, deadly silent. On impulse, I put my hand on his shoulder. I wanted to make things better but understood there was nothing I could do to fix what hurt inside of him. We were well beyond that.

      Cormack lightly patted my hand for a beat and then turned away from Mary. I knew it took tremendous effort. He was a man who refused to focus on the past, so all he could do was look to the future.

      “Whatever happened here was fast and brutal,” he said. “We have no idea if revenants were involved, or reapers, or something else entirely.”

      “What do you want to do?” Aric asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. I need to think.”

      “Then let’s get out of here,” I suggested. “There’s no benefit to us lingering. It will only draw more questions.”

      “Good point.” Cormack’s smile was kind as he slipped his arm around my shoulders. He clearly needed the contact. “We should go. There’s nothing more we can do here.”
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      “Foul!”

      Redmond picked himself up from the foyer floor, barely sparing us a glance as we filed through Grimlock Manor’s front door. His gaze was completely fixed on Sami.

      For her part, the teenager was having none of it. “You said there were no rules.”

      “No, I said we had very few rules. You can’t use magic. That’s cheating.”

      Rather than agree, Sami planted her hands on her hips and smirked. “Um ... I believe this is a game of speed and agility. Everybody has to use the gifts they have at their disposal. That means magic for me.”

      “She has a point,” Aisling offered from her spot behind Sami.

      Redmond glared at his sister. “You’re just saying that because you’re on her team.”

      “You’re the one who picked the teams.”

      “We have uneven teams without Braden. It’s not my fault.”

      “Well, you need to suck it up.” Aisling glided past her brother in her socks, giving him a little ear flick before coming to a stop next to Sami. “I say she scored.”

      From her spot on her father’s lap on the stairs, Lily let loose a terrific laugh. Cormack chuckled when he saw her radiant face and immediately swooped in to collect her. “Are you having fun?”

      Griffin ceded the baby without a word of argument, his concerned gaze scanning his father-in-law’s face. It was obvious he saw weariness there ... and grief. Cormack might want to pretend everything was fine, but he couldn’t hide the truth from those who loved him best.

      “What happened?” Aisling asked, shifting her attention to us.

      “The house was hit,” Braden replied. “Three guards died — were ripped apart, essentially. Grandma’s dead, too, although we’re not entirely certain how that came about. Her body wasn’t in the same condition as the others.”

      “Oh.” Aisling’s expression was hard to read. She didn’t exactly look broken up about the turn of events. “That’s ... sad. I guess.”

      Cormack snuggled the baby close, resting his cheek on her head and staring at the oil painting on the wall. Braden said it was something his mother had commissioned when he was a child. It featured the Grimlock parents and their lone son. I’d never paid it much mind when visiting the house before. Now the painting seemed almost tragic. Both his parents were gone, and to make matters worse, they’d betrayed him before they died.

      “I’m sorry about Grandma,” Aisling offered her father, moving closer to him.

      “I’m not.” Cormack flashed a smile. “We knew she was dying, Aisling. It simply happened a bit sooner than we expected.”

      “Yeah, but ... .” Aisling trailed off and then shook her head. “Okay, well, what do we think happened? Was it revenants?”

      “That’s the assumption,” I offered. “We can’t know for certain, though.”

      “So what do we do?” Sami queried. She’d taken up a position next to Redmond and I had been convinced she wasn’t even listening to the conversation because of the overtly flirty looks she kept shooting his way. Apparently I was wrong.

      “Right now, we’re going to let the Grimlocks deal with what happened,” Aric replied, holding out his hand. “We’re going to head back to the hotel.”

      “Yeah, but ... .” Sami looked confused. “Don’t we usually hunt monsters when they do stuff like this? I’m thinking we should find them and kick some ass. They’re really easy to blow up.”

      Aric shot her a look. “There will be no more blowing things up this evening.”

      “You’re such a bummer,” Sami muttered, although she shifted away from Redmond and toward her father. Even though she was young, her expression told me she understood about grief. “I guess we should go, though. I am kind of tired.”

      Aric shot her a grateful smile. “I think we all are.”

      “I still won,” she told Redmond, giving Aisling a light high-five before moving toward the door.

      “We’ll get out of your hair,” Zoe offered. “Um ... I’m going to tap some old contacts down here. I don’t know that they’ll be able to help but I figure any information we can get our hands on will be helpful.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll be in touch sometime during the afternoon tomorrow.” I risked a glance at Cormack, who continued to stare at the painting and rub Lily’s back. He appeared lost. “We just need a little time.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Zoe reassured me. “I get it. We’ll definitely be in touch tomorrow.”

      

      ONCE THE WINTERS WERE GONE, THE GRIMLOCK children dispersed to the parlor for drinks while Cormack headed to his office, Lily in tow.

      “It feels like we should do something,” Aisling announced once she had a drink in her hand. “He’s ... depressed or something.”

      “His mother is dead,” Cillian pointed out. “Of course he’s depressed.”

      “But she was a mean old bat,” Aisling argued. “We should be throwing a party.”

      “Did we throw a party when the thing that came back with Mom’s face died?” Cillian shot back.

      Aisling refused to be daunted by her brother’s dark tone. “Kind of. Griffin and I got married almost immediately and there was cake. What else do you need for a party?”

      “Oh, stuff it, Ais,” Redmond growled, shaking his head from behind the bar cart. “He’s allowed to feel what he wants to feel. We can’t tell him how he should react. That’s his mother.”

      They continued to argue, as was their way. All of them got involved, including Jerry. I very much doubted they realized it but snapping at one another was how they coped. Rather than hang around and listen — or get involved — I left them to their mindless squabbling and tracked Cormack down in his office.

      It was my favorite room in the house, although I had never realized why until I found him sitting in front of the fireplace with Lily resting on his chest. He leaned back so he was at a comfortable angle and Lily babbled and stared into his eyes. She was a Grandpa’s girl, and I had no doubt they would have a bond for the ages. The office reminded me of the sort of space my grandfather would’ve preferred. It even smelled like him a little bit, and the realization made me wistful.

      Cormack glanced over when I sighed. “Are you okay?”

      I couldn’t hold back my chuckle as I moved to sit in the chair next to the couch. “Shouldn’t that be my line?”

      “I’m fine.” The response was automatic. “If they’re worried about me ... well ... they don’t have to be. That woman was no longer my mother.”

      I knew better than that. “Just because you no longer trusted her doesn’t mean part of you didn’t love her.”

      “I’m not sure I ever loved her.”

      “You did. You couldn’t help yourself. That’s who you are. You’re a giving person down to your very core ... although I don’t think you learned that behavior from them.”

      “I would agree with you there.” Cormack smiled at his granddaughter, causing her to gurgle. “You didn’t really respond before. Did they send you in here because they’re worried about me? If so, you can go back and tell them I’m absolutely fine.”

      “They’re a little too busy being ... well ... Grimlocks to notice I even left the room,” I replied. “You raised wonderful children — at least for the most part — but they like to pick fights over ridiculous things when they don’t know what to do with their emotions.”

      This time the smile he managed was genuine. “They might get that from me.”

      I laughed. “They’re poking at one another because that’s what they do. Some of them are arguing that they should be in here poking at you. I think you have about thirty minutes until that contingent wins the argument.”

      “Let me guess ... Aisling is the one who thinks I need to be poked.”

      “She’s just worried.” I flashed a smile for Lily’s benefit when she shifted her attention to me. “I know you say you’re all right — and I mostly believe you — but it’s okay to grieve. She was your mother.”

      “She was an enemy. You don’t grieve an enemy.”

      “Is that what you told your children when your wife came back without a soul and tried to kill two of them? Did you tell them not to grieve that loss a second time?”

      He hesitated and then made an exaggerated sound of exasperation. “I don’t like that you have a point.”

      “Your children are that way, too. They’re singular in the way they want to win arguments. The fact of the matter is, you lost your mother today. It’s okay to feel whatever’s in your heart. It doesn’t make you weak or naive. It simply makes you a human being.”

      Lily babbled, as if in agreement.

      Cormack pressed a kiss to her forehead as he laughed. “The truth is, I don’t know what to feel.” Slowly, he sobered. “I have this empty space in my heart where my parents should be. The thing is, for the past few weeks I’ve been trying to figure out if it’s new or was always there.”

      Intrigue washed over me. “And what did you decide?”

      “I think it was always there, and that makes me feel guilty for a different reason.” He was rueful. “I think I covered that empty spot because I knew they were incapable of giving me what I needed. I vowed I would never be that sort of parent — and, yes, I overindulged my children. I would never say otherwise. I also loved them no matter what.”

      “Your children are the most loved individuals I’ve ever met,” I agreed. “They’re all spoiled rotten, too. Aisling is especially bad.”

      “She was the only girl. I felt the need to protect her.”

      “You protected her. You also amassed a wall of Grimlock testosterone to serve as warriors. They’re all ridiculously close and would die for one another. As a parent, you excelled.”

      “How did I do as a son, though?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      I knew that was what was bothering him. “It doesn’t matter. A child can’t fail a parent. Parents fail children, which is what happened to you. You came through for your children, and I have no doubt your children will come through for their children. You set the standard your parents couldn’t match. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      His lips quirked. “You’re pretty good for my ego, kid.”

      “You’re pretty good for mine, too.” I pushed myself to a standing position. “I just wanted to check on you. I should probably get back and referee your children.”

      “Oh, they’re not in the parlor any longer.” He sounded sure of himself.

      “Where are they?”

      “Try the game room upstairs. They’ve turned the argument into a pool tournament.”

      I was confused. “How can you possibly know that?”

      “I know my children. They like to be able to control their environment. Mother’s death means everything is out of control and they’ll want to reassert themselves on their favorite playing field ... which is almost anything as long as it involves competing with each other.”

      What he said made sense. “Do you want me to take Lily?”

      “No.” He tightened his arms around the little girl. “I want to keep her. Tell Aisling I’ll put her to bed.”

      There wasn’t even a question of Aisling and Griffin returning to their townhouse for the night. It was a given that the family would stick close together.

      “I’ll tell them. Try to get some sleep. We’re going to have to start figuring this out in the morning.”

      “We are. Thank you for checking on me. You should go and have some fun, though. My children need a chaperone and you’re the likeliest candidate.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. “Does that mean I can dole out punishments?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Oh, well, the evening was looking up.

      

      BRADEN AND I TUMBLED INTO BED AFTER midnight. The pool tournament had indeed gone long into the night and the rowdy Grimlocks had a drink or two (or three in some cases) too many. All I knew was I was ready to put the day behind me when Braden finally suggested it was time to turn in.

      I took a few minutes to wash my face, pull my hair back into a braid so it wouldn’t snarl during the night, and brush my teeth. Braden was practically unconscious when I crawled into bed next to him.

      “Night,” he murmured, sliding his arm around my back and tugging so my head rested on his shoulder. “I love you.”

      Even though I was exhausted, I was smiling when I slipped into sleep. Darkness surrounded me there for a long time, to the point where I felt like I was floating on an invisible cloud in a sea of black. I was so weary my brain didn’t want to work.

      I wasn’t sure exactly when it happened, but I became aware of noises invading my muddled brain. I had to shake my head to clear the fuzziness, and when I looked around I found myself in the muted environment on the other side of the gate.

      “What the ... ?” My heart hammered as panic motivated me to take an instinctive step back. Where the gate door should’ve been, there was nothing.

      It’s a dream. The realization was slow but welcome. This wasn’t real. I hadn’t somehow ended up on the other side of the gate in the middle of the night.

      I pressed my hand to the spot above my heart and struggled to calm myself. The murky world on the other side of the gate wasn’t necessarily dangerous. Of course, it wasn’t exactly safe either.

      “What happened?” a voice asked, causing me to snap my head to the spot over my shoulder. My heart skipped a beat when I recognized Emmet. He looked dazed and confused ... and yet he was on his feet. “Where are we?”

      It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. “I ... you ... .”

      “I ... you ... .” He made a face as he mocked me, rolling his eyes. “Pay attention. Something happened and we have to figure out what.”

      Was this really happening? Even as I asked the question, I knew the answer. At best, this was a memory fragment. I’d dreamed of events on the other side of the gate before. Those dreams had turned out to be true. That could be what was happening this time ... although I hadn’t been a personal participant the first go-around.

      This could also be nothing more than my mind attempting to sort through the ridiculous piles of crap that had been shoveled at my feet over recent weeks. Mary’s death could’ve triggered a subconscious reaction.

      The former was more likely, though. This probably happened, although not in this exact manner. I obviously hadn’t traveled to the other side of the gate with him.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked, jolting at the way my voice echoed across the flat plane.

      Emmet shot me an incredulous look. “Are you serious? You’ve been here just as long as me. It might seem like forever but it’s only been a few minutes.” He moved to the spot where the gate should’ve stood. From this vantage point, there was nothing but an empty space. “Something happened to close off the gate.”

      “Yes,” I agreed absently. “Something definitely happened.”

      “I know it’s possible to walk between worlds,” he insisted, extending his hands so he could feel for controls that might’ve somehow turned invisible. “That witch my grandson dates moved between worlds to save my granddaughter and the vampire. They all crossed over and then returned. That means we can do the same thing.”

      I watched him for what felt like a long time, and then his words truly sank in. That witch my grandson dates. He was talking about me. That meant he wasn’t talking to me.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see if I’d missed another individual, but the space was empty. When I turned back to Emmet, I found him watching me with irritated impatience. “Are you trying to drive me crazy? Why aren’t you looking for a way out of here?”

      I responded without thinking. “There is no way out. They killed the gate.”

      He blinked several times in rapid succession. “No, they didn’t. That’s madness. You can’t kill the gate.”

      “Of course you can. There’s a failsafe.”

      “I know there’s a failsafe,” he snapped, his eyes flashing. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve been in this business for decades. But nobody has ever engaged the failsafe.”

      “It was engaged this time. There was no choice.”

      “But ... no!” Emmet swung his head from side to side. “That’s not possible. I have to cross again. Mary is over there. She’s sick. She needs me.”

      “Mary is beyond your help now.”

      “Don’t say that.” Emmet extended a crooked finger in my direction. “Don’t even think of saying that. I’m going to make it back to her, and you’re going to help me.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to help you.”

      “Of course you are. We’re on the same team.”

      “Except we’re not.”

      “Seriously, just stop it.” He stomped his foot against the ground, and in the depths of his eyes, for the first time, I saw a hint of my reflection ... only it wasn’t me. What I saw staring back was the silhouette of a monster, one I’d seen — and destroyed — on more than one occasion.

      I’m a revenant. That was the panicked thought that flooded my brain right before I recovered. Don’t be an idiot, I chided myself. You’re not a revenant. He was trapped on the other side with a revenant. You’re somehow participating in a memory that you didn’t witness. Just ... calm down.

      Emmet continued to swear and spit, burn every name he could muster in effigy. I could barely listen, though.

      What was happening? Were they still over there? Did Emmet somehow survive? What would happen if he returned to find his wife was gone? The questions ran on a continuous loop until darkness claimed me again.
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      Braden was exiting the bathroom after a shower when I finally wrenched open my eyes the next morning. He appeared well-rested, cheery even, and it left me feeling annoyed.

      “Morning, sunshine.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead before moving to his dresser.

      I didn’t respond.

      After a few moments of quiet, he slid his eyes to me. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded as I struggled to a sitting position and rubbed my forehead.

      “Do you want to talk?”

      I remained silent.

      “Do you want to do something dirty with me?” he queried.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You just got out of the shower.”

      “I can take another shower if you’re so inclined.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      He let loose a low whistle. “Somebody is crabby this morning. What’s wrong?” He plopped down at the end of the bed and tugged a black shirt over his chiseled torso. “Are you hungover? I didn’t think you drank all that much.”

      “I drank enough, although I’m not hungover.” I rubbed my forehead. “I had a weird dream.”

      “About me? Was I naked?”

      I managed an appropriate glare. “Not everything is about sex.”

      His smile froze in place and his eyes filled with concern. “Tell me what’s wrong.” He automatically pressed his hand to my forehead, as if to check my temperature. “You don’t feel warm.”

      “I’m not sick.” I nudged his hand away. “I just didn’t sleep well.”

      “Because of the dream?”

      I nodded.

      “Maybe you’ll feel better if you tell me about it,” he suggested.

      I hesitated, unsure what — if anything — I should say. Ultimately, I threw up my hands. “I was a revenant.”

      He looked as if the statement had caught him off guard. “In your dream?”

      “No, for five minutes before you woke up,” I snapped, internally cringing at how shrill I sounded. I adjusted my tone. “Yes, it was in a dream.”

      “I’m sorry. It sounds like a terrible dream.”

      “There’s more.” I told him about what I witnessed in halting terms. Part of me thought it was a mistake to volunteer the information, but I couldn’t ignore what I’d seen. “I just don’t know what to think.”

      “I don’t know what to think either.” He rubbed his chin, thoughtful. “It sounds like a complete and total mess. Do you think Grandpa is still alive?”

      “I don’t know. I think the dream covered the minutes right after he fell through the gate.”

      “Which was weeks ago.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So he’s most likely dead.”

      He didn’t look overly broken up over the prospect and I had to remind myself that his relationship with his grandfather was much different from the one I shared with my grandfather. “We don’t know that. Aisling and Oliver were fine when they landed on that side.”

      “Because that god dude took care of them.”

      “Cernunnos.”

      “Yeah, that name is too hard to pronounce.” He flashed a cheeky smile and gently brushed the hair that had escaped from my braid away from my face. “What are you thinking?”

      “That I didn’t sleep very well and I’m going to be crabby all day.”

      That had him cracking another smile. “What are you thinking about Emmet?”

      It was so weird to me that he called his grandfather by his first name on a regular basis. “I don’t know what to think. I guess I’m wondering if I should tell your father about what I saw.”

      He immediately started shaking his head. “Absolutely not. There’s no way of knowing what happened on the other side of the gate. There’s nothing my father can do about it even if we do find a way to come up with definitive proof that Emmet survived for any stretch of time over there. He’s dealing with enough.”

      “I know, but ... .”

      “You talked to him last night,” Braden pressed. “How did he seem?”

      “Lost.”

      “Not lost. My dad doesn’t get lost. Well, maybe he did for a bit after my mother died, but I guarantee Mary dying won’t cause him to lose himself.”

      “No matter how difficult their relationship, she was still his mother,” I argued. “He’s going to feel something.”

      “He is. He’ll feel conflicted. He’ll always wonder if there was a way for him to improve the relationship he had with them. He’ll also realize that focusing on them is a waste of time. He has us. He has Lily, and she’s certainly his favorite for the foreseeable future.”

      I laughed at that. “Does that mean no more ice cream bars?”

      “Oh, no. Aisling loves ice cream and she’s Lily’s mother. She gets tangential favorite status for giving birth to the great white hope of the Grimlock clan.”

      “You know Lily is going to be an absolute tyrant by the time she’s two, right? Your father isn’t the only one who spoils her. All of you do, and she’s going to figure out pretty quickly that she can play you guys against one another to get what she wants.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Braden’s smile was impish when I gave him a slight slap on the arm. “We’re all well aware that Lily is going to be a monster. She’s going to be our monster, though, and we’re fine with it. Aisling turned out okay and she was spoiled rotten, too. Something tells me Lily will survive.”

      Despite my determination to remain melancholy, a smile pushed through. “Aisling turned out okay, huh?” Of all the Grimlock siblings, Braden and Aisling had the most tempestuous relationship — mostly because they were so much alike — and it was rare for either of them to say anything nice about the other.

      “If you ever tell her I said that I’ll deny it.”

      “Fair enough.” I leaned into him for a moment, resting my head on his shoulder. I just needed a bit of warmth before we started the day. “I don’t even know how we’re going to wade through this one.”

      “I don’t either.” He wrapped his arms around me and held tight. “The thing is, I had no idea how we were going to deal when my mother came back either and we managed to survive that. We’re a family and we work these things out. This won’t be any different.”

      “I guess.” I inhaled through my nose and exhaled on a long breath. “I’m kind of hungry.”

      That had him laughing. “That’s also a family trait.” He gave me a quick kiss and then pulled away. “You’d better get in the shower. I believe it’s a pancake bar this morning, with homemade whipped cream and bacon.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t want to miss that.”

      “Nobody does.”

      

      THE DINING ROOM WAS FULL OF CHATTER WHEN we made our way into the room. We appeared to be the last to arrive and Braden immediately went over to the chef in the corner, who was pouring batter in front of a gleaming griddle.

      “I want chocolate chips and gummy bears in mine,” he announced.

      I made a face. “Who gets gummy bears in their pancakes?”

      At the table, four hands shot into the air, and they all belonged to Grimlocks. Only Cormack, Griffin, and Jerry abstained.

      “That’s quite the refined palate you guys have going for you,” I said dryly, stopping behind Cormack long enough to smile at Lily, who sat happily on her grandfather’s lap sucking on a pacifier that looked like a mustache. “And how are you this morning?”

      “I’m fine,” Cormack replied automatically.

      “I was talking to Lily, but I’m glad you’re okay, too.” I squeezed his shoulder and then moved to look over the items on hand to add into my pancakes. “I don’t suppose you have something simple like blueberries, do you?” The cook nodded, seemingly amused. “That’s what I would like.”

      He started ladling more batter onto the griddle as Braden snorted.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Braden argued. “Gummy pancakes are the best thing invented ... other than hot fudge sundaes with gummy sharks.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.” I took my spot at the table and immediately reached for the juice carafe. “Any updates?”

      “A few.” Cormack tilted his head and smiled at Lily before focusing on me. “Word has spread through the reaper council about what happened at the safe house last night. It’s the talk of the office.”

      “Isn’t that normal?” Aisling queried. “I mean, that place is a gossip bomb from what I remember when I was a kid. Those few times you took me to work with you turned out to be educational trips because I learned all sorts of new things ... like what a botched boob job looked like and how perverted your boss was because he bent his secretary over the copy machine.

      “Now, keep in mind, I was like eight when I heard this stuff. It warped my brain,” she continued. “I heard more than my fair share, though.”

      “Oh, is that what happened? It was Dad’s coworkers who warped your brain, huh?” Braden challenged. “I’m glad we finally have an explanation for why you’re so messed up.”

      Aisling ignored him. “I’m just saying that gossip is part of the game at that place.”

      “It is,” Cormack agreed, using his finger to wipe through the whipped cream topping the pancakes he hadn’t touched and holding it for Lily. The baby’s expression was suspicious but she finally stopped sucking on the pacifier and leaned forward to taste the whipped cream. Her eyes went so wide at the jolt of sugar I thought she might start spinning like a top. “Is that good?”

      “Don’t get her all worked up,” Aisling warned. “She has a doctor’s appointment today.”

      Lily’s smile immediately disappeared as her eyes drifted to her mother. There was accusation there ... and disgust.

      “I almost think she understands what Aisling is saying,” Aidan said on a laugh, genuinely amused. “Why is she going to the doctor?”

      Aisling stiffened and glanced around, as if looking to see if there were hidden eavesdroppers lurking in the shadows, and then forced a smile toward Lily. “Because somebody needs her S-H-O-T-S.”

      Redmond snorted. “Why are you spelling? She has no idea what shots are.”

      As if on cue, Lily’s eyes filled with tears and she began to sniffle.

      “Oh, none of that,” Cormack chided, fetching more whipped cream. “There’s no reason to be sad.”

      “That’s why I spell,” Aisling hissed at her brother, her gaze dark. “She cries whenever she hears that word.”

      “But ... she’s only a few months old,” Redmond argued. “She can’t possibly know what that word means. You’re seeing something that isn’t there.”

      “I am not.” Aisling was adamant. “She knows.”

      “Do you believe this?” Redmond caught my gaze and shook his head before focusing on Lily. “Shots aren’t always going to be a bad thing. When you get older, shots will be fun. I’ll even take you to get shots, as long as you’re twenty-one and have hot friends.”

      Cillian cuffed Redmond, hard. It wasn’t enough to stop Lily from sniffling again, her eyes glassy as she turned her pathetic stare to her grandfather.

      “Oh, it’s okay,” Cormack reassured her, hugging her tight. “You ignore Redmond. He’s definitely not my favorite today. Do you want more whipped cream?”

      Aisling opened her mouth — to warn her father about getting Lily sugared up, I assumed — but ultimately didn’t say anything. Given Mary’s death, she was probably choosing her battles. “It’s going to be a rough day. Griffin is taking the morning off so we can do this together.”

      “I think you’re being a little dramatic,” Cormack chided as he gave Lily more whipped cream, grinning at her delighted expression. “We had five of you and managed to get through ... those things ... without a lick of trouble.”

      Aisling shot him a dirty look. “Were you there when we got those things?”

      “I ... .” The look on his face told me Aisling had pinned him.

      “That’s what I thought.” Aisling dumped a mountain of syrup on her pancakes. “Griffin and I are a team. We’re doing stuff like this together.”

      “We certainly are,” Griffin agreed. “I’m not just saying that because she’s making me go either.”

      The Grimlock brothers laughed, amused. Aisling’s gaze was scorching, though.

      “Keep it up,” she warned. “I’m going to make you sleep alone with a crying baby if you’re not careful.”

      Griffin immediately straightened. “We’re definitely a team.”

      Cormack chuckled as he handed Lily her plug. The baby shoved it away and gestured toward the whipped cream. “Oh, I think you’ve had enough,” he said.

      Sure enough, Lily’s eyes glassed over yet again when she realized her grandfather was going to deny her.

      “Or maybe a little bit more,” Cormack acquiesced, shooting Aisling an apologetic look before turning serious. “What were we talking about again?”

      “The safe house,” Griffin replied.

      “Right.” Cormack looked thrilled to have something to talk about other than Lily’s impending day of doom. “They’re bringing in outside council to serve as the head of the new revenant task force. That’s one thing I learned this morning during our conference call.”

      My eyebrows drew together. “I don’t think I understand.”

      “There are whispers,” Cormack explained. “Everybody in the home office is saying something but nobody is saying the same thing. One of the rumors — one of the more persistent ones, at that — involves higher-ups on the council being involved with the revenant problem.”

      “That’s not really a rumor, though,” Aisling pointed out. “We already know that’s true.”

      “We do. What we don’t know is who is involved, because it can’t be everybody. A conspiracy only works if you keep the numbers small. That means that only a few people in the home office are involved. Despite that, we have to be suspicious of everybody.”

      “What about the guy on this independent council?” I queried, nodding in thanks when the chef delivered my pancakes. “Awesome. Thank you so much.”

      Braden was equally thrilled with his delivery. “You’re missing out not eating the gummy pancakes.”

      I had to look away from what looked like a weird fruitcake concoction and focus on Cormack. “Do you think we can trust the guy they’re bringing in?”

      Cormack vehemently shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

      “Well, that was succinct,” I noted. “What can you tell me about this guy?”

      “His name is Adam Grimaldi.”

      I almost choked on my first bite of pancakes, to the point where Braden had to thump my back to help me swallow. My eyes were watering when I finally managed to talk again. “What?”

      “Wait, why is that name familiar?” Griffin queried.

      “Because Adam Grimaldi was the father of that Sandy Weaver woman,” Aisling replied, her expression grim. “You remember the woman with the crazy cult, right?”

      “Oh, right.” Griffin turned thoughtful. “I thought you said Adam Grimaldi was booted from the reaper council a few years ago, Cormack.”

      “He was,” Cormack supplied. “He was suspected of stealing artifacts from one of the storage rooms. He denied he was doing anything nefarious — said he was trying to help with an ongoing organizational effort — but he was fired all the same.”

      “And now he’s back in a position of power?” Griffin looked dumbfounded. “That can’t be a good thing.”

      “It’s not, but we need to be very careful.” Cormack tried to give Lily her pacifier again but the baby stubbornly pointed at the whipped cream. “Oh, just one more dollop.”

      “You’re going to have to go to the doctor with us if you keep that up,” Aisling warned.

      Cormack merely smiled. “She’s a good girl. She should get what she wants.”

      I shifted my eyes to Braden and found him smiling. “Total monster,” I whispered under my breath.

      Braden didn’t look bothered by the possibility. “Are we going to have to interact with this Grimaldi guy, Dad? I mean, are we supposed to pretend we don’t know he had a hand in that religious cult?”

      “Technically we don’t know if he had anything to do with that,” I reminded him. “We know his daughter was involved — up to her neck in magical misdeeds, really — but we have no proof he was involved as of now.”

      “It seems too farfetched to think otherwise,” Braden argued. “I mean, it’s way too much of a coincidence for him to suddenly be back on the scene given what happened at the gate.”

      “I agree,” Cormack said. “We still need proof. As for Grimaldi poking his nose into our business, I can guarantee it’s going to happen. As of right now, the home office is operating under the assumption that the safe house was attacked by revenants. Grimaldi has been put in charge of the task force. That means he’ll be sniffing around before the end of the day.”

      “What’s the plan?” Griffin queried. “I mean ... how do you want us to respond?”

      “As truthfully as possible, within reason,” Cormack replied. “We need to be open with him, explain that my mother was clearly a loon and was working against the council, but be wary about sharing our business. As far as they’re concerned, we have no further interest in this because we believe that part of the problem ended with the gate being turned off.”

      “What about Emmet, though?” I asked, my mind wandering to the dream. “Won’t they wonder if we’re going to try a rescue mission?”

      “No. As far as they’re concerned, that’s never happened in the history of the gate.”

      “But ... I went across.”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t reported to the home office.” Cormack hesitated before continuing. “I happened to leave that little detail out of my report. I didn’t want them to know what you risked to get Aisling back, and even more than that, I didn’t want to tell them about the god.”

      That made sense and yet I remained leery. “What if they somehow know anyway?”

      “Then we’ll have to play it by ear. For now, we need to act friendly to Grimaldi but tell him nothing of substance.”

      “So, situation normal,” Aisling commented, her eyes drifting to a wide-eyed Lily. “Man, she looks high from all that sugar you gave her. You know she’s going to melt down when we get to the doctor’s office, right? It’s going to be entirely your fault.”

      “And yet I don’t feel even a little bit guilty.” Cormack kissed the baby’s head. “Grandpas are supposed to spoil their granddaughters. It’s a law or something.”

      Aisling rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      “Are the rest of us supposed to go about our days normally?” I queried, dragging the conversation back on track.

      “Yes,” Cormack confirmed. “We need to be careful not to draw attention to ourselves. That’s all we can do right now.”

      I happened to agree. That didn’t mean I was happy with the turn of events. I wanted to move forward, not tread water. When was that going to happen?
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      Cormack accompanied me to Belle Isle once we were finished with breakfast. He appeared reluctant to relinquish Lily to her parents, making me believe he was fixating on the baby rather than his own emotions where his mother was concerned — but the Grimlocks rarely took it well when you tried to psychoanalyze them. I turned conversation to the Winters family during the drive.

      “What do you think of them?”

      He shrugged as he navigated the heavy downtown traffic. “I like Sami.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my smile. “You like Sami because she reminds you of Aisling. They even have the same dark hair.”

      “Yes, but Sami is impish. Aisling was downright manipulative when she wanted to be.”

      “You don’t sound upset about that realization.”

      “I’m not. I raised a strong girl who manages to do the right thing even when she has to be led to the finish line kicking and screaming. Aisling might’ve been spoiled but she turned out fine.”

      “Might’ve been spoiled?”

      He smirked. “Just a little.”

      “Uh-huh.” I stared out the window, at the buildings we were speeding by. “Are you worried about Lily’s shots?”

      “No.”

      That didn’t sound right to me. “Really? I almost thought you were going to willingly go with Aisling and Griffin to the doctor’s appointment.”

      “No way. Lily is going to be furious after those shots. That means she’s going to come directly to me when I see her again this evening because she’ll blame her parents for the pain. I’ll be her favorite.”

      “Ah.” I should’ve seen that coming. “At least you have a plan in place.”

      “Yup. I like being the favorite.”

      A trait he had also passed on to his children. “Speaking of plans ... how do you think Grimaldi will approach us?”

      Cormack turned serious. “I’m not sure. We were always amiable to one another in the office but we were hardly close friends. I have to wonder, looking back, if that was because he was afraid I might sniff out his true intentions.”

      That was an interesting thought. “He would have to know you couldn’t be enticed to switch sides.”

      “In theory, but I have to wonder how closely he was working with my parents. They might’ve told him I could be bought. They were desperate enough to say anything in the end. He might think I’m approachable.”

      That seemed unlikely to me. “How will you play him?”

      “I will be professional and oblivious. If he tries enticing me — which wouldn’t be smart on a first meeting — I’ll listen and make a decision then. My guess is that he will be observing more than anything else today ... and what he’ll be most interested in observing is you.”

      I was taken aback. “Me?”

      He chuckled at my surprised reaction. “Of course he’ll be interested in you, Izzy. You’re the gatekeeper.”

      “Yeah, but ... I have no power.”

      “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard. You’re the most powerful being I’ve ever met.”

      “I didn’t mean magical power — and, before it’s all said and done, I’m thinking Zoe is going to blow me out of the water, but that’s neither here nor there. I’m talking about political power. You’re the one with the reach when it comes to the reaper council.”

      “I have status,” he agreed. “You’re much more important than you realize, though.”

      “Because I’m the gatekeeper?”

      “Because your parents died when something came through the gate, an attack you somehow survived. Because you’re magically gifted and have fought off a steady stream of attacks in just a few months. You do realize it’s likely Grimaldi was behind all those attacks, right?”

      I hadn’t really considered it. “Do you think he’s the one in charge?”

      Cormack hesitated and then held out a single hand so he could maintain control of the steering wheel. “I think it’s possible. I also think we’ve only scratched the surface on those involved. We have to be very careful. Don’t trust any of them.”

      “Oh, I won’t.” I was grim. “I’m not exactly the trusting sort.”

      He made a derisive sound deep in his throat. “Oh, you make me laugh. I hate to break it to you, but you opened yourself up to us almost immediately. You took one look at Braden and instantly decided to trust him. You have a giving heart, are rarely cynical, and offer help at every turn.”

      “Are you saying that’s a bad thing?”

      “No. You’re often my favorite person in the room because of it.”

      “I’m never your favorite person when Lily is in the room.”

      “That’s a given.” He chuckled. “You’re smart and generous with your heart, Izzy. Others will see that as a weakness and try to move on you because of it. I see it as a strength. You have to be careful. You lucked out with us. We might not always be the most polished family, but we believe in doing what’s right. The people we’re dealing with are the opposite of that.”

      He had a point. “I’m almost looking forward to meeting Adam Grimaldi. I can’t wait to get a look inside his head.”

      Cormack arched a speculative eyebrow. “Be very careful,” he cautioned. “Adam is smart and he might have some form of magical ability we don’t know about. Anything is possible given what we’re dealing with.”

      “Are you telling me not to dig?”

      “Oh, I want you to dig. Just be careful when you’re doing it. If you sense he’s aware of your presence, back off. I do not want to give him a reason to see you as a threat.”

      “Given what you just said, he probably already sees me as a threat.”

      “That’s true. I don’t want him moving on you, though. We’ll be prepared if it happens but I would prefer to play the game a little bit before we engage in the final battle. It’s always best to know your enemies. As of right now, they likely believe we’re in the dark. I want them to keep thinking that.”

      His plan made sense, at least on the face of it. “I’ll watch them as closely as possible without acting suspicious.”

      “Thank you. You’re definitely my favorite right now.”

      That made me laugh. “It’s nice to be on top.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      

      ONCE WE LANDED AT THE AQUARIUM, I left Cormack to prepare for Grimaldi’s arrival and pulled Oliver and Paris into a private meeting in the library. I wanted to make sure they understood what was to come, and how to act.

      “If they ask for specific information, you can’t refuse to tell them or let them think you’re suspicious,” I cautioned. “Everything has to appear to be normal.”

      “I’m familiar with Grimaldi,” Oliver noted. “I’ve met him a few times over the years. I’ve never been particularly fond of him.”

      I was intrigued. “Did you argue?”

      “No. There was never any reason. I only met him a few times during yearly inspections. He came with a group, seemed curious about the gate. I didn’t think much of it at the time but now ... .”

      “Yeah, hindsight can change perception,” I agreed. “The key is to act as if this is any other day.”

      “Even though we’ve yet to have a normal day since you took over the gate,” Oliver noted. “You know they’ll question you about that, correct?”

      “I know.” I was already mentally preparing myself. “There’s nothing I can do but play my part. I’m sure he’s going to be suspicious no matter what. My past alone would be enough to have some members of the reaper council questioning my fitness to run the gate.”

      “You’re uniquely qualified to run the gate because of that,” Oliver countered. “Still, I agree we need to watch these men very carefully. Everything will be okay.” He rested his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. He was fond of me — he’d spent time with me when I was a child and my parents were in charge of the gate. I felt a kinship with him even though I couldn’t remember those years. He bolstered me now.

      “It will be,” I agreed, patting his hand before focusing on Paris. “Have you talked to Zoe today?”

      “Yes.” Paris’ smile was winsome. “She had a great time meeting the Grimlocks last night and wants to have lunch if we can manage it.”

      I checked the clock on the wall and did the math in my head. “That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      “Hopefully not,” she agreed. “I told her I would be in touch when I had a time.”

      “Great. That should work out well, especially if we need to find a reason to escape Grimaldi.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      I shifted my gaze to the open door that led to the gate room. “Cormack won’t say it but I think he’s afraid for my safety. He seems convinced that Grimaldi is going to be focused on me.”

      “And what do you think?” Oliver queried.

      I held out my hands. “It makes more sense to me that he would focus on the Grimlocks. Cormack’s parents were working with him so ... why wouldn’t he focus on them?”

      “You’re thinking rationally. That means you’re overlooking the intangibles.”

      “And what intangibles might those be?”

      “You have ties to the past and the present. You’re powerful. I guarantee Grimaldi will be more focused on turning you than Cormack. History will have taught him that Cormack can’t be turned. That means you’re his best shot.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Yes, but he won’t try to turn you today. Today is just a meet-and-greet. What comes next will be the true test.”

      That was a daunting thought.

      

      GRIMALDI WASN’T ALONE WHEN HE STROLLED through the gate room door. Renley Hatfield, the current head of the reaper council, was with him. There had been zero notice before their arrival, not even a heads-up from the aquarium desk, and I almost jolted out of my skin when I heard the gregarious voices.

      “Hello, Cormack.” Renley immediately headed toward his co-worker, his hand outstretched. “I wasn’t certain you would be able to make it. Your secretary didn’t alert us either way.”

      “Really?” Cormack’s brow furrowed and he looked appropriately perplexed. “That’s weird. I’ll have to give her a call later and figure out what’s what.”

      “I was actually going to inform you that it wasn’t necessary for you to be present for this little ... assessment.”

      Cormack’s expression never shifted. “Oh, I don’t mind being here. Given what happened with the gate a few weeks ago, I have a vested interest in making sure things return to normal as quickly as possible.”

      “Do you have any reason to believe that things aren’t normal?”

      “Just the revenant that tried to jump through five minutes after we got the gate up and running again yesterday.”

      “Oh, right.” Renley bobbed his head. “There wasn’t much information on that attack in your report. All I know is that it took the cleaning crew a full six hours to disinfect this place.”

      “You can thank Izzy for that.” Cormack shot me a fond smile. “She took out the revenant once it hit this side. I mean, it was literally here only a few seconds.”

      “So I heard.” Renley switched his attention to me, amusement evident. “How did you manage that again?”

      “Honestly, it was a reflex.” I was prepared for the question so I knew exactly how to respond. “I was startled when it happened and I just kind of ... reacted. I’m not even sure what I did.”

      “It’s still quite impressive.” Renley’s smile never wavered. “Now that we know what you’re capable of, we’ll be less worried about encroaching revenants.”

      “Hopefully,” I agreed, not missing a beat. “Right now I don’t know what I did, so I have no idea if I can repeat it. Still, it’s good to know I have it in my arsenal ... somewhere.”

      “Yes, well ... .” Renley held my gaze a beat longer, to the point where I wondered if he would ever turn away, and then he focused on the gate. “How are things going?”

      “All of the readouts are normal,” Oliver answered. “There hasn’t been so much as a blip since we rebooted.”

      “But?”

      “But nothing. Things are normal as of right now. However, we all know that things change quickly in this business. Currently we are watching ... and waiting.”

      “Fair enough.” Renley flicked his eyes to the man with him, who had yet to say a word and instead remained focused on the glittering surface of the gate. “I’m sure you remember Adam Grimaldi, Cormack. He’s rejoined the team and will be leading the revenant task force.”

      “I remember.” Cormack’s smile was cordial but chilly. “I know it’s not my place — and forgive me if I’ve missed a few nuances in this particular story — but what about the reasons Adam left the council in the first place?”

      I had to swallow a gasp at his boldness and immediately made a show of staring at my computer. I felt like an intruder in my own department.

      Grimaldi’s expression as he turned was calmer than I expected. “I figured you would bring that up.”

      “I think it’s important to talk about,” Cormack insisted. “We all know the home office is full of rumors but the ones I heard on this front were distressing.”

      “And what did the rumors say?” Grimaldi queried.

      “That you were caught removing artifacts from a storage room.”

      “Artifacts?”

      “A book.”

      “A history book,” Grimaldi confirmed. “The rumors are true. I did remove a book. In my defense, I thought it was important at the time.”

      Cormack folded his arms across his chest. “I’m going to need more than that.”

      “I told you,” Renley said on a laugh, shaking his head. “He’s not going to accept anything without an explanation.”

      “That’s how I’ve lived so long,” Cormack agreed.

      “It’s fine.” Grimaldi offered up a haphazard wave. “If our positions were reversed, I would expect an explanation, too. Basically, in a nutshell, the book I tried to take was one of the hidden history texts.”

      Cormack straightened. “I thought those tomes were removed from the premises more than a decade ago.”

      From my spot next to the computer, I was practically salivating at the thought of hidden history texts but I knew better than to insert myself into the conversation. I filed away the tidbit to ask Cormack about later and remained on task.

      “I thought they were, too,” Grimaldi said. “Then I happened to find one when I was grabbing runes for another assignment. I took a moment to look over the book but I wasn’t cognizant of what I was looking at. I was in a time crunch so I left it, but went back a few days later to have another look.”

      “Which in and of itself sounds weird,” Cormack noted.

      “Maybe, but I couldn’t get the book out of my mind. It was covered in what I thought was leather — although I’ve since learned that the skin it was encased in wasn’t from an animal — and there were intricate carvings on the cover. I simply couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

      Paris was the one who asked the obvious question. “If it wasn’t encased in animal skin, what sort of skin was it?”

      Grimaldi’s smile was rueful. “Apparently it was revenant skin.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What?”

      He ignored me and remained focused on Cormack. “The book was about the revenants, Cormack, a history of their time on this side of the gate. I don’t know why I was so attracted to it. I just know that I wanted to read it. I tried to get into the storage room to go through it there, but it wasn’t always easy. I thought if I could take the book home for a weekend I could read it and then bring it back. I was caught, though.”

      “Why not tell them what you just told me?” Cormack pressed. “That seems like something that would be easy enough to explain away.”

      “It would have been ... if the book hadn’t gone missing out of the room the same day I was caught with it.”

      “That’s quite the coincidence,” Cormack noted. “How did that happen?”

      “We don’t know,” Renley replied. “Adam denied taking the book but at the time we thought he was lying. We believed that the book had been somehow misplaced during inventory — otherwise it would’ve been moved with the other texts — but it was far too coincidental for it to go missing the day Adam was caught trying to remove it.

      “We dismissed him from the council and thought that was the end of it,” he continued. “Given everything that’s happened of late, I started thinking back on that time again and sat down to have a conversation with Adam. He swears up and down he didn’t take the book.”

      “And obviously you believe him,” Cormack mused.

      “I do. I don’t ask that you believe him — that’s entirely up to you — but I do ask that we find a way to work together,” Renley said. “The revenant threat is significant. I think it’s going to take all of us working together to solve this problem. That’s why I brought Adam back. He’s read parts of the book. I think he can help.”

      Cormack didn’t speak for a bit, his eyes heavy as he studied Grimaldi’s face. Ultimately, he shrugged. “I have no problem with everybody working together. I happen to believe we’re all in danger. The more brains we have sorting this out, the better.”

      Grimaldi offered up a small smile. “I think that sounds like something we can all make work for us. The question is, where do we start?”

      Cormack briefly flicked his eyes to me and then straightened. “I think we should start with the book, Adam. Why don’t you tell me what was in it, and we’ll go from there.”

      “I didn’t get to read all of it,” Grimaldi countered. “I did get to look through some of it. I’ll tell you what I can.”

      “So we’ll use this as a steppingstone and move forward afterward,” Cormack said. “It’s the only option we have as far as I can see.”

      He spoke with gravitas but I honestly hoped we would have more than one option. It felt necessary … and more expedient. Only time would tell, though.
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      Having Grimaldi and Renley in the gate room was nerve-racking. I could feel eyes on me the entire morning as I carried out my normal tasks. At one point, Oliver pulled me away long enough to order me to chill out. Apparently I wasn’t nearly as good an actress as I envisioned.

      After that, I forced myself to calm down. There was nothing I could do to change what was happening. The story about the book didn’t ring true — something I was certain Cormack would want to talk about later — but Renley clearly believed it. Or was Renley somehow involved? I mean ... it was possible. Just because he was in a leadership position, that didn’t mean his hands were clean. He could very well have been partnered with Grimaldi and the other man agreed to take the fall temporarily, until they regrouped.

      The notion made me queasy.

      “It’s noon,” Cormack noted when he joined me at my computer.

      I flicked my eyes to him, confused. “I ... um ... okay.”

      He laughed at my response. “You’re supposed to head out to lunch with Paris and Zoe. You should keep your schedule as normal as possible.”

      “We moved lunch here,” I replied. “Paris is upstairs now. She’s waiting for Zoe and plans to take her to the cafeteria. We figured it would be easier than crossing the bridge.”

      “I didn’t realize.” Cormack straightened. “I don’t particularly want Adam getting a whiff of Sami. As delightful as I find the girl, she has absolutely zero filter. I’m afraid she could let something slip.”

      I had to swallow a laugh. “I’m starting to suspect you like little girls with black hair who have no filter. I’m guessing Aisling never had a filter either.”

      “She was a handful.” Cormack’s smile was benign. “Once, when my parents visited, they tried to make her eat liver and onions. She stood up in the middle of dinner, announced it tasted like ass, and marched straight into my office and stole my licorice stash.”

      “That sounds like something she would do.”

      “Yes.” His smile faded. “Then my mother suggested we send her to a private school where corporal punishment was allowed so she could learn manners. That was one of the few times my wife lost her temper with my parents.”

      Since he’d brought it up, I decided to delve deeper. “Did your wife like your parents?”

      “Nobody liked my parents. She believed in showing respect, though. She taught the children to respect them ... although that fell by the wayside eventually. My children cannot be corralled.” He looked proud of that fact.

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about Sami. Apparently Aric is taking her to the DIA — they didn’t want her back out here two days in a row any more than we did — and it will just be Zoe.”

      He brightened considerably. “Well, that’s good news. Do you think she found anything?”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything to find,” I admitted. “We have very little information to go on.” I glanced to the other side of the room, to where Renley and Grimaldi stood talking with Oliver. “What do you make of the book story?”

      “I think there are quite a few holes in it, as well as some radical leaps of logic.”

      I was relieved he felt the same way I did. “Do you think Renley believes him?”

      Cormack hesitated and then held out his hands. “I honestly don’t know. Renley isn’t always easy to read. There are times when I’ve thought he was being a moron and then realized he was working an angle. It’s impossible to say without pressing him for information ... and that’s not something I’m comfortable with.”

      “Definitely not,” I agreed. “It would be helpful if you could get the name of the book he supposedly found from him.”

      “Why would that help?” He looked legitimately curious. “It’s not as if we can go and buy a copy on the internet.”

      “No, but tomes like that take on a life of their own over the years. There are paranormal groups dedicated to talking about those specific books, almost like a religion. I could at least go in and ask around if I had a name.”

      “That’s a very good idea.” He cast me an easy smile. “We’re going to lunch in Mexicantown. I’ll bring it up then.”

      Now it was my turn to be uncomfortable. “Wait ... do you think it’s wise for you to have lunch with them alone? What if something happens?”

      He chuckled at my concern. “They’re not going to kill me during lunch. If they attack, it will be under the cover of darkness. They’ll either send an army to my home or an assassin to crawl through the shadows. It won’t happen over chips and salsa.”

      He sounded sure of himself, which eased some of my worry, but I still wasn’t convinced. “Maybe I should go with you.”

      “As much as I would love to have you with me — and you would be a definite improvement over my other lunch companions — that would be a suspicious move.”

      “Why? I take care of the gate.”

      “Yes, but you’re not in a leadership position with the council,” he pointed out pragmatically. “They will want to talk about private matters, ones they think can’t be discussed in front of you. It makes more sense for you to stay behind.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that, but he was in charge. “Keep your phone handy in case something happens. We’ll figure out a way to get to you.”

      He chuckled at my veracity. “I will definitely keep my phone handy. You’re not to worry about me, though. Have fun with Paris and Zoe ... and see what you can learn about the mage.” He glanced around and then lowered his voice. “She could be our ace in the hole on this one. She’s powerful and smart. She’s also revered in certain circles.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because her reputation is one of those things that can’t be squelched. People in every paranormal corner of the state — maybe even in the country — whisper about her. She’s done quite a bit, including flattening an entire college. We want her on our side.”

      “The good news is she is on our side.”

      “Yes, but she has no reason to help us.” He was grave. “Her friendship with Paris means she’ll be close for several days but that doesn’t mean she’ll fight for us. If I were in her position, I don’t know that I would stick my nose into things that don’t concern me. That’s just asking for more trouble ... and she’s fought her fair share.”

      From what I knew about Zoe, she didn’t look at life that way. “I think she’s going to help.”

      “I do, too, but I still don’t want Adam catching wind that she’s here. We should keep our lunches separate today.”

      “Okay, but I guarantee my lunch is going to be more entertaining than yours.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.”

      

      PARIS AND ZOE WERE ALREADY SEATED in the cafeteria when I made my way to the main floor. They had their heads bent together and were laughing so hard their faces flushed pink. I had never seen Paris so animated.

      “Am I intruding?” I asked when they took a breath.

      “Of course not.” Paris’ smile was warm. “We’re just reminiscing about old times.”

      “Very old times now,” Zoe confirmed, leaning back in her chair so she could stretch out her legs. “It seems like a lifetime ago that we were in college together, taking out witches ... and sphinxes ... and evil teachers.”

      “You took out evil teachers?” I was impressed. “Was it a math teacher? In my mind it would have to be a math teacher.”

      “Journalism,” Zoe countered. “He was head of the evil academy at the college. It was no great loss when he died.”

      “I’ve heard things about your college.” I sat in the chair next to Paris and regarded the mage with a speculative gaze. “People say you razed it.”

      “People say a lot of things.”

      “Yes, but in this particular case, they say the college was there one day and gone the next.”

      “Zoe didn’t do that,” Paris interjected quickly. “People assume she did because of what was happening with the faction that wanted to bring back the Academy, but it’s just not true.”

      “It’s okay, Paris,” Zoe reassured her friend. “Izzy isn’t asking because she thinks I’m evil. She’s trying to gauge what I can do. This revenant threat has her frazzled.”

      For some reason, knowing the other woman understood was a relief. “I am frazzled.” I told them about my reservations regarding Grimaldi, leaving nothing out. “The book story makes no sense to me.”

      “Definitely not,” Zoe agreed. “I am, however, curious if the book exists at all. Do we think it’s the real deal?”

      “I don’t know.” I flicked my eyes to the counter, to where Collin O’Reilly worked. He was one of two merrow we had living on the island — a married couple — and he was used to paranormal conversations. I considered including him in this one and then decided against it. He looked crabby.

      “It sounds real to me,” Paris offered, sipping her iced tea. “Revenants are ancient creatures that once had a foothold in this world. That means someone wrote a book about them because they were a threat. Actually, I’m guessing there’s more than one book out there.”

      “This particular book sounds important,” Zoe mused. “You mentioned it being a hidden book. I’m not sure what that means.”

      “It’s something I learned about in New Orleans,” I explained. “There were fifteen hidden books, texts that were considered extremely powerful. They were magic books, or important history texts that had no match.

      “I don’t know all the books that were included in the mix, obviously,” I continued. “It’s not as if there was a definitive list. Most people agree that the Cruor was one of them.”

      Paris lifted her chin. “Cruor? That’s the symbol of death by slaughter.”

      I nodded, impressed. “Apparently you’re a scholar, too.”

      “I read about the book when we were in college. There was an incident where the Academy tried to use an amulet to enslave vampires and that word was used in the context of the amulet. I didn’t realize that they could’ve been talking about a book at the same time. It makes sense, though.”

      “It’s believed the Cruor is in the control of a vampire family in Europe,” I explained. “I don’t know which vampire family, or if it even matters, but that’s one of the few books that’s well known.”

      “What other books were mentioned?” Zoe queried.

      I couldn’t help being surprised that she would fixate so readily on the books but I was happy to talk about them, especially if it sparked an idea for how we could fix this mess. “There was another book for shifters, although I don’t know if it had a name. I just remember reading that it was for the mutans.”

      “Like Wolverine and Rogue in X-Men?” Zoe queried.

      I laughed, as she’d most likely intended. “No, it’s a Latin word. It basically just means a creature capable of changing its appearance.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.” Zoe popped her lips, considering. “The first book was for vampires. The second for shifters. Does that mean each paranormal branch has their own book?”

      I hadn’t considered it, but on the face of it, it did make sense. “I don’t know. There was another book called The Divine Book of Shadows. The name was relatively recent if I recall, but it was for witches.”

      “And where is that book?” Zoe queried.

      “I don’t know.” I held out my hands. “I spent a good two weeks researching these books because I was fascinated but there weren’t always names to go with the explanations. I believe there was a book for elementals, although there wasn’t even a hint of a name for that one. There was also one for the dead, for people who conjure zombies and stuff.”

      Zoe made a face. “That sounds lovely.”

      “Oh, and there was one for mages, which I guess you would be interested in.” I searched my memory for a name. “It was called The Archimage.”

      I didn’t miss the look Paris and Zoe exchanged. It was fleeting, but it was definitely there. “Are you familiar with The Archimage?”

      “We’ve heard of it,” Zoe replied. “The book has caused trouble throughout the years. People want it because they believe it can make them more powerful.”

      “Does that mean you know where the book is?” I was absurdly excited for some reason. “Maybe if we look in that book we can figure out something to do with the revenants.”

      “I don’t think that will work,” Zoe replied.

      “But we won’t know unless we look. I mean ... I don’t want to take it from you. That’s not my intention. I just want to see it. I’m desperate for any information I can find.”

      “I’m not worried about you taking it,” Zoe reassured me. “That’s simply not possible.”

      Suspicion niggled at the back of my brain. “And why is that?”

      “Because the book was destroyed years ago.”

      All the oxygen whooshed out of my lungs. “Destroyed? How could you destroy a book that was a part of history?”

      Zoe shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” She flicked her eyes to the door, where a dark-haired woman had appeared, and instantly straightened in her chair. “Who is that?”

      “Claire,” I replied. I’d sensed her approach seconds before she popped inside the cafeteria. “Don’t worry about her. She works here, over in the conservatory. She takes care of the flowers.”

      “She’s also married to Collin,” Paris volunteered. “They hate each other, though.”

      As if on cue, Collin made a hissing noise as he returned from the kitchen and caught sight of his wife. He sounded like a spitting cat. “What are you doing here?”

      “Entertaining the thought of magical castration,” Claire shot back, her eyes narrow slits. “Don’t you worry about what I’m doing here.”

      “You’re evil,” Collin muttered. “I have to sleep with one eye open as it is. All I do is worry about what you’re going to do.”

      Rather than be offended, or even worried, Zoe let loose a low chuckle. “Are they about to beat the snot out of each other?”

      “Usually they just hurl insults,” I replied. “Let’s go back to The Archimage. Are you absolutely sure it was destroyed?”

      “Yes.”

      Zoe’s succinct answer killed the last remnants of my hope. “Well, that sucks.”

      She shot me an apologetic smile. “The book has been gone for fifteen years. It’s not a recent development.”

      “And you destroyed it, right?”

      “I ... used it.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “Let’s just say that the book didn’t die in vain, and leave it at that for now,” she suggested. “I’m more interested in this revenant book. You said it was covered in revenant skin.”

      “That’s what they said.”

      “How would a man who just happened to stumble across a book in a closet know what type of skin was used to make it?”

      “I ... huh.” I worked my jaw, considering. “I didn’t even think about that. You’re right, though. How did he know about the book?”

      “Nothing in that man’s story makes sense,” Zoe said, her attention drifting back to Collin and Claire, who looked to be trying to set one another on fire with their eyeballs. “They are delightful. I love them.”

      I shook my head. “It’s funny at first,” I agreed, “but it gets old fast. I mean ... really fast. They do horrible things to one another.”

      “And what are they?” Zoe’s gaze was intense. “They’re not human and yet they’re not monsters. They’re something else entirely.”

      “Merrow,” Paris volunteered. “They’re sea folk.”

      Zoe brightened considerably. “Like ... mermaids.”

      Paris nodded as she plucked the specials menu from the center of the table. “We should order and give Collin a reason to disappear into the kitchen.”

      “That’s a good idea.” I leaned closer to her so I could read the menu. “I think I’m getting the Reuben today.”

      Zoe’s gaze remained fixated on Collin and Claire. “Do they have tails?”

      “You’ll have to ask them,” I replied. “I don’t like getting involved in their personal business.”

      “Mostly because they don’t tell us anything personal,” Paris added.

      I nodded in agreement. “There is that.”

      “Sami is going to have to come back out here,” Zoe mused. “She’s been obsessed with mermaids since we showed her Splash when she was a kid.”

      I was caught off guard. I thought for sure she was going to say The Little Mermaid. “You showed her Splash?”

      She nodded. “We’ve made her watch so many 80s movies I’ve lost count. Some of them don’t hold up well to the questions of an eight-year-old.”

      “I’m going to need an example,” I prodded.

      “Dirty Dancing. She doesn’t understand how dancing could solve their problems.”

      I’d never really considered it from that point of view. “Well, it’s not as if the dancing solved their problems. It’s more that dancing freed them to be who they were supposed to be.”

      “And then what?” Zoe challenged. “What happened after their dance? It’s not as if they had anything in common, or even lived in the same place. Sami saw that movie when she was twelve and completely ripped it apart.”

      “I ... don’t know.” Now I was frustrated. “My aunt showed me a lot of older movies like that when she would visit. Dirty Dancing. Pretty Woman. Sleepless in Seattle.”

      “Yes, Sami has ruined all those movies for me,” Zoe agreed. “She’s a total thief of joy sometimes.”

      That made me laugh. “You’re not fooling anybody. You obviously love her.”

      “I do love her,” Zoe confirmed. “That doesn’t mean she’s not a snot. She gets it from her father.”

      I had an idea that she got it from her mother, too. “We need to focus on the book. I think answers can be found there.”

      “I think you’re right,” Zoe agreed. “How do we find answers on the book’s location?”

      That was the problem, and I had absolutely no idea. “I don’t know. We need to think.”

      “And eat,” Zoe said, snapping her fingers to get Collin’s attention. She grinned when he glared at her. “We’re hungry and unless you guys are going to start smacking each other with your tails, we’d like to order.”

      “Oh, geez.” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “I can’t believe she just said that.”

      “Yeah, get used to it,” Paris intoned. “She’ll say things that are a whole lot worse before the end of the day.”

      Now that was something to look forward to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Whore!”

      We were just finishing up lunch when Collin exploded in the kitchen. I had every intention of ignoring the outburst. Zoe, however, apparently thrived on chaos.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when she started toward the swinging door that led to the staging area behind the eatery.

      “I want to see who the whore is,” Zoe replied simply.

      She was a mage, I reminded myself. She could take care of herself. Despite that, worry about what might happen if she made another tail joke had me on my feet and following. I needn’t have worried, though. Zoe wasn’t in the middle of a “to the death” fight with my favorite food supplier. Instead, she stood at a window and stared out, a hand on Collin’s back, as if commiserating with him.

      “Do I even want to know what you guys are doing?” I asked as I shuffled closer, my eyes immediately going to the couple on the lawn in front of the window. It was Claire and a man I didn’t recognize ... and they looked chummy. “Who is that?”

      “Her latest conquest,” Collin replied, gripping a dish towel so tightly his knuckles turned white. “She’s a philandering ... cheating ... diabolical ... whore!”

      He was so vehement I was taken aback. “Um ... I thought you wanted out of the marriage.”

      “Yes, Izzy told me about that,” Zoe soothed. “You were tricked into marriage, correct?”

      “She’s evil.” Collin’s voice was barely a whisper.

      “To me that seems to indicate you should be happy she’s moving on with Sven.”

      “Sven?” I arched an eyebrow. “How do you know who that is?”

      “Oh, I don’t know who he is. He just looks like a Sven. He’s blond.”

      “Are you saying all blond men look like Svens?”

      “I don’t actually pay attention to men with blond hair,” she admitted. “For some reason, I’m only attracted to dark men.”

      “I hear that.”

      She smirked. “Collin here, though, has been trapped in a marriage that makes him unhappy. If his wife is moving on, that means he can, too, right?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. In truth, I hadn’t given the situation all that much thought since I’d first found out about it. Collin and Claire were so antagonistic toward one another that it was best not to question either one of them about the state of their relationship.

      “You should be happy that she’s moving on,” Zoe pressed. “Now you can, too.”

      “I ... of course.” Collin forced himself to look away from the window and flashed Zoe a wan smile. “I am happy. This is a good thing.”

      “You should pick someone to date,” Zoe instructed. “Not me, of course. I’m married. However, Paris might be a good choice.”

      Paris, who had slid in behind us, made a horrified face. “What did you just say? I’m married, too.”

      “Yes, but you have terrible taste in men,” Zoe reminded her. “Heath is your only good choice. I thought you might want to make another bad one for old time’s sake.”

      “Oh, I hate you,” Paris muttered.

      I knew she didn’t mean it. They were old friends and enjoyed annoying one another. Zoe seemed particularly good at it. They reminded me of Aisling and Jerry, who also needled one another until someone — usually Jerry — started screeching. They would also die for one another. It was simply the way they interacted.

      “Speaking of hate, I have an idea that you’re going to hate,” Zoe continued. “It involves breaking and entering.”

      I was both intrigued and fearful. “You don’t want to try and infiltrate the reaper council to find that book, do you?” That seemed like something she might enjoy.

      “No, but I’m not ruling that out. I was thinking we would break into Adam Grimaldi’s house instead.”

      I was taken aback. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not? You said he’s out to lunch with Cormack and that other dude. Stanley or whatever.”

      “Renley,” I automatically corrected.

      “Yeah, I don’t believe that’s a real name. It’s like one of those celebrity baby names, like Apple and Pilot Inspektor and Jermajesty.”

      “Renley is a real name, though,” I persisted.

      “Who named their kid Jermajesty?” Paris queried.

      “Jermaine Jackson.”

      “He’s not a real celebrity.”

      “True story.” Zoe kept her attention on me. “We know Grimaldi isn’t going to be there. We want to find that book. If he has it, it’s likely at his house.”

      I wanted to argue with her — this was the stupidest idea I’d ever heard — but she had a point. “How can we get in without being seen?” I asked after a beat. “I mean, glamours are good, but they don’t make us invisible.”

      “Luckily for you, I have a trick for that,” Zoe reassured me. “We can get in and out of that house without any busybody neighbors being the wiser. I promise. The question is, are you willing to risk your job in case we get caught?”

      Months before, I would’ve scoffed at the question. I had taken the job because I wanted to find out what happened to my parents. I was singularly interested in discovering answers regarding their fate. Now, though, my life was full of so much more.

      “Maybe she should stay behind,” Paris volunteered when I didn’t answer. “Given what’s going on, losing access to the gate is in nobody’s best interest.”

      “That true.” Zoe flashed a tight smile. “It’s okay. I can go on my own.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Paris protested. “I’m always the one who goes with you when we break into places we’re not supposed to be ... like the Academy ... and the Academy again. Oh, and the Academy a third time. Huh. We didn’t really vary our illegal activities very much, did we?”

      “I broke into plenty of other places,” Zoe countered. “I had more than one break-in partner.”

      “That’s because you’re a dirty whore, too,” Paris noted.

      “Whore,” Collin muttered under his breath, his attention back out the window.

      Zoe smirked at him. She seemed genuinely amused. “You can stay here, Izzy. Paris and I will handle the heavy lifting on this one. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      She said the last part to irritate me. I didn’t need to be a genius to pick that up. Much like Aisling, she was a master at poking people until she got what she wanted. For that reason alone, I didn’t want to give in to her demands.

      On the flip side, I really wanted to find that book.

      “Let’s do it,” I said finally, resigned. “But if I lose my job, I’m going to be really mad.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Zoe clapped my shoulder, hard, and then glanced over her shoulder at Collin. “Don’t forget, if you really want to irritate her, you should find someone to date ... and make sure you do it right outside the conservatory. That way she’ll know you’re moving on, too.”

      Collin’s eyes filled with fire. “I think that’s a very good idea.” He wagged a finger at her. “You’re very smart.”

      “I know.” Zoe was still smiling when Collin stormed off with a clear purpose.

      “Why did you do that?” I whined. “Do you have any idea what it’s like being around them when they’re fighting? For the record, they’re always fighting. This could cause them to go nuclear, though.”

      “That’s because they have chemistry.”

      The statement threw me. “Um, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but they don’t like each other. They’re sworn enemies.”

      “There’s a thin line between love and hate.”

      “That’s a really old saying.”

      “It’s also true.” Zoe looked smug. “They may hate each other but they’re also hot for each other. The only reason Claire brought that guy to this specific location was to drive Collin crazy. She has the upper hand in their relationship and she knows it. They’ll be forever stuck in a loop if Collin doesn’t break free.”

      “Yes, but even if he finds a nice woman to date, Claire might kill her,” I pointed out. “She’s extremely powerful ... and mean.”

      “So, so mean,” Paris echoed.

      “He’s not going to bring a nice woman out here,” Zoe explained. “He’s going to find some mouthy broad in a bar who he knows will drive Claire nuts. Then he’s going to bring her back here and torture both of them.”

      “You sound like you believe that’s a good thing.”

      “I do. They want each other, even though they’ll never admit it. We need to get them in the same room so they can scream at each other ... and then let nature take its course.”

      That was the most ludicrous thing I’d ever heard. “They hate each other. They don’t want to be together.”

      “Never say never.”

      “But ... no. They really hate each other.”

      “You can’t fight chemistry.” Zoe was adamant as she started for the door. “Now, come on. I want to illegally search Adam Grimaldi’s house. He sounds like a liar and a tool, and there’s little more I love than invading someone’s personal space.”

      “Fine, but I think you’re overreaching with Collin and Claire.”

      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      

      ZOE COULD BUILD DOMES. I HAD NO other word to describe the invisible magic bubble she encased us in so we could walk to Grimaldi’s house.

      We had to park two blocks over to be on the safe side. If anyone was watching the house, they might notice us parking — and then disappearing — before we even got to the front walkway. Grimaldi’s house was in Grosse Pointe, the same city Grimlock Manor was located in, but it was several miles away, in a slightly less ritzy neighborhood.

      “What is it with the houses around here?” Zoe queried, her eyes bouncing from turret to turret. “I mean, does everybody down here need to live in a castle? It’s freaking ridiculous.”

      I had to laugh. Since she reassured me the dome was soundproof, I didn’t bother to hide my chuckle. “It took me some getting used to, too,” I admitted, thinking back to the home I’d shared with my grandfather in New Orleans. “The house I grew up in was a thousand square feet.”

      She slid her eyes to me. “That sounds torturous.”

      “I didn’t know it wasn’t normal,” I explained. “I mean ... it’s normal down there. Property is at a premium and a lot of those houses are historic, which means they can’t be updated externally. We lived an eighteenth-century creole house.

      “One street over, everybody had townhouses,” I continued. “These were houses that were selling for like five hundred grand and would be considered dumps here. Everything in New Orleans is built up instead out, too, so there are a lot of narrow stairways. You just get used to them.”

      “I don’t think you guys should use Grosse Pointe as a baseline,” Paris countered. “Everyone in this area is rich because they pay a premium for access to the lake. Three miles that way, houses are selling for ten grand and they have holes where windows should be.”

      “That’s a good point,” Zoe noted, slowing as she reached the front of Grimaldi’s house. “Do you think we should go around back?”

      Given the size of the house, I was against the idea. “No, because there could be extra gates back there, or gardeners or whatever.”

      “This house isn’t as big as the Grimlock house,” Zoe noted. “He probably doesn’t have staff hanging around when he’s not here.”

      “Maybe, but do you really want to risk it?”

      “Good point.”

      I extended my hand to the door and used my magic to tumble the lock before Zoe could unveil whatever trick she had in mind. She nodded in thanks and then slipped through the door, Paris and I filing after her. Once we were all inside, Zoe dropped the dome and looked around.

      “I guess money doesn’t buy taste, huh?” She stared at a huge painting in the foyer. It featured a naked woman being chased by two dark creatures in black robes, splashes of blood serving as the only color along the bottom. “That’s ... really weird.”

      “They’re wraiths,” I noted, staring at the painting. “They’re wraiths chasing an angel.”

      “How do you know she’s an angel?”

      “There’s a halo on the ground over here.” I pointed to a different spot in the painting. “This is really dark.”

      “Which doesn’t make him guilty,” Paris noted. “Everybody has different taste in art.”

      “This guy is a pervert,” Zoe countered, frowning one more time at the painting before turning away. “By the time we’re finished here, I bet we find his collection of ass-less chaps and rhinestone love cuffs.”

      “I think rhinestones are cool,” Paris argued.

      “You would.” Zoe moved to the stairwell that led upstairs. “Under different circumstances I would suggest splitting up but I think that’s a really bad idea today.”

      “No, we have to stick together,” I agreed. “If somebody comes home, we’re going to have to go back under a dome and escape.”

      “Good plan.”

      

      WE STARTED ON THE SECOND FLOOR, which was all bedrooms and office space, and then moved back down to the main floor. Other than several more paintings that chilled me to the bone — and an unfortunate goodie box that Zoe insisted on looking through (I was now scarred for life because he really was a pervert) — we didn’t find anything.

      That left the basement.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Paris complained. She’d been as horrified by what Zoe found in the sex box as me. “I don’t want to be here any longer. This guy is creepy.”

      “I told you he was a pervert.” Zoe was blasé as she hit the basement, her gaze immediately going to the right. “Do you feel that?”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I definitely felt ... something. I couldn’t quite identify what. Then I heard it — the low hum I’d come to associate with the death gate. When I looked closer at the area to the right, I realized the surface shimmered.

      “Is that ... ?” Paris was clearly dumbfounded because she didn’t finish her question. Honestly, there was no need. Anyone who had ever come into contact with the gate below the aquarium recognized what we were looking at.

      “I thought gates had to be administered by someone,” Zoe said. “That’s what Paris implied, at least.”

      “I thought it was true,” Paris said. “I ... don’t understand this.”

      She wasn’t the only one. I moved toward the gate, as if in a trance, and extended my hand. The familiar tingle I’d come to expect greeted me and I snatched my hand back.

      “Is it real?” Zoe pressed.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “Where does it go?”

      “I don’t know.” None of this made any sense. In fact, I could barely wrap my head around what I was seeing. “I’ve always heard that gates were strategically located around the world. They’re not made, at least not by people on this side. They’re simply discovered and then manned.”

      “Yeah, that part of the mythology doesn’t make sense to me either, but that’s neither here nor there,” Zoe said. “I want to know why this gate is here. Do you think he made it?”

      “I ... don’t ... know. I wouldn’t think that’s possible except ... this gate is here and it has no business being here.”

      “What do you think is on the other side?”

      “If it’s like my gate, then it’s a waiting room of sorts before a soul moves on to the other side. It’s like a gray purgatory, although very little happens there ... at least as far as I’ve seen.”

      “Right.” Zoe made a popping sound with her lips and then stepped closer. “I’m going to see what’s on the other side.”

      “You are not.” I reached for her out of instinct but she was expecting it and easily sidestepped me. Before I could even process what was happening, she slipped through the opening and disappeared to the other side.

      “Holy ... !” Paris’ eyes were the size of saucers. “What did she just do?”

      “Something stupid,” I hissed, my temper coming out to play.

      “We can’t just leave her.” Paris moved to follow but I easily intercepted her this time. “What are you doing? She’s my friend.”

      “And I’m going to get her,” I promised. “You have to stay on this side, though, because if we don’t come back ... .” I purposely left the statement hanging.

      “Then I have to get help,” she surmised, resigned.

      “Yes. Give us ten minutes. If we don’t come back, leave without us and tell Cormack what happened. He’s going to be furious but you can’t risk coming in after us because we need someone on this side who knows where we are. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, morose. “She always does this. She leaps before she looks.”

      “Yes, well, now I’m leaping with her. We’ll be back. I promise.” I took a deep breath and faced the gate, my heart giving a long roll. The last time I crossed over I’d thought there was a legitimate chance I would never return. This time, I was stepping into an entirely different world, and I had no idea what to expect.

      I closed my eyes and stepped through the opening, slamming into something solid three seconds later.

      “Oomph.”

      Zoe shot me a dirty look from her spot in the middle of what looked like an ancient storage room. I’d run into her, but not with enough force to knock her over. “You could’ve announced you were coming or something.”

      “How was I supposed to know you were just standing here?” I snapped. “I thought maybe you’d been grabbed ... or hurt. Only an idiot goes through a gate like that, by the way.”

      “Isn’t this your second time on the other side of a gate?”

      “And I’m done talking to you.” I lifted my hand to cut her off and surveyed our surroundings. There were shelves on the walls, and they looked to contain various magical items. In addition to the shimmering gate behind us, three more portals appeared to be available should we want to disappear through them.

      “Okay, this isn’t like the other gate at all,” I said. “This is ... something else entirely.”

      “Yeah, I figured that out myself.” Zoe cocked her head. “I feel ... something.”

      “Is it something dangerous?”

      “That’s not necessarily the word I would use. I mean, it’s possible there’s something dangerous through one of those gates. What I sense is different, though. I sense ... something familiar. It’s as if I should recognize this room.”

      “Do you? Recognize it, I mean.”

      “No, but it feels familiar.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know.” She stepped toward one of the other gates but I grabbed the back of her shirt before she could advance too far.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I warned. “We have no idea what’s on the other side of those gates.”

      “That’s why I’m going to find out.”

      “No, you’re not.” I was firm. “We’re going back to tell Cormack what we found. Then we’re going to talk about it, rationally, with everybody else.”

      “That sounds like zero fun.”

      “I’m sure your husband would like to be included in the conversation regardless.”

      She shot me a dirty look. “That was low.”

      “It was also necessary. We need to figure out exactly what is going on here, and we can’t risk crossing these gates until we have a better idea what’s on the other side. It could be an army of revenants for all we know.”

      “It could be something else, too,” she countered. “It could be something helpful … or a plane made up of fluffy bunnies.”

      “We’re not finding out today.” I refused to back down. “We need to take this information back to the others.”

      She didn’t look thrilled, but she ultimately nodded and turned back toward the gate we’d entered through. “We really need to talk about your sense of adventure.”

      “And I happen to think we need to talk about your notion of self-preservation.”

      “One of those conversations sounds more fun than the other.”

      “Not everything in life is about fun.”

      “The good things are.”

      I wanted to continue arguing but I knew it was a waste of time. “Just go. Paris is probably having a heart attack.”

      “Oh, that’s something to look forward to.”
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      I didn’t return to the office, instead texting Oliver that something had occurred and I wouldn’t be back until the following day. He didn’t question me, instead taking me at my word. He knew better than putting important information — or damning questions, for that matter — in a text, especially if the higher-ups in the reaper council decided they wanted to know what we were up to.

      I drove straight to Grimlock Manor, parking in front of the massive house and letting Zoe and Paris inside without knocking. I didn’t even think of myself as a guest when visiting now. I spent almost every night with Braden, and while he stayed over at the boathouse with me at least once or twice a week, Grimlock Manor had turned into our primary residence. The house gave me a sense of calm, and that was something I was desperate to embrace after our afternoon excursion.

      The first thing I heard upon entering was yelling, though, and it took me a moment to realize nobody was fighting. Instead, Redmond and Sami were going at it again, this time over what looked to be a Nerf basketball game they’d set up in the foyer.

      “You can’t use your magic,” Redmond insisted. “It’s cheating.”

      Sami was having none of it. “Oh, please.” The eye roll she unveiled was straight out of her mother’s playbook. “You’re like three feet taller than me. I have to use my magic or you’ll win.”

      “I’m supposed to win.”

      “No, I don’t like to lose.”

      I shot a look at Zoe and found her smirking. Apparently Sami’s competitive streak was inherited, too.

      “What did we miss?” Zoe asked as she crossed over to her daughter, her gaze busy as it roamed Sami’s flushed face. “Where is your father?”

      “He’s drinking with Braden,” Sami replied. “I told him that people who drink in the middle of the day are less likely to get ahead in life — that’s what my guidance counselor says, anyway — but he doesn’t care. He said that going to the DIA with me was the longest day of his life and that he’s giving me to the Grimlocks.”

      Zoe’s smile widened. “That seems fair.” She flicked her eyes to Redmond. “Sami is right. You’re taller than her. That means she gets to use her magic.”

      Sami shot him a smug smile.

      “Within reason,” Zoe cautioned. “You can’t set anything on fire or freeze him in place. You also can’t use your magic to make sure he misses.”

      Sami’s expression soured. “That’s not any fun.”

      “I think you’ve had your fun for the day if your father is already drinking.” Zoe left Sami and Redmond to continue their game. I couldn’t be sure, but the grim look on Redmond’s face told me that he was determined to beat the girl whether she was magical or not.

      Sure enough, Braden and Aric were in the parlor. Paris excused herself to go into another room and make a call. She wanted to check in with her husband and invite him and their son Alvis over for dinner, something we’d discussed in the car.

      “Hello, sugar,” Braden teased when he saw me, lifting his head so I could give him a kiss. “How did your day butt-kissing the bigwigs go?”

      “That was boring,” I acknowledged as I flopped onto the couch next to him. “Things got more interesting after we broke for lunch.”

      “Oh?”

      I shifted my gaze to Zoe, who was busy peering into Aric’s glass and giving him what I assumed to be her “stern wife” look.

      “Day drinking, huh?” She made a tsking sound. “According to Sami’s guidance counselor, that means your prospects in life are low. I wish I would’ve known that before I married you.”

      “Ha, ha.” He poked her stomach and leaned in. Rather than kissing her, he briefly rested his forehead against hers. “Is it too late to trade the kid in for a cat?”

      “Are you looking for something low maintenance?”

      “Yup.”

      “You know cats crap in boxes, right?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “We’ll see what can be worked out when we get home.” Zoe stretched out her legs and took the drink from Aric’s hand, taking a long swig before handing it back. “How was the DIA?”

      “According to Sami, art isn’t a real profession because it’s all subjective, and in her opinion all the art there was boring and blasé,” he replied. “She’s more interested in seeing something called the Heidelberg Project.”

      Zoe’s face was blank. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “It’s an outdoor art exhibit,” Braden volunteered. “It’s in the McDougall-Hunt neighborhood on the east side. Basically it’s a bunch of brightly painted houses with weird dolls and other stuff affixed to the front of them.”

      Zoe didn’t look impressed. “What’s the point of that?”

      Braden shrugged. “Art? It’s creepy if you ask me but some people like it.”

      “Is the area safe?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, we’ll think about it.” Zoe rubbed her forehead and stared at the ceiling. “She’s probably in no more danger there than she is anywhere else at this point. At least there she can pretend to be an art critic and annoy us with whatever pretentious words she’s added to her vocabulary this week.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that,” Aric said. “We can’t let her take philosophy and psychology classes when she goes to college. No art appreciation or anything like that either. She’s already insufferable. How bad do you think she’s going to be when she has a Psych 101 class under her belt?”

      “Good point. All math and biology for her.”

      “No biology.” Aric made a face and shook his head. “I think that could go in a bad direction if we’re not careful.”

      “Because of her burning lady bits?”

      “Knock that off.” Aric looked deadly serious. “I will find a way to lock her in the house if I have to. I’ve been giving it some thought and I’ve come up with an idea or two.”

      “Yeah, you have fun with that.” Zoe patted his knee and then caught my serious gaze. We’d discussed in the car that she was the one who would have to admit what happened since she caused it. She had argued – a lot – but ultimately agreed. It was time to get to the nitty-gritty, whether she liked it or not. “So, we did a thing this afternoon,” she said finally.

      “Oh, crap.” Aric rolled to his side and buried his face in one of the decorative pillows on the couch. “I just want to day-drink like a loser for once. Why can’t you let me be?”

      Braden was much more serious. “What did you guys do? Wait ... don’t tell me.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, reminding me of Cormack. “It’s something terrible, isn’t it? You’re going to make me cry, aren’t you?”

      “That’s not my intention,” I reassured him. “Honestly, we had no idea what we were going to find when we decided on our course of action. It was supposed to be just some simple snooping.”

      “We thought he was probably a pervert,” Zoe offered. “He was, by the way. He had some weird stuff in his goodie drawer. That’s beside the point, though. He also had a gate in his basement.”

      Aric bolted to a sitting position and Braden went rigid.

      “Who had a gate in his basement?” Braden barked out.

      Before I could answer, Cormack appeared in the doorway. It was obvious he’d heard at least part of the conversation because there was fire in his eyes.

      “Uh-oh,” I muttered under my breath.

      As if sensing that someone was about to get in trouble, Sami appeared at Cormack’s side. She had a smug look on her face and it was directed toward her mother. “You did something bad without me, didn’t you?”

      “Nothing I ever do is bad,” Zoe replied.

      I shot her a dubious look. “Really? You were the one who was going to check out the other gates. If I hadn’t dragged you back, you could’ve ended up in real trouble.”

      “Thank you, Señorita Tattletale,” Zoe hissed when Aric made a growling noise. “I bet you were the least popular kid in elementary school because everyone knew you were a narc.”

      Rather than immediately insert himself into the conversation, Cormack strode over to the bar cart and started doling ice cubes into a glass. Apparently he was in the mood to day-drink, too.

      “I don’t see why I’m the one who’s grounded,” Sami said. “Mom is the one who misbehaves. I’m an angel.” Her gaze was imploring as it landed on her father. “I’m Daddy’s angel.”

      “Knock it off, Sami,” Aric muttered. “You can have your phone back if you stop being a pain but that’s it. You’re still grounded.”

      Zoe sent him a sarcastic thumbs-up. “Way to hold strong.”

      “Hey, you’re the one in trouble,” he shot back. “I can only take so much estrogen right now and she makes me weak when she bats her eyelashes. What do you want from me?”

      Cormack cleared his throat as he cut through the room and sat in his regular chair. To my surprise, he motioned for Sami to take the chair next to him and then immediately opened the small table on his right and pulled out a package of Red Vines, which he proceeded to hand to the snarky teenager.

      “I’m not supposed to eat too much sugar before dinner,” Sami noted as she shifted her eyes to her parents. “But since Mom is the one in trouble, I’m sure it will be okay.” She happily tore into the package, biting into one of the pieces with zest and practically daring her mother to say something.

      Rather than pick a fight, Zoe focused on Cormack. “I’m going to leave her here with you tonight so you can talk her off the ledge when the sugar collides with her hormones.”

      Cormack didn’t look bothered by the suggestion. “That’s fine. We’re having a cupcake bar for dessert this evening. She’ll be able to decorate cupcakes to her heart’s content all night.”

      “A cupcake bar?” Sami looked so excited I thought she might burst. “I definitely want to move in here. Mom’s idea of a cupcake bar is opening four boxes of Little Debbies and letting me pick what I want.”

      “Oh, you live such a terrible life,” Zoe drawled. “I really am going to leave you here. Your father and I are going to head back to the hotel and roll around naked with the Little Debbies. It’s going to be party time in the suite tonight.”

      “Don’t tease me,” Aric said dryly. “Don’t change the subject either. Whose house were you in that had a personal gate?”

      “Oh, right.” Zoe turned serious. “So, after the conversation Izzy heard in the gate room regarding the revenant book that went missing, we decided the smartest thing was to find the book. Since Adam Grimaldi was the last person who claimed to have seen it, we started with him.”

      Cormack’s mouth dropped open. “You broke into Adam’s house? What were you thinking?”

      It took me a moment to realize the question was directed at me. “It was her idea,” I offered immediately. “She was the one who said it was a good time since we knew he was out with you and Renley.”

      “Yes, but I know where Adam lives.” Cormack was positively apoplectic. “There are cameras all over the place in that neighborhood. All he has to do is bribe someone, a neighbor or security company, to let him see the tapes.”

      “Calm down, Karen,” Zoe drawled, earning a fiery glare from the Grimlock patriarch. “I’m not a novice. We parked several blocks away and went in invisible.”

      “Invisible?” Braden leaned closer to me. “I didn’t know you could make yourself invisible. That’s weird ... and a little bit titillating.”

      “What’s titillating?” Sami asked. “Is that like ... ?” She held her hands in front of her chest, signifying breasts.

      “Yes,” Braden answered at the same time Aric barked the word “no.”

      “I’m not the one who can make people invisible,” I said, directing the conversation back to the matter at hand. “That was all Zoe.”

      “Dome?” Aric queried.

      Zoe nodded. “We were perfectly safe. Nobody saw us. We thought the trip was going to be a waste of time until we went into the basement and found a gate.”

      “I don’t understand.” Cormack looked baffled. “How could he have a gate in his basement? That’s just ... unfathomable.”

      “There’s more.” I licked my lips and pressed forward. “Someone — and I’m not saying who because I’m not a narc — but someone went through the gate and it led to a random room, like a storage room or something. In that room there were shelves and artifacts ... and three more gate entrances.”

      The room fell absolutely silent, the only noise coming from Sami as she methodically mowed through the Red Vines. Aric was the first to speak.

      “I can’t believe you just walked through a gate,” he complained. “What would’ve happened if you were trapped over there?”

      “Then Izzy would’ve gotten help and it wouldn’t have been a big deal,” Zoe replied simply. “Besides, Izzy has crossed over through a gate and had no trouble coming back. I figured it would be the same way for me.”

      “Oh, well, you figured ... .” Aric threw up his hands in disgust. “I just can’t deal with you sometimes. It’s little wonder I’ve turned to day-drinking.”

      “You’re never going to prosper,” Sami warned.

      “Eat your candy,” Aric fired back. “Your new father for the night is going to deal with the sugar rush.” He gestured toward Cormack. “This is on him.”

      “I had to see,” Zoe insisted. “We’re dealing with something none of us have any knowledge about. I had to know what was on the other side.”

      “I take it you didn’t look on the other side of the three other gates you found,” Cormack prodded.

      “Of course not.” Zoe turned into a serene angel. “I’m not an idiot.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Nobody went through the other gates. We didn’t think it was safe. We came back here because we figured everybody else should know about our happy news.”

      “Well, at least that’s something.” Cormack rubbed his cheek, thoughtful. “I don’t know what to make of any of this. It’s all so ... unbelievable.”

      “Obviously this Grimaldi person is a megalomaniac as well as a pervert,” Zoe supplied. “I think we should just kill him and be done with it.”

      “You think we should just kill him, do you?” Cormack’s eyes fired in the same manner they did when Aisling started pushing his buttons. “And what happens to the other people he’s working with? What happens to the innocent people in my office? I can guarantee, young lady, that not all of them are in on this. We need to be strategic, not broad, with our attack.”

      “Young lady?” Zoe snorted. “I haven’t been young in a very long time.”

      “You’re younger than me and you fit right in with my brood,” he fired back.

      “Does that mean you’re going to ground me?”

      “No, but I have a dungeon in the basement. I’ll lock you down there until you start making sense.”

      “Oh, fun.” Aric took another sip of his drink. “This should go over well.”

      Zoe scorched him with a look. “You’re not helping.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize I was supposed to be helping. I thought that, since you went off and did your own thing that could’ve resulted in bloody death today, I was also allowed to do whatever I wanted.”

      “Well, great.” Zoe hopped to her feet and strode toward the bar cart. Apparently everyone was going to join in on the drinking fun today. “This conversation is going just about as well as I expected.”

      As if things weren’t bad enough, a new sound took over the room when Aisling strode in with a wailing Lily on her hip. If I thought Zoe looked frazzled, that was nothing compared to the look on Aisling’s face.

      “Take this,” she announced, striding to her father and extending the baby in his direction. “Right now.”

      Rather than argue, Cormack accepted his wailing granddaughter and immediately started patting her back. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Grandpa has you. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “She hasn’t stopped screaming for two hours,” Aisling announced to the room, her eyes wild. “Two hours of ... that.”

      Baffled, I glanced between the baby and her mother. “What happened to her?”

      “The S-H-O-T-S.”

      She was spelling again, which made me remember the conversation this morning. “Oh, no. Was it really that bad?”

      “What do you think?”

      Lily screamed even louder as Cormack readjusted her.

      “This can’t be normal,” he said as he pressed a kiss to the baby’s forehead. “She sounds like she’s being killed.”

      Aisling merely stood there for a moment and then waved her hand. “Watch her thighs. That’s where she was injected and ... she’s really not happy.”

      “Oh, Grandpa’s poor little girl,” he cooed as he straightened her out and pressed her to his chest. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

      “Oh, don’t look at me that way,” Aisling snapped at Braden who, sure enough, was eyeing his sister as if she were about to go on a rampage and skin puppies. “It had to be done, Braden. We don’t want her dying of some disease that was eradicated a hundred years ago. She needs her shots.”

      Griffin padded into the room at this point, his eyes weary as he glanced at Cormack and his daughter. Then, without further ado, he moved to the drink cart. “Baby, what do you want?”

      “Vodka.”

      “With what?”

      “Just the fifth.”

      He choked out a strangled laugh but didn’t offer up a word of complaint.

      “I think this meeting is going swimmingly,” Zoe offered. “Maybe we should all get drunk and pretend we’re not fighting.”

      Aisling perked up. “Who’s fighting?”

      “Everyone,” Sami answered with her mouth full of licorice. “Dad is mad at Mom because she went with Izzy and broke into some dude’s house. They found gates in his basement and Mom walked through one. Mr. Grimlock is mad at both of them, although he can’t decide what he should be madder about, so he’s focusing on that screaming baby. This one is mad, too, but he’s decided to wait until later to pick a fight.” She jabbed her thumb at Braden. “As for me, Dad says I can have my phone back and even though he’s turning into a day-drinker, I’m okay with it because I believe people should be free to be whoever they want.”

      Aisling smirked at the teenager. “You’re really growing on me.”

      “You can keep her,” Aric muttered.

      Zoe opened her mouth — to say what I couldn’t say — but she snapped her head toward the door out of nowhere and stared. Her reaction was jarring and had me slowly getting to my feet. I was expecting a fight, some strange enemy somehow attacking out of nowhere, but instead a familiar figure strolled through the door as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      His hair was as wild as I remembered, and he still wore no shoes. His grin was pleasant as he glanced from face to face, and it was Zoe he ultimately landed on. “Hello, mage. I thought I scented you earlier.”

      Zoe didn’t bother getting up. “Hello, Bob. Long time no see.”
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      “I remember you.”

      Sami abandoned her licorice and got to her feet, her gaze trained on the newcomer. I knew him as Cernunnos, the horned god of the wilderness. Zoe knew him from before, something that he’d admitted to me when we were first introduced on the other side of the gate. I was still fuzzy on their relationship.

      “And I remember you, Samantha.” Cernunnos smiled at her. “You’ve grown some since our last meeting. I’m certain your tongue is even sharper than before.”

      “You helped me.” Sami seemed to be in awe of him. “You helped me save my mom.”

      I shifted my eyes to Zoe on the couch and found her rubbing her forehead. She looked tense ... and then some.

      “You supplied the power to save your mother,” Cernunnos replied. “I simply guided you a bit.” He shifted his eyes to Aisling. “Hello, Mistress Mouth.”

      Aisling arched an eyebrow. “I would say it’s good to see you again but we both know that’s a lie.”

      “Yes, the hours I spent with you felt like centuries ... and I should know because I’ve lived through a millennia.”

      “You’re welcome.” Aisling accepted a drink from Griffin and they sat on another sofa together.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, worry overtaking me. “I mean ... has something happened?”

      “A great many things,” he confirmed, his eyes going to Cormack and Lily, who continued to scream as if she was being tortured. “I take it this belongs to Mistress Mouth.” He moved forward and extended his hands. “May I hold her?”

      Cormack immediately tightened his grip on Lily, which made her scream all the louder. “No offense, but I don’t know you.”

      “That’s Bob,” Zoe offered helpfully. “He’s okay ... for a dude who lives in a hole in the ground.”

      Cernunnos shot her a look. “I did that once.”

      “That we know of.”

      He sighed. “I keep thinking age will mellow you. Apparently that’s not the case.”

      “Nope. I plan on being one of those old ladies who says whatever comes to her mind while wearing inappropriate leggings and drinking bourbon in my tea in the middle of the day.”

      “That will be a nice look on you.” Cernunnos offered up what he probably thought of as a friendly smile to Cormack. “I want to help your granddaughter.”

      Cormack looked caught. “I ... um ... .” He shifted his gaze to Aisling, unsure.

      “How about we compromise?” Cernunnos suggested. “Samantha, please come here.” He motioned to the spot on the other side of Cormack.

      “I’ll go over there but you can’t call me Samantha.” Sami made a face as she shifted to join Cernunnos. “You have to call me Sami. Samantha is a stupid name.”

      “He could always call you by your middle name,” Zoe suggested.

      Sami’s gaze darkened. “Don’t go there.”

      “What’s her middle name?” Redmond queried, joining the fray. His gaze was speculative as he eyed Cernunnos and his stance was protective as he moved closer to Sami. “I’m only asking for my own edification because I would like to torture her the next time she uses magic against me in a game.”

      “It’s a lovely name,” Zoe drawled, clearly amused.

      “Don’t,” Sami hissed. “I hate that name. You only did it to torture me.”

      “That’s true,” Aric offered. “After hours of the most horrific screaming and crying you can ever imagine — and that was from me, not my wife who was in labor — we decided to saddle her with a truly unimaginable middle name as payback.”

      “Oh, I’m practically salivating,” Redmond drawled.

      “Don’t tell him,” Sami warned, the chandelier flickering.

      I cocked my head. “Did she do that?”

      “Yes, she’s a regular Carrie at the prom when she wants to be,” Zoe replied. “Sami, knock that off.”

      “Then don’t tell him my middle name.” Sami was adamant. “I don’t like it.”

      “Fine.” Zoe threw up her hands. “I won’t tell him ... Samantha Gertrude.”

      “Ugh.” Sami stomped her foot, earning an amused look from Cernunnos. “I can’t believe you did that!”

      “Gertrude.” Redmond barked out a laugh. “I’m going to torture the crap out of you with that later.”

      “Ah, children.” Cormack mustered a smile. “Can you really help Lily?”

      “I can, but Sami is going to be the one providing the power this time,” Cernunnos replied, putting his hand to the back of Sami’s neck and prodding her forward. “You know what to do, little one.”

      “Don’t call me that either,” Sami groused. “I have a name.”

      “Sami.” Cernunnos appeared to have infinite patience. “You can make the infant feel better.”

      Sami’s small brow furrowed. “But how? I thought she was just upset.”

      “She is. There are visions of needles the size of hammers in her head and each one of them hurts.”

      “Oh, geez.” Aisling slapped her hand over her eyes. “Don’t tell me that.”

      “Please don’t tell us that,” Griffin agreed.

      “We’re the worst people in the world,” Aisling said morosely. “We tortured our baby.”

      “Oh, knock that off,” Cormack said. “She won’t even remember it in two days. Just ... she needed the vaccinations. Don’t be dramatic.”

      “She’s a Grimlock,” I offered. “I don’t think she has any choice in the matter.”

      “True story,” Braden supplied on a grin.

      “She’ll be fine in a few seconds,” Cernunnos promised. “Sami is going to make everything better.”

      “Oh, but no pressure,” Sami muttered.

      “You can do it,” Cernunnos reassured her. “In fact, your instincts are probably telling you exactly what to do.”

      “Yeah.” Sami’s fingers ignited in blue fire as she moved her hands toward Lily’s legs. “I know what to do.”

      “Good.” Cernunnos folded his arms across his chest and waited. “Show me what you’ve learned.”

      Cormack looked wary, but since it was Sami providing the magic he merely watched as the teenager made contact with his precious granddaughter. Almost immediately, Lily stopped screeching.

      “What is she doing?” Aisling asked, craning her neck.

      “Something I should’ve thought about when the baby first started screaming,” Zoe replied. “It didn’t even occur to me.”

      “And that is?”

      “She’s healing her,” Aric replied, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. Despite his bold talk from before, I was certain he wouldn’t trade his child for anything ... even in bad moments.

      “Really?” Aisling looked so hopeful I felt impossibly sorry for her.

      “And look at that,” Cernunnos intoned as Lily shifted to look at Sami. Tears still rested on the baby’s delicate eyelashes, and the occasional sniffle escaped, but she was no longer wailing.

      “Hello, baby,” Cormack crooned to his granddaughter. “Are you feeling better?”

      Lily sniffled again, her eyes wary as she looked between faces. Ultimately she focused on Sami ... and smiled.

      “Good job, Gertrude,” Redmond offered, clapping Sami on the shoulder. “You’re a hero.”

      Sami scowled at him. “I’m going to beat you ten times worse next time we play a game,” she warned, crossing back to her former spot and grabbing her licorice. “I’m going to make you cry.”

      Redmond winked at her. “Promises, promises.”

      “Now that we’ve gotten through the niceties, I have a few questions,” Cernunnos said as he crossed to an open chair and sat in it, shooting Zoe a fond smile. “You crossed between worlds today. I would like to know how you did it.”

      “And hello to you, too, Bob,” Zoe drawled. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you. Wait, I can. Not at all.”

      “Hey, give him a break,” Aisling intoned. “He healed my baby.”

      “Sami healed your baby,” Zoe countered. “Honestly, it’s my fault we didn’t think of it sooner. We had to do the same thing with Sami when she was an infant.”

      For her part, Lily seemed fully recovered. Cormack had found a pacifier for her to suck and the baby enthusiastically moved her cheeks as she watched the show, all signs of distress absent from her round features.

      “Yes, you would’ve eventually figured it out,” Cernunnos agreed. “However, I solved the problem quicker. That gives us time to talk about what happened this afternoon.”

      “How do you even know about that?” Zoe’s agitation was on full display. “Were you there?”

      “No, but because I’m fond of you, I know when you leave this plane. I ... felt you ... move to another plane. I want to know how you did it, because it certainly wasn’t via the door we’re watching on Belle Isle.”

      “It was another gate,” I volunteered, taking over the conversation. I worried Zoe and Cernunnos would circle each other for hours if I didn’t point them in the right direction. “It was in the basement of a house, one located not far from here.”

      “Really?” Cernunnos’ expression was perplexed. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “And yet when we crossed over, we found another three openings that seemed to lead to different locations.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I explained the setup to him, recounting our afternoon. When I was finished, he shook his head. “You didn’t completely cross over. You only partially crossed over. That could be why your scent was so faint.”

      “I think I sensed you, too,” Zoe admitted. “I felt something familiar, but I couldn’t put a name to it. I’m guessing that was you.”

      “And now we’re back together again,” he teased. “How happy that must make you.”

      “Yeah, that’s not what I was thinking.” Zoe leaned back in her seat and regarded the wild-haired god. “What do you have to do with this? I mean ... you mentioned being able to take me to different worlds fifteen years ago. Is this what you meant?”

      “Yes ... and no. What’s happening right now could be disastrous for all those involved. That must be our focus. As for what I do, there is no limit. Right now, this is our main concern. We need to focus on what’s happening with the revenants. They were never meant to cross back over.”

      I stirred. “You told me you believe the revenants have been bleeding back over for a long time without tipping anyone off.”

      “I do believe that. What confused me was how they were doing it. If individuals are creating gates for them to travel by, then things could be even worse than I realized.”

      “Oh, good,” Braden muttered. “I love hearing things like that.”

      I patted his knee but kept my eyes on Cernunnos. “What do we do?”

      “We find out where the gates lead, and who might have gone through them.”

      That seemed like a simplistic answer. “Are we going right now?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Tomorrow will suffice. We need to make sure the house is empty, and we can’t do that unless the occupant is at work. I believe that will be your chore for tomorrow.” His gaze landed on Cormack before it shifted to Lily. “That is a beautiful child.”

      “I know,” Aisling, Griffin, and Cormack said in unison, causing me to grin.

      “She’s going to give you constant headaches, Mistress Mouth,” he said to Aisling. “Some might call that karma.”

      Aisling sighed. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “She’ll be fun, too.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt.” Aisling rubbed her forehead. “Go back to these gates. Are you saying that revenants have been crossing through them for years? If so, how do we know the entire reaper council hasn’t been overtaken with them?”

      “We don’t,” Cernunnos replied. “We don’t know anything, except that the bulk of the revenant army remains trapped in the world that was created to house them. That’s a good thing ... and yet there are bad things to worry about. I have no doubt whatsoever that revenants have been escaping to this side for years, even decades.”

      “They must have a stronghold somewhere,” I pressed. “That’s the only thing that makes sense. They couldn’t be working individually. There has to be a master plan.”

      “I agree. We can’t figure out what that plan is until we know who is in charge. Obviously we have one suspect. He cannot be the only one involved, though. We have to be smart, which means destroying the doors without tipping off the individuals in question that we’re the ones who did it.”

      “I’m all for that,” Zoe offered. “If I get to blow something up, I’ll be happy.”

      “Yes, you always were easily amused,” Cernunnos agreed. “You’ll definitely be part of the team.”

      “Yay.” Zoe clapped her hands.

      “Me, too?” Sami queried.

      Cernunnos hesitated long enough that Aric answered for him.

      “Absolutely not.” Aric was firm. “You can stay here and torture whichever Grimlock might be present. I’ll be going with your mother to take down the gates.”

      Sami jutted her lower lip out. “But ... you might need my help.”

      “We might,” Zoe agreed, sliding in smoothly before Aric could shut Sami down. “Since we’re still figuring out what we’re dealing with, it’s best to keep our secret weapon hidden. That way, if we have to unveil you later, you’ll be a surprise.”

      Instead of being happy with the answer, Sami narrowed her eyes. “You’re full of it.”

      “I am,” Zoe agreed. “You’re not going, though. I don’t care how much you pout.”

      “Whatever.” Sami made a face that only a father could love, and it was enough to have Cormack beaming at her.

      “We’re having an omelet bar for breakfast tomorrow morning,” he offered. “That might help the situation.”

      “I guess.” Sami remained sour. “I still want to go.”

      “Well, you’re not,” Zoe said. “I’m putting my foot down.”

      “Listen to your mother,” Cernunnos chided. “She knows what she’s talking about ... at least this time. As for me, I love an omelet bar.” His smile was so wide it swallowed the lower half of his face. “I’m really looking forward to dinner and breakfast. Speaking of that, where is my room?”

      Cormack was clearly caught off guard. “Oh, well ... um ... .”

      “Put him in Braden’s wing,” Aisling suggested. “That way Lily won’t wake him up if she starts crying tonight.”

      Braden glared at his sister, something unsaid passing between them. “I’ll get you back for this,” he warned.

      Aisling merely grinned. “Bring it on.”

      

      I WAS EXHAUSTED WHEN BRADEN AND I finally turned in. After dinner, Cernunnos demanded a tour of the house — including the dungeon in the basement — and Sami insisted on going along for the ride. They talked for a long time, and I had to hand it to the oddball god, he had a way of communicating with the girl that didn’t have her attitude showing.

      “I’m sorry about crossing through the gate,” I offered into the darkness after Braden switched off the light and settled. “I know you’re upset about that but ... I didn’t know what else to do. I felt I needed to go after her right away.”

      “I know.” His voice was quiet. “I’m not angry.”

      “No, I think you’re hurt more than anything. I don’t ever want to hurt you.”

      “Not hurt. Well, not exactly.” His arm snaked around my waist and he tugged me so I was pressed in close at his side. “I don’t ever want to lose you, Izzy.”

      There was naked emotion twined with the words and it caused a lump to form in my throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t ever want to lose you either. I just ... she’s impulsive.”

      “And then some.” He brushed his lips against my forehead. “I know you can take care of yourself. I don’t ever want to insinuate otherwise. I don’t think I can live without you, though.”

      I snorted. “You managed to live without me up until a few months ago.”

      “Yes, but now you’ve managed to steal my heart. It’s not even mine anymore.” He tickled my ribs, making me gasp. “It belongs to you ... and I don’t want to fathom a world without you, so I need you to be careful.”

      “I will be.” I meant it. I rolled so I was on top of him and he had nowhere to look but into my eyes. “I don’t think I can live without you any longer either. It’s sappy, I know, but we have this connection that defies words. I never thought I would have that sort of connection with another person.”

      “I honestly didn’t think I would either.” He gently brushed my hair away from my face. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Don’t let that crazy mage talk you into doing something reckless. I know she’s powerful. You’re powerful, too. I get it. I’m afraid that the two of you are going to get into trouble if you try to be powerful together.”

      I’d had the same thought, only from a different angle. “I think it’s far more likely that she’ll get in trouble and I’ll have to swoop in.”

      “That’s the same conundrum in my book. Just ... think of me before you do something to endanger yourself. I need you.”

      I pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I’ll be good. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” He pulled me tight and then shifted so we were on our sides, our mouths inches apart. “Now, I declare this fight over. It’s time to make up.”

      I laughed. “I didn’t realize we were fighting. I thought it was just a simple discussion.”

      “I still want to make up.”

      Before I could agree to his terms, a voice floated through the wall.

      “Oh, make up with him,” Cernunnos called out. “The faster you do, the faster I can get some sleep. It’s rare that I have thousand-thread-count sheets. I want to enjoy them.”

      I froze in Braden’s arms, dumbfounded. “Did you know he was in the room right next door?” I whispered.

      Braden shook his head.

      “I asked to be close to you,” Cernunnos called out. “I believe it would be for the best if there’s an attack from the revenants. We’ll make quite the fighting team.”

      I sighed, resigned. “Thank you,” I yelled out to him. “We’ll be going to bed now. Goodnight.”

      “And goodnight to you.”

      I sent Braden a rueful smile and patted his chest before rolling off him. Romance would have to wait until we weren’t sharing a wall with a god.

      Braden made a growling noise. “He’s moving into a different room tomorrow. That’s all there is to it.”

      I could only hope he was right.
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      I woke to cold water dripping on me, and when I snapped open my eyes I found Braden leaning over to give me a kiss.

      “What the ... ?” Instinctively I pushed him away and slapped at the cold water on my arm. “That’s not the way I like being woken up.”

      He arched an eyebrow, amusement evident. “And good morning to you, too.”

      “You’re freezing cold.” I touched his arm and shuddered. “Is the hot water tank out or something?”

      “No. I took a cold shower.”

      “Why?” As someone who had grown up in an old house, I’d taken my fair share of cold showers as a kid. It was never something I willingly wanted to do.

      “Why do you think?”

      It took me a moment, and when I grasped what he was saying an irrational burst of laughter bubbled up. “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh.” This time he smacked a loud kiss against my lips and moved toward the closet. “I’m having my father move him to another wing of the house. Aisling thought it was funny to saddle us with him but she’s getting him tonight ... unless, do you think he might leave if we can destroy those other gates today?”

      That was a good question. “I don’t know.” I rolled to a sitting position and dragged a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry about all of this.”

      His eyes were keen when he glanced back at me. “Sorry for what? You didn’t cause this.”

      “I was with Zoe when she found the gate. I feel kind of responsible. I’m the one who brought Cernunnos into our lives after meeting him on the other side of our gate. This kind of falls on me.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Braden was firm as he sat next to me, being careful not to get too close and risk freezing me out. “You crossed the gate to retrieve Aisling. I was there. I remember the event vividly.”

      I remembered it, too. I especially remembered the heartbroken expression on his face when I’d disappeared to the other side. Neither of us knew in that moment if I would be able to return. Luckily, things had worked out, although we both remained traumatized by the event.

      “I still feel as if I’m partially responsible for this,” I admitted. “None of it was happening before I showed up on the scene.”

      “Hey.” He lifted my chin with his thumb. “You’re wrong. All of this was happening. We simply didn’t know. Without you, we still wouldn’t know.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No, definitely.” He swooped in and gave me a kiss. “It’s going to be okay. I know this is weighing you down right now. We’ll figure it out, though.”

      I hoped that was true. “Yeah.” I forced a smile for his benefit. “It’s an omelet bar this morning, right? I guess I should get in the shower.”

      His fingers gently brushed against my cheek and he leaned in for another kiss. “Do you want me to wait for you?”

      I knew what he was really asking. “You want to be the one who bathes and dresses Lily this morning, don’t you? That’s why you’re up so early.”

      He was sheepish. “Maybe.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my smirk. “Go to her.”

      “Thank you.” He gave me another kiss and then moved back to the dresser. “We’re going to talk about what the plan is for today before you run off with Bob and Zoe. Just FYI.”

      “I figured. His name isn’t Bob, though.”

      “It’s easier than his other name.”

      He had a point. “I’ll see you in thirty minutes.”

      He winked at me. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      ALMOST EVERYONE WAS IN THE DINING room when I made my way down. Cernunnos was already seated at the table talking to Cillian. As the scholar of the Grimlock family, he seemed intrigued by the god’s very presence and peppered him with a nonstop series of questions. I found I preferred the idea of Cillian keeping him entertained this morning rather than the alternative.

      “I’m not being obnoxious,” Sami announced as she stomped into the room behind me, causing me to glance over my shoulder. “You guys always say that but it’s almost never true. I’m being smart. Mom needs me to go with her.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Aric was firm as he shot me a smile and then focused on his offspring. “You need to stay here.”

      “I don’t want to stay here.”

      “Well, you have to.” Aric refused to back down. “It’s what’s safest for you.”

      “Oh, that’s such a load of crap.” Sami was a huffy mess, her hair as wild as her eyes. I figured this was the hardest age for child-rearing. She saw herself as an adult and yet, to her parents, she was still their baby. The hurdles between sides probably seemed insurmountable. “I don’t need to be protected. I think I proved that in Hawthorne Hollow.”

      “Really?” Zoe eyed the omelet bar with excitement before pinning Sami with a dark glare. “I seem to remember you inserting yourself into the middle of a battle and making it so Scout had to worry about you more than her enemy.”

      “That’s not what happened.” Sami was stubborn to a fault. “I saved Rafael. I helped her. I should get a reward for that.”

      “I happen to love doling out rewards,” Cormack offered, interjecting himself into the conversation. He placed a hand on the back of Sami’s neck and prodded her toward the omelet ingredients. “Let’s get you a reward right now. How do you feel about morels? I lucked out and got some for the omelets.”

      Sami wrinkled her nose. “They taste like the stuff you dig out of the corners of your eyes when you wake up in the morning.”

      Cormack cast her a sidelong look. “Do you eat your morning crusties a lot?”

      She made a face. “No. I just ... I heard my mom say that once about eating mushrooms.”

      “Ah.” Cormack’s eyes twinkled. “How do you feel about tomatoes?”

      “Better than I do about morels.”

      “They have three different types of cheese, too, Sami,” Aric offered as he drifted closer to the table. “You might not like the morels but I do. Come over here and I’ll help you pick your ingredients.”

      Sami’s eyebrows drew together. “I can pick my own ingredients. I’m not a baby.”

      “Fine.” For the first time since I’d met him, Aric’s expression told me he was trending toward the precipice of his patience. “Pick your own ingredients. Just shut up while you do it.”

      Cormack’s lips quirked but I was happy to see he stayed out of the father-daughter squabble. Given his fondness for Sami, it was entirely possible that he might insert himself into the argument and make things worse. Thankfully, he seemed to understand that was a terrible idea.

      “Speaking of babies, look who I have,” Braden announced as he swooped into the room with Lily on his hip. The baby wore a pair of pink pants and a white shirt that said “Too cool for school.” She also boasted a pair of sunglasses that were so tiny I had to marvel at them.

      “Where did those come from?” I asked.

      “Lily’s favorite uncle bought them for her,” Braden replied, grinning at his niece.

      “I’m her favorite uncle and I most certainly didn’t buy them for her,” Jerry countered, although he grinned at Lily’s adorable face. “They’re a nice touch, though. Maybe we’ll play dress-up this morning while everybody else is at work, huh?”

      “Are you staying home with her?” I asked, confused. Jerry owned a bakery in downtown Royal Oak and he was one of the most sought-after caterers in the area. He usually didn’t have time for babysitting duties these days, although he was more than happy to swoop in and get Lily riled up before handing her over to Cormack or Aisling.

      “I am.” Jerry kept grinning at the baby. “I’m designing a new cake today, but I start with an illustration and I can do that here just as easily as I can do it at the bakery.”

      I didn’t understand. “Why are you staying home with her?”

      “Because everyone else is spoken for today,” Cormack replied. “I’ve got another meeting set up with Renley and Adam. I have to keep them distracted, right? That’s what we agreed on.”

      “Right.” Zoe pointed toward various ingredients. “I know we planned on having a big group invade the gate room in this Grimaldi guy’s basement but I’ve been doing some thinking and I think it’s best to go with a smaller group.”

      Aric immediately balked. “You’re going to cut me out, aren’t you?”

      She shot him an apologetic look. “There’s nothing you can do about the gates. If we put together a troop of people, all we’re going to do is draw attention. To start, I believe it should just be three of us.”

      I didn’t have to ask who the three people were. I already knew.

      “Wait a second.” Braden shifted next to me, dragging his attention away from Lily. “I’m guessing I’m not one of those being included either.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think any members of your family should be included,” Zoe replied, her tone even.

      “But you want to take Izzy.”

      “I do.” Zoe bobbed her head. “We have magic. We’re most likely going to be the ones to collapse the gates. We’re not sure how we’re going to do it yet, but if we put our heads together it’ll work out better.”

      “I want to go with her,” he persisted. “Just in case.”

      “I understand that. I’m sure Aric is right there with you. However, we have to play this smart. We’re not sure what we’re dealing with. If we take an assault team and fail, that means we’ve lost the element of surprise.”

      “What if you fail because you don’t have enough people?” Braden challenged. “That’s just as likely.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think so. That’s neither here nor there, though.” Zoe shook her head and pinned Braden with a ‘don’t even try to push me’ look. “We have to take into account what might happen if we’re caught.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Braden snapped. “I don’t want to be separated from Izzy if something does happen.”

      “I know you don’t.” Zoe’s expression softened and, although it seemed out of character for her, she actually looked sympathetic. “If we’re caught, we’ll likely have to kill people to get away. It might not be all of them, though. The escapees will inform the others who they fought and it will go from there.

      “If a member of your family is sighted with us, then it becomes a problem,” she continued. “Your father is high in the reaper council. That means he’s privy to certain information. If our enemies realize he can no longer be trusted, we’ll be cut off from the information train.”

      Cormack stared at her for a beat, his expression unreadable. Then, out of the blue, he plucked Lily out of Braden’s arms and headed for the table. “You’re not going to want to hear it, Braden, but she’s right.”

      “What?” Braden was incensed. “First you steal my baby and now you disagree with me? What the hell?”

      Cormack snorted. “This is my baby.”

      “No, she’s my baby,” Aisling shot back. “I just let you pretend for a few hours each day. That’s not important right now. I agree with Braden — and those are words I never thought I would say. I think several of us should go with you guys.”

      “Not you,” Griffin warned. “I don’t want you by any gates.”

      Aisling shot him a dirty look. “We’ve talked about this.”

      “We have, and you agreed to my terms. No gates for you.”

      “No gates for any of you,” Zoe countered. “Not today. That goes for you, too.” She pinned Aric with a look.

      “Excuse me?” His eyebrows winged up. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “I’m not, but it’s been pointed out more than once that you can pass for one of the Grimlock children from afar. We need them kept separate for this. If we’re caught, we can always lie and say Izzy went rogue. They don’t know who I am. They certainly don’t know who Bob is. We can still cover if the three of us get caught. We can’t if things go another way.”

      “Oh.” Aric pursed his lips. “I hate to say it, but you’re right. I guess it makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Braden argued. “I want to go with you.”

      “You can’t always have what you want,” Zoe shot back. “Today, we’re going to do things my way. If things don’t go as planned, we’ll regroup and try again.”

      From his spot at the table, a mug of coffee clutched in his hand, Cernunnos grinned. “Sometimes that forceful attitude you insist on keeping works to our advantage. I agree it’s best to keep the group small for today, so that’s what we’ll do.”

      Braden made a growling sound deep in his throat. “I don’t like this.”

      “Join the club,” Aric said. “You can hang around the house with me. We’ll babysit Lily and Sami.”

      “I’m not a baby!” Sami called out. “I don’t need anybody to watch me.”

      “Fine.” Weariness settled over Aric like a heavy blanket. “I’ll spend all morning with Lily. She’ll be happy to hang with me, won’t you?”

      Lily laughed and clapped her hands.

      “Oh, I really do miss having a baby,” Aric lamented. “Everything goes downhill when they learn to talk.”

      “I hear that.” Cormack smirked and then turned serious. “We have our plan for the morning. We’ll stick to it and then go from there. Everybody knows what to do.”

      “Some of us have nothing to do,” Braden groused.

      “Wrong. You have work,” Cormack snapped. “We can’t shirk our duties no matter what we would prefer to be doing. We all have our parts to play. I expect everyone to stick to the plan.”

      

      I DROVE BRADEN’S TRUCK BECAUSE my car was on Belle Isle and I was the one most familiar with the area. Also, I was fairly certain Cernunnos didn’t have a valid license. For his part, he seemed perfectly happy to hunker down in the back seat and watch the houses speed by.

      “Humans are odd,” he said finally, drawing my attention in the rearview mirror. “They claim they only care about survival, and yet they focus on the material things in life. I mean ... who needs a house that big?”

      From her spot in the passenger seat, Zoe snorted. “Dude, you live in a hole in the ground. You have actual snakes as pets. I don’t think you’re the right one to comment on comfort.”

      “I don’t live in a hole in the ground,” he countered. “Why do you always assume that?”

      “Because the first time I met you, it was in a hole in the ground in the middle of nowhere.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s my home,” he pointed out. “I was only out in the woods that day because I was looking for you. I knew what was to come. You needed me then ... and then you needed me again. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I come when you need me.”

      Zoe was quiet for a beat and then she shifted so she could stare at him. “Is Sami in danger this go-round? Is that why you decided to show up now? If so, I’ll get her out of here. I’ll send her and Aric away.”

      Cernunnos rolled his eyes. “The wolf will not leave you. We’ve had this discussion before. He’s your shadow until the end. Why you think you can suddenly send him away now is beyond me.”

      “I’ll do it to protect Sami.”

      “Samantha is capable of protecting herself. You raised her to be strong.”

      “She’s still a child ... and she’ll castrate you if you keep calling her Samantha. She hates it.”

      Cernunnos chuckled. “Why do you think I keep calling her that? I learned the trick from her mother, after all.”

      “Whatever, Bob.” Zoe made a face and went back to staring through the glass straight ahead as I picked a spot to park. “I won’t trade Sami’s life for anything, so if she’s in trouble ... .”

      “We’re all in trouble, mage,” he intoned, his voice low. “How can you not see it? The revenants are a threat to us all, including you and your family. We need to eradicate this particular threat now. There cannot be unmonitored gates between planes.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Zoe heaved out a sigh as she looked up and down the street. “Where are we in proximity to the house?”

      “It’s two blocks that way,” I replied, pointing. “I figured it was best to park in a completely different spot today, just in case.”

      “It’s a good plan,” Zoe agreed, craning her neck to look at the adjacent street. “There are two people walking this way. Let’s let them pass before heading inside. I’ll drop the dome on us right before we exit the vehicle.”

      “That sounds like a plan to me,” I agreed. “I ... .” I trailed off as my gaze landed on the people in question.

      “What is it?” Zoe asked, instantly alert. She’d obviously read the change in my demeanor. “Is it something we should be worried about?”

      “Worried? I don’t know. It is an interesting development.” I looked up and down the street again to see if anybody else was approaching and then reached for the handle. “That’s Titus Weaver. He was in charge of the cult that set up shop in front of the aquarium a few weeks ago.”

      Zoe jerked her eyes to me. “He’s involved?”

      “He is ... except I infiltrated his mind to take a look and put something of a Trojan horse in there while I was looking around. He can’t lie to us. I’m not sure who the woman is but I can put her under within seconds of getting close enough. She shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Oh, you made him a turncoat without him even realizing it.” Zoe’s expression reflected happiness. “That was a very good idea. Let’s see what the little turd has to say.”

      Her enthusiasm had me smiling. “He’s a pervert, just for the record. Don’t get too close or he might get handsy.”

      “If he tries, I’ll burn off his hands.”

      “That should be an effective deterrent.”

      “I thought so.”
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      Zoe made a whistling sound to draw the woman’s attention the second we hit the sidewalk. Her eyes were curious as she looked toward the blonde and I immediately sent a barrage of magic into her head to cloud her mind.

      Titus pulled up short when he saw me, his eyebrows drawing together. He looked legitimately confused ... and maybe a little terrified. “What’s happening?”

      “We need to talk,” I replied. “How’s it going?”

      His confusion only deepened. “I’m fine. I have an appointment to keep, though, so I really don’t have time to dilly-dally.”

      “That’s a total bummer,” Zoe noted, waving her hand in front of the woman’s face to garner a reaction. She merely stood there, rooted to her spot, and stared into nothing. “She’s kind of like a doll or something, huh?”

      I shrugged. “She’ll stay like that until I release her.”

      “And when will that be?” Titus queried. “Really, we have somewhere to be.”

      Zoe, fixated on the woman, lifted one of her hands into a salute and then pulled away. When the woman didn’t drop her hand, Zoe’s face lit with delight. “She’s posable!”

      “Oh, that’s fun.” Cernunnos appeared intrigued. “Do you think we can turn her into a saucy pirate? Are there any costume shops close by?”

      I rolled my eyes and kept my focus on Titus. “Do you remember me?”

      He hesitated and then nodded. “I believe I met you when I was on Belle Isle.”

      That was an understatement. Digging into his mind had been difficult, and the Trojan horse I left behind could’ve easily messed with his memory. “We did meet back then. The last time I saw you was a few weeks ago ... in the basement of the aquarium.”

      “Oh, really?” He flashed a tight smile. “I don’t recall the conversation. Perhaps you should enlighten me.”

      Zoe switched her interest from the woman to Titus. “Is he messed up or being deliberately obtuse?”

      That was a very good question. “I’m not sure. He seems ... muddled. It could be my fault. I forced myself into his head because I was trying to figure out what they were up to.”

      “And what did you find?”

      I hesitated and then involuntarily shuddered at the memory. “A bloody mess. I’m not even sure he realizes what the people he’s aligned himself with have planned.”

      “That’s a little pathetic,” Zoe noted. “No matter what, I don’t feel sorry for him.”

      That made two of us. I folded my arms across my chest and fixed Titus with a pointed look. “What are you doing in this neighborhood?”

      “I ... you ... I’m taking a walk.” He was flustered and yet managed to come up with a lie. I didn’t take that as a good sign, since the spell I’d cast was supposed to make him incapable of lying.

      “You’re taking a walk, huh?” I lifted my hand and ignited my fingertips, causing him to jolt and take a step back. “I don’t have time for games. Either tell me the truth or I’ll figure it out myself.”

      He swallowed hard. “That is the truth.”

      “Fine.” I moved my hand closer but he jerked his head away. Before he could do it a second time, Zoe grabbed him by the ears and held him steady. This time when I made contact I went in deep and immediately started looking for answers.

      What I found were gaps. “Huh.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Zoe queried, giving Cernunnos a sidelong look. The god was busy putting the woman into a myriad of poses — each one more ridiculous than the previous — and he seemed enthralled with the endeavor.

      “His mind isn’t the same as before,” I replied. “It’s ... different.”

      “I’m going to need more information than that.”

      “It’s ... hole-y.”

      “Like ... religious?” Her eyebrows drew together. “I guess that makes sense. You said he was running a cult, right? Those things are always nutty.”

      I choked on a laugh. “Not holy. Hole-y. As in ‘there are a lot of holes in this Swiss cheese.’”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on her face. “I take it that’s not normal.”

      “Not really.”

      “So, what is in there?”

      “Fragments.” I dug deeper, frowning. “He knows who he is but he doesn’t seem to have a clear picture of what he’s supposed to be doing. He’s going through the motions.”

      “So, he’s posable in his own way, too,” Zoe mused. “They must’ve realized you saw inside of his head.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe they did something so I couldn’t see what’s in here again. Maybe they performed some sort of magic that I don’t recognize.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      Zoe made a low humming sound as she glanced between Titus and the woman. “Do you know who she is?”

      “Um ... .” I flicked through the memories in Titus’ head. “Julia. Julia Grimaldi.”

      Zoe’s eyes went wide. “Is this the wife of the guy whose house we’re breaking into?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Of course not.” Zoe hopped from one foot to the other, as if making up her mind, and then she nodded several times in rapid succession. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do ... you need to wipe both their memories of this event and then give them something to obsess about as they walk through the neighborhood.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like ... tell them to find a park and have sex.”

      I was horrified at the thought. “I can’t do that.”

      “Then tell them to go to the park and play a rousing game of euchre.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because we need them to be someplace else if we want to carry out our part of the plan.” She was calm, matter-of-fact. “They can’t be at that house, and it would really benefit us if they were off doing something naughty. That way, when questioned about their whereabouts this afternoon, they’ll look guilty for trying to hide something.”

      “Oh.” What she said made sense. Still, I couldn’t do it. “That would essentially be sexually assaulting them both.”

      “Good point.” She tapped her bottom lip. “Can you make them think they did it? I know that’s probably not much better in your mind, but we need to be able to protect our asses. They cannot go into that house and we need the focus to be on what bad liars they are if something bad happens.”

      “What if I make them think they had a deep conversation about potential feelings they might have for each other?” I countered. “I don’t want to make them think they had sex either. Even though it’s not true, it’s also not right. This way they won’t have done something, but they’ll still feel guilty.”

      “I guess, although ... no, that’s not good enough. New plan.” She brightened considerably. “All these old houses in neighborhoods like this have homeowners’ associations. They’re usually strict and obnoxious.”

      “Okay.” I had no idea where she was going with this but anything was better than her first suggestion. “Then what?”

      “Then have Julia narc on all her neighbors for whatever dirt she has on them. All these people keep tabs on what everyone else is doing. She’ll know plenty of stuff. If you want to get Titus involved, have him make up a few things. That will be enough to put them at war with the neighbors when they find out ... which is likely to happen this afternoon. It will draw attention to them and cause upheaval in the ranks because the neighbors are likely to start watching their every move.”

      I was impressed despite myself. “That is diabolical.”

      “Thanks. I’m good at torturing people.”

      “Definitely so.” I focused on Titus first, propelling the suggestion into his mind. When I was certain it took, I moved to Julia and did the same thing. Her mind was equally as gap-ridden and it had me thinking. “Maybe they’re just using the two of them for cover now. I mean ... there’s nothing there that I can see.”

      “That’s potentially sad,” Zoe said. “It’s also not for us to worry about. We’re here about the gates. Send them on their way.”

      I did as she asked, spending a full three minutes rooted to my spot and watching them wander down the sidewalk. They took a hard left at the intersection and continued on their way, neither of them saying a word.

      “They’ll be fine,” Zoe reassured me, turning back to the house. “Now, come on.” She lifted her hand into the air and dropped a dome over us. It seemed like a waste of effort given the fact that we’d just spent fifteen minutes talking to one another out in the open, but I didn’t argue. There was no point.

      At the front door, I used my magic to enter yet again, and Zoe dropped the dome once the door was closed.

      “This way,” she instructed, heading straight for the basement.

      I risked a glance at Cernunnos and found he was amused at her bossy nature. His reaction to her left me with a lot of questions, although I couldn’t help wondering if he would bother answering. “You like her,” I noted as we navigated down the stairs.

      “Like is a strong word,” he countered. “I’ve always been mildly attached to her, though. I watched her long before I ever revealed myself to her. She grew into a true power at a young age, and there were stumbles as she attempted to figure out her place in this world. She grew stronger with each passing year, and now she’s an absolutely terrifying specimen of courage.”

      “A specimen of courage, huh?” I snickered. “That’s a weird way to put it. I guess it fits. She doesn’t appear to be afraid of anything.”

      “And what are you afraid of, Isabella?”

      “Izzy,” I automatically corrected. “Call me Izzy.”

      “It seems you and my little mage have something in common.” His eyes twinkled. “Maybe more than one thing. The question stands. What are you afraid of?”

      I held out my hands. “I don’t know. I never really feared anything growing up. I’d already lost my parents and I figured it couldn’t get worse than that. Sure, in reality, I would’ve fallen apart if I lost my grandfather but I never let that be a consideration. He and my aunt were all I had so the only thing I feared was losing them. Now, though ... .” I trailed off.

      “Now you have so much more to lose,” he surmised. “Braden. Cormack. Aisling. Lily. You love them all.”

      “I do.”

      “You want to protect them.”

      “I do.”

      “Recognizing fear isn’t a terrible thing,” he noted. “You simply can’t let it rule you. Look at the mage. She loves her husband and child beyond reason. There was a time, before she even married the wolf, when I offered her the chance to hop between worlds. Do you know what she told me?”

      “The same thing I’m going to tell you now,” Zoe barked. “I like my world fine. You know what I hate? People who talk about me like I’m not even here.”

      Cernunnos chuckled. “Now you see why I’m fond of her. That mouth has been weaponized since she was a teenager. Eventually she learned to back it up with magic. Ultimately she started leading with her heart. That’s why she’s as powerful as she is.”

      The sentiment was enough to rock me back on my heels. “You really are enamored with her, aren’t you?”

      “No. I find her intolerable at times. I respect who she is, though.”

      “Thank you, Bob,” Zoe drawled at the bottom of the stairs. “I feel the same way about you. By the way, we’re here.”

      Conversation ceased at that point. Cernunnos’ attention was fixated on the gate and whatever he was going to say — something I was certain was designed to irritate Zoe — died on his lips.

      “This is ... wrong,” he said finally, shaking his head as he hunkered down and angled his gaze to stare at the shimmering surface of the gate. “I don’t understand how they did this.”

      “How were the other gates formed?” Zoe queried.

      “Hmm?” Cernunnos glanced up at her. “Why does that matter?”

      “Because Izzy doesn’t know and I’m betting whatever story has been told to the reapers is a bunch of crap.” There was fire in her eyes, enough so that I was caught off guard. “Who created the gates?”

      “How do you know anybody created them?” Cernunnos challenged. “How do you know they’re simply not born of a need?”

      “Because I’m not naive.”

      “You are mouthy, though,” he shot back. “I’m not familiar with the history of the gates. That’s not my area of expertise.”

      Disappointment reared up. I had hoped that, at least by the end of his visit, he would impart some knowledge to me regarding the gates. Apparently that wasn’t going to happen.

      “You’re full of crap.” Zoe was adamant as she shook her head. “Your whole thing is that you only drop whatever information you deem important. It’s just like when I was in that stupid hole in the ground with you and you suggested I leave with you even though I could hear Aric screaming my name. You knew I was never going to leave him. The entire conversation was a ruse to get me to absorb that stupid book.”

      I was only half-listening, and yet the last part of the statement stood out to me. I was the curious sort, so I asked the obvious question. “You absorbed a book?”

      “Never mind,” Zoe fired at me, her eyes remaining fixed on Cernunnos. “Just know that I’m onto you. Whatever you say you don’t know about these gates, I don’t believe you.”

      “If you don’t trust me, why are you here?” he challenged.

      “I didn’t say I didn’t trust you.” She was quiet for an extended beat and then lowered her voice. “I know what you did for us, there at the end. You knew what was going to happen, and you hung around even though it wasn’t necessary.

      “Technically we’d won,” she continued. “We’d taken down the Academy. You stayed to help Sami save me because you knew I was going to die. I haven’t forgotten that.”

      My heart lodged in my throat. It was easy enough to follow the conversation — and I had so many questions — but I felt like an outsider looking in.

      “Sami always had the power to save you,” Cernunnos offered. “It was always inside of her. She simply didn’t understand how to tap it. You figured it out when you were young, when your wolf was injured and in terrible pain. You honed the power after that. She simply needed a little push.”

      “And you gave it to her even though it wasn’t necessary.”

      “I ... want the child to excel,” he said slowly. “Believe it or not, she needs you to do it. I have faith you’ll teach her the right way. So far — and I would deny this if ever pressed on it — you’ve done a marvelous job.

      “I wasn’t certain you had it in you when we parted in that cave,” he continued. “You seemed lost and angry ... and unsure what to do. You eventually found yourself. More importantly, you and the wolf found the life you were supposed to live. You raised a very mouthy and dramatic child who has capabilities beyond all our wildest dreams.

      “She’ll be called on one day to use that magic.” He held out his hands, as if in apology. “You already know that. She needed you and I made sure she could keep you. I’m not sorry I did it, despite your insistence on being a pain.”

      “I’m not sorry you did it either,” she said. “However, I know you’re hiding something. When you get around to telling us, I’ll be ready to listen. Don’t think that I’m so stupid I’m going to fall for whatever it is you’re selling, though.”

      “Fine.”

      “Great.”

      “Good.”

      They glowered at each other for a long time and then Cernunnos straightened. “Show me what’s on the other side.”

      Zoe went first, which seemed to be expected, and squared her shoulders before stepping through. The waiting room — because that’s how I’d come to think of it — looked exactly the same as the day before. The three doors, evenly spaced, still glimmered in the relative darkness.

      “And this is even odder,” Cernunnos murmured, lifting his nose to the air.

      “What is he doing?” I asked in a low voice, confused.

      Zoe shrugged. She still seemed agitated. “He’s scenting the air. Aric does it all the time. I used to think it was a shifter thing but now I think it’s a man thing. They do it to be annoying.”

      “I can hear you when you talk about me,” Cernunnos offered.

      “I don’t care.” Zoe made a face. “Tell me what’s behind these doors and I’ll stop talking about you. Better yet, tell me what you’re hiding regarding the doors and I’ll totally do whatever you ask for a full hour ... within reason. I’m not doing any perverted crap no matter what you tell me.”

      “You give me a headache,” he groused, rubbing his forehead. “I’m not certain what’s behind the doors. In fact ... .”

      I noticed two things at once as he stopped talking and snapped his eyes to me. There was recognition there, fear, and he was suddenly alert and ready for battle. At the same time, I sensed a whoosh of activity behind me. Just as I registered that we were no longer alone, I felt a pair of hands land on my shoulders and drag me back.

      Caught off guard, I fought the effort, but I was off balance and there was nothing stopping me from falling through the nearest gate. I called out in alarm, but the noise was lost on my friends because they disappeared from view the second I landed on the other side of the gate.

      That was the moment I realized something truly terrible was about to happen.

      That was the moment I landed in Hell.
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      I reacted on instinct and lashed out with my magic, firing blindly at whatever might be surrounding me. Something cried out in a guttural voice to my left but whatever held me didn’t let go. Because it was the only thing I could think to do, I crossed my arms over my chest and grabbed the hands — which felt like claws upon further inspection — and unleashed a wave of fire magic.

      The creature behind me screamed in anguish and released me with enough force that I was propelled forward and slammed into the ground. My head hit, although not hard enough to make me lose consciousness. That was the only good thing I had going for me, because when I swiveled to see what I was facing, I found seven revenants advancing.

      My mouth went dry as I regarded them, my eyes darting from face to face. I was in a cave of some sort, although where it originated I had no idea. I lifted my hands again, ready to defend myself, but a terrific burst of magic appeared from over my shoulder and careened directly into the nearest three revenants.

      “Hello, uglies,” Zoe intoned as she raised hands dripping with yellow fire. “I don’t believe we requested an invitation.” She whipped out her hands, as if in a sideways windmill, and balls of magic slammed into the scrambling revenants. She’d already wounded three on her initial assault and she managed to hobble another two with this attack. That left two standing.

      “Well, it appears this was a mistake,” Cernunnos noted as he slid his arm under my legs and hoisted me up. “The best laid plans, huh?” He managed a smile that looked genuine. “We should probably be going. Zoe, see what you can do with this gate once we’re on the other side.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Zoe fired off another round of yellow magic, frowning at the sizzling sound the bolts made when hitting their target. None of the revenants were mortally wounded, though. If anything, they looked angry. “Okay, let’s move this show along, shall we?”

      Cernunnos didn’t need to be told twice. He put his head down and jumped through the gate even as I called out to Zoe. For a moment, I thought she intended to stay on the other side and cover our escape, but she was directly behind us when we landed back in the waiting room.

      “Hit the stairs,” she ordered, directing her magic toward the shelf on the wall. She made a grunting sound as she used her powers to lift the shelf — which had to weigh at least five hundred pounds — and hurled it at the gate. The revenants, who were obviously following, cried out when the shelf struck them.

      “Come on, mage,” Cernunnos ordered as he carried me up the stairs. He looked desperate for her to follow. “Don’t be a hero.”

      “Shut your hole,” Zoe muttered, narrowing her eyes as she balanced her hands in front of her, magic building in her fingertips. They started out purple and then glowed red before turning a sick black color. “Here it comes.”

      The magic unloaded in a steady assault, sparks flying as she narrowed her eyes. Smoke wafted through the air and I clutched Cernunnos’ shoulder tightly when it became apparent she wasn’t going to stop.

      “It’s not working,” I called out, coughing as the shelf caught fire and started filling the room with overbearing smoke. “Leave it.”

      Zoe shook her head. “Just a little more.”

      “She’s right, Zoe Lake,” Cernunnos snapped. “Whatever you’re doing won’t bring down the gate. We have to run before reinforcements from above show up.”

      Zoe looked as if she wanted to argue further but, ultimately, she sent one more tidal wave of magic toward the door and then hit the stairs. “Move!”

      Her tone was so commanding that Cernunnos didn’t offer up a single word of argument. Once on the main floor, she blew past him and opened the door that led outside, landing on the front steps in a wide stance, ready for action.

      When nobody hopped out of the bushes or started flinging magic at her, she rummaged in my pocket until she came up with the keys. “I’ll drive.” She flashed a smile and threw up a dome as we sped down the sidewalk. She didn’t stop glaring at every bush until we were safely inside the vehicle and she’d thrown it into drive. She waited until we were at the end of the street to speak again.

      “That was kind of fun, huh?”

      I shot her a dirty look from the back seat but Cernunnos, who sat beside me, was the one to answer.

      “It was. It reminded me of old times.”

      “You were never with us during the messy part,” she countered.

      “I was with you. You just didn’t see me.”

      She looked surprised by his response. “Well, you could’ve helped. Some of that stuff got messy.”

      “Why do you think I enjoyed watching you do the heavy lifting?”

      “You’re kind of a turd. Has anybody ever told you that?”

      “You’re the only one with the guts. Well, you and Mistress Mouth. I thought you were intolerable with the things you said. However, she might have you beat.”

      “Maybe I should spend more time with her.”

      “The world will surely end if you do.”

      “You’re just making it sound more appealing.”

      “I figured you would say that.”

      

      I INSISTED ON WALKING INTO GRIMLOCK MANOR on my own even though Cernunnos gallantly offered to serve as my human taxicab. I was feeling better — almost back to normal, other than an ache in my back from hitting the ground — so I refused his offer.

      I hoped we would be able to make a low-key entrance upon our arrival but that went out the window when Sami looked up from her hip check on Redmond, whom she’d managed to slam into the staircase thanks to her magic, and went agape.

      “I told you I should’ve gone with you!”

      Zoe shot her daughter a withering look. “What makes you think our outing wasn’t a rousing success?”

      “You have a hole in the seat of your pants.”

      “Seriously?” Zoe made a face as her hand automatically went to her rear end. “Well, that sucks. These were new and everything.”

      Aisling appeared in the doorway, several weird clips in her hair. “You can borrow some of my pants. You’ll want something comfortable, I assume.”

      “Thank you.”

      It was only then that I noticed Sami had the same brightly colored clips in her hair. “What’s going on? Have you guys been playing beauty parlor or something?”

      Sami nodded enthusiastically. “Jerry’s been doing our hair. I think it looks sophisticated.”

      Zoe snorted. “You never let me do your hair when you were younger. In fact, you told your teacher you would rather die than let me do a braid.”

      “That’s because you don’t do it right.” Sami forgot her game with Redmond and fell into step with her mother. “What’s that smell?” She leaned close and sniffed her mother, making a face. “Did someone die?”

      “Actually, no, and I’m really upset about it.” Zoe strolled into the parlor and pulled up short when she found Aric reclining on one of the sofas, a magazine in his hand, a pink clip in his hair, and baby Lily sleeping on his chest. “Oh, this reminds me of when you were little and made your dad go to tea parties, Sami.”

      Aric looked up and smiled, although the expression vacated his face almost as fast as it had appeared. “Why do you look like you’ve been through a war?”

      “Calm down.” Zoe held up a hand to still him before moving toward the bar cart. “We’re technically on vacation, right? It doesn’t make me a bad mother if I day-drink two days in a row, does it?”

      “Of course not,” Jerry reassured her from the floor, where he was working on Cillian’s hair. For his part, the quietest Grimlock brother appeared to be absorbed in an old book and was barely paying attention to the ribbon Jerry was weaving through his top braid. “Day-drinking is perfectly fine in every society except ours.”

      Zoe’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not sure that’s the answer I was looking for.”

      “All I’m saying is that it’s five o’clock somewhere and screw all the haters.”

      “That’s definitely the answer I was looking for.” She filled a glass with ice and then topped it with soda and vodka before moving over to Aric’s couch. His eyes were filled with concern, but he didn’t immediately jump all over her and demand answers. “You’re not keeping that baby,” she warned him as he rubbed Lily’s back. “You’re also not getting a different one for our house.”

      “I’ve already told you I’m fine with it,” he said. “I just like having a kid who doesn’t yell ‘Omigod’ every time I kiss her mother.”

      “I don’t yell that because you kiss,” Sami shot back. “I yell that because you guys have sex in public places.”

      Cillian lifted his chin. “They do?”

      “Oh, now you’re interested in the conversation,” Jerry lamented. “Apparently all I needed to do was mention sex. I should’ve seen that coming.”

      “You definitely should have,” Aisling agreed, reappearing in the room with a pair of black pants. “Are these okay?”

      Zoe took them and offered up a grateful smile. “I appreciate it. I’ll get them back to you.”

      “Don’t bother. I could barely fit into them before I got pregnant. It’s fine.”

      “Why do you need different pants?” Aric asked, craning his neck to get a better look at his wife. “What happened?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” Braden barked as he stormed into the room, Cormack close on his heels. Where they’d come from, I couldn’t say. Neither one of them looked happy.

      “What are you doing here?” I was bewildered. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      “Dad called me off and stuck Aidan with my jobs,” Braden replied, moving directly to my side. “He said there was an emergency. Are you okay?”

      The only thing I understood about the statement was his fear. It was written all over his face. “I’m fine,” I reassured him.

      “Actually, she took a hard fall,” Cernunnos countered. “She also might be bruised from the initial grab. It happened fast and looked brutal.”

      “Grab?”

      “I can fix her,” Sami announced, dancing closer to me. She seemed to be in relatively good spirits for a girl who thought she’d been passed over for some great adventure only hours before. “Where does it hurt?”

      I stared at her for a beat. My first instinct was to suffer through my aches and pains — be a total martyr about it. Then I thought back to the way Lily had recovered the previous day, and gestured toward my back.

      “Let Dr. Sami and her magic hands fix whatever ails you.” Her bedside manner wasn’t the best because she slapped her hand to my back, causing me to cringe. Within seconds, a soothing cool wave washed over every part of me and I felt as if I was floating.

      “She was knocked on the head, too,” Zoe offered. “Make sure you fix that. I don’t want her to get a brain bleed. We’re going to need her the next time we head into that basement.”

      “There isn’t going to be a next time,” Braden argued. “It’s not going to happen. Like, never. She’s done.”

      I patted his arm as I slid onto one of the empty couches. “It’s fine,” I reassured him, hoping I wasn’t slurring. After Sami’s magical intervention, I felt slightly drunk. “Everything is totally fine. I’m good.” I shot him a thumbs-up, and then got distracted by the memory of the revenant’s hands as it grabbed me. “Revenants have opposable thumbs. Should they? Let’s discuss.”

      Zoe chuckled. “Ah, it’s always fun to have a healing newbie in our midst.”

      “Yes, it’s like being drunk,” Aric agreed. “I still remember the first time.”

      “Who cares about the first time?” Sami challenged. “You guys still play the healing game every Thursday. You don’t think I know, but I do. Dad always does some lame thing outside without his shirt on so he can pull a muscle and have an excuse to go to bed early. Then I don’t see you guys after seven but I hear ... noises.” Her expression was dour. “They’re gross noises, too.”

      Despite the intense way he had entered the parlor, Cormack looked much more relaxed now. He stroked his hand down Sami’s hair, took a moment to study the clips, and then directed her toward his chair. “There are peanut butter cups in the drawer.”

      “Oh, yay!” Sami clapped her hands and walked in that direction as Cormack fixed his gaze on me.

      “You’re okay, right?” he queried.

      “I’m awesome,” I reassured him. “In fact, I’m the awesomest of awesome. Wait ... is that a word? Awesomest.” It felt weird on my tongue. “I think I just made up a word.”

      Cormack shot an accusing look toward Zoe. “How long is she going to be like this? We need to talk about whatever happened.”

      “It won’t last more than ten minutes,” Zoe replied. “Leave her be. She was in pain and now she’s not. Sami might’ve given her an extra jolt because she’s a little overzealous but I swear she’ll be back to normal in fifteen minutes tops.”

      “Fine.” Cormack strode to his chair and flopped in it, holding out his hand to Sami as she dug into the bag of candy. The teenager handed him three pieces without him having to ask, then proceeded to shove two pieces in her mouth and methodically chew as she watched the show. “Who wants to tell me what happened?”

      Zoe darted her finger toward Cernunnos, and since I found the action funny, I followed suit. If the god was upset about being pinpointed, he didn’t show it.

      “A few unexpected things happened,” he acknowledged, offering up a rueful smile before launching into the tale. He didn’t leave anything out — including making Julia Grimaldi posable — and when he was finished, Cormack looked furious.

      “She could’ve been seriously injured,” he hissed. “What were you thinking?”

      “Technically I don’t believe we were thinking anything,” he replied. “All we wanted was a look at the room. We had no idea that the revenants could cross the way they did ... or that their first instinct would be to drag Izzy back across.”

      Braden dragged a hand through his hair and shook his head. “We need to stay away from that house. It’s clearly not safe.”

      “That’s not an option,” Zoe countered. “Those doors are dangerous. We need to shut them ... although I have no idea how.” She heaved out a sigh and sipped her drink. “I essentially threw a magical bomb at that door and nothing happened.”

      Cormack slid his eyes to her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “She can heal herself,” Sami volunteered. “Don’t worry about her. She just likes to complain.”

      “Yes, it’s a family trait,” Aric drawled as he continued to rub Lily’s back. For her part, the baby appeared to be completely zonked out.

      “I can take her,” Cormack offered, causing my lips to curve. “I mean, if you’re tired of holding her.”

      “No way.” Aric shrugged off the attempt. “You keep getting my mouthy teenager hopped up on sugar every chance you get. I’m keeping this one for the time being. You can handle the mouthy one.”

      Rather than continue to pester him, Cormack smirked. “Fair enough. I find them both equally stimulating.”

      Sami grinned at him. “I’m awesome,” she agreed.

      “Awesomest,” I muttered to myself.

      Cormack sighed but his smile didn’t waver. “So, what do we do? If the most powerful mage in the Midwest can’t take down these gates, it seems to me we’re at a loss.”

      “We have to come up with a solution,” Cernunnos countered. “I simply have no idea what it is.”

      “I’m curious how you knew we were here,” Zoe interjected, her hand moving to Lily’s back. She seemed almost as enamored with the baby as her husband, although her attention span was clearly shorter because she straightened. “You obviously knew we were here. What’s up with that?”

      “Adam got a call during our meeting,” Cormack explained. “He couldn’t mask his emotions at the start. He made an excuse about an emergency at home but I knew it was something you guys did. I called Braden and made it back here as soon as possible.”

      “That’s because you’re a good dad,” I offered, poking my finger into Braden’s cheek. He didn’t seem to find me nearly as adorable as I found him. “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “Probably not,” Braden replied. “Maybe you should take a nap, sleep this off.”

      I ignored him. “I think the reaper council has always been lying about the gates.” Why I picked this moment to lay out the theory that I’d been privately playing with for weeks was beyond me. It just slipped out.

      “Lying how?” Zoe queried.

      “I think they always knew you could cross over but lied because they wanted people to fear the gates. They’ve been hiding something for a very long time and now they’re afraid, with the revenants showing up, that people will attempt to cross over and see what’s on the other side.”

      Braden stroked my hair. “Okay, baby. Why don’t you take a nap like Lily, huh? You’re tired.”

      I rolled my eyes so hard I thought I might accidentally fall off the couch. “I’m being serious. I think the gates were actually portals to different planes at one time and now we tell people they’re a place to transport souls, but that wasn’t their original purpose.”

      Cormack smiled indulgently. “Well, that’s an interesting theory.”

      Only Zoe seemed to be taking me seriously. Her eyes were narrow slits as she turned toward Cernunnos. “Is she right, Bob? Is that the big secret?”

      He studied his fingernails rather than meet her intense gaze. “Anything is possible.”

      Braden stirred. “Wait ... is she right?”

      Cernunnos let loose a sigh. “Again, this is not my area of expertise. The history of the gates is convoluted.”

      Zoe used her magic to fling one of the pillows from the sofa at his head. “I knew you were lying. Now we just have to figure out what they’re hiding over there. Whatever it is, it must be big.”

      “Huge,” I agreed, resting my head against Braden’s shoulder. “I bet it’s the awesomest, too.”

      “Totally,” Zoe agreed, grinning. “You really are stoned. Sami, you need to pull it back a bit next time. If she were to try and go into battle like this, it would be ugly.”

      “If you say so.” Sami appeared to have lost interest in the conversation. “Can we go back to our game? I’m bored.”

      Zoe nodded. “Absolutely. While you do that, I’m going to have a long talk with Bob. It’s nothing you’re going to want to hear.”

      “That’s the story of my life where you’re concerned,” Sami offered as she traipsed toward the foyer.

      Cormack smiled as he watched her go. “She could be my favorite today.”

      “You can totally keep her,” Aric offered as he studied Lily’s tiny hands. “Not over the long haul or anything, but she’s all yours for twenty-four hours.”

      Zoe frowned at her husband. “Don’t get attached to that baby.”

      “I heard you the first ten times,” Aric groused. “Leave me and the good little girl alone. We’re bonding.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
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      I escaped upstairs to change my clothes at a certain point, checking my reflection in the mirror to see if I had any outstanding injuries. Apparently Sami was as good as her ego suggested because I couldn’t find a single bruise.

      Braden was quiet when he let himself into the room. I sensed him so I didn’t jolt when he slipped his arms around my waist and pressed a kiss to the back of my neck.

      “I don’t want to fight,” I warned him. “We stuck to the plan. We couldn’t have known what was going to happen.”

      “I don’t want to fight either.” He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, as if breathing in my scent. “What matters most is that you’re okay.”

      “I happen to agree.”

      “You still could’ve been hurt.”

      “And I was, although not as badly as I could’ve been,” I reassured him. “At most I would’ve been stiff if Sami hadn’t stepped in. Thankfully we have two magical healers in our midst.”

      “Yeah.” He moved his hands over my bare back to check for himself and then pulled away. “The kid is a trip. I don’t even know what to think about her. She’s ... all kinds of obnoxious. She also has a sweet side. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I had to laugh. “She’s a fourteen-year-old girl. They’re all like that.”

      “I don’t remember Aisling being like that. The obnoxious part, yes. The sweet part, though? It wasn’t a thing for her.”

      I snorted. “I bet your father would disagree.”

      “My father is blind where Aisling is concerned. She was the one who caused all the trouble when we were kids and was never punished.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, pinning him with a dubious look. “I’m not sure I believe that you never caused any trouble.”

      Suddenly, he was the picture of innocence. “It’s true. Aisling was the one who caused trouble. I was an angel.”

      “Uh-huh.” I turned so I could face him, sliding into his arms and holding him close. “You were what I thought about when I saw how many revenants were in there,” I whispered.

      He clutched me tighter but didn’t speak.

      “All I could think was that I had to get back to you. I’m not even sure how it happened because I definitely wasn’t looking for a relationship when I landed here but ... I love you so much.”

      “Oh, I love you, too.” He kissed my neck. “I wonder the same thing sometimes. How did I get so lucky as to find you?”

      “Maybe it was destiny.”

      “It was definitely meant to be.”

      I blew out a sigh and held on a moment longer before separating. “I should probably get cleaned up. Your father made a big deal about having a seafood bar tonight. I have a feeling that kid is going to scarf up all the crab legs if I’m not there to stake my claim.”

      He smirked. “Knowing my father, he ordered more than enough. I don’t think you’re going to have to worry. Just in case, I’m willing to take on the kid.”

      “You know she could smite you with a flick of her wrist, right?”

      “That’s not who she is. You said it yourself … as did I. She has a sweet side. If she was Aisling, she would smite me.”

      He didn’t see his sister clearly. Or maybe he did and simply didn’t want to admit it. They’d spent their childhood as foils, so much alike that they felt the need to constantly squabble with each other. Despite those early strains on their relationship, they had bonded over shared grief once the thing wearing their mother’s face died, and no matter how bold his words, I knew Braden would die a million times over for his sister. That was simply who he was.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I reassured him out of nowhere. “We’re strong when we’re together. We’ll figure out how to handle this.”

      He cocked his head. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      “I know you.”

      “Yeah, you do.” He nipped in for a kiss and grinned. “I guess that goes back to that destiny thing.”

      “I guess it does.”

      

      AN HOUR LATER, WE MADE OUR WAY back downstairs. The bulk of the Grimlock family was gathered in the parlor, but Redmond and Aidan appeared to be showing Sami how to play a new game in the foyer. They all had their heads together and seemed to be admiring what looked like an actual hockey puck.

      “You’d better be careful,” Braden warned as we passed. “If you break something with that, Dad’s going to ground you.”

      “That shows what you know,” Aidan fired back. “Sami is his current favorite. She can get away with anything.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can.”

      “No, but in an effort to make sure she’s not upset, he’ll refrain from yelling at us. We’ve got it all figured out.”

      Braden tilted his head, intrigued, and all I could do was sigh when he slid his eyes to me.

      “Do what you want,” I offered. “Just keep in mind, I’m not going to get involved if your father loses his cool.”

      “It’ll be fine,” he reassured me, patting my arm. “I won’t play long. Twenty minutes tops.”

      Redmond rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, thirty minutes tops,” Braden corrected. “You have nothing to worry about. We’ve got everything under control.”

      I’d heard that before. I was too tired to argue, though. Instead, I made my way into the parlor and found the usual suspects scattered around couches. Cormack had Lily, who happily sucked on a pacifier, and Griffin and Aisling were sprawled on one of the couches with drinks.

      “You look better,” Cormack noted as he took the time to look me up and down. “I was a little worried you were going to lock yourself upstairs for the night.”

      “Why were you worried about that?” I was legitimately curious as I accepted the drink Jerry delivered to me. “I’m fine.”

      “I know. I just ... Zoe explained that you were alone with the revenants for a time. It’s okay if you’re shaken up.” He was a compassionate man. Unfortunately, it was completely wasted in this instance.

      “Sami fixed me,” I reassured him. “I’m not shaken as much as ... curious. I mean, why were the revenants all waiting in that cave like that? Were they expecting someone else? Were they getting ready to cross? I have a lot of questions.”

      “We all have a lot of questions,” Cormack agreed.

      “And I bet Bob can answer some of them, but won’t,” Zoe muttered as she rested her feet in Aric’s lap. He seemed perfectly content to rub them and listen, which made me smile. They’d been married for fifteen years. They’d been together for another seven or so on top of that. They were clearly still in love. To me, they were relationship goals, and I loved watching them interact.

      “Where is our resident god?” Aisling queried, lifting her head. “He was here not too long ago.”

      “I believe he went upstairs to get cleaned up,” Cormack replied. “He didn’t say as much, but I could read the worry on his face when he took a step back from the group. He’s good at hiding his emotions when he wants to but it’s not always possible. What happened this afternoon shook him as much as us.”

      “Yes, but he still knows more.” Zoe was adamant. “I know you like him because he saved your daughter but he’s a game-player. He’s only telling us what he believes we need to know to get us from point A to point B. He won’t ever tell us anything beyond that.”

      “How can you be sure?” Aisling challenged. “I mean, I’m not saying I believe everything he says either. He did save me, though. He made sure I got back to my family. That makes me kind of like him.”

      “Isn’t he the reason the gate glitched in the first place?” Zoe argued.

      “I ... well ... yeah.”

      “Then he wouldn’t have needed to save you if he hadn’t put you in danger in the first place.” Zoe dragged a hand through her hair, as if willing herself to calm. “He’s not our enemy. I would never say otherwise. However, he’s going to use us to get what he wants.”

      “Is that a bad thing if he wants the same thing we want?” Griffin queried. “I mean ... I’m with my wife. He made sure she got back to me. I’ve been ... struggling since it happened. I knew what she did for a living when I fell in love with her, but the idea of losing her on the other side of that gate paralyzes me.”

      Aisling reached over and grabbed his hand, dragging it to her chest and offering him a reassuring smile. “It won’t happen again. I promise. I should’ve taken your feelings into consideration when we were fighting by the gate last time. I just ... lost my head.”

      The smile he mustered was full of love. “I’m not angry, baby. I was as much at fault as you that day. I just ... I have so much fear.”

      Aric shot him a sympathetic look. “It’s the baby.”

      “No.” Griffin shook his head. “I feared for her before we had a baby.”

      “This much?” Aric arched an eyebrow. “You’re out of sorts right now because having a baby changes everything. I remember what it was like for us. We had people coming out of the woodwork to steal Sami. Zoe had to go out on her own a handful of times — right after giving birth, mind you — to go scorched earth on these monsters.

      “We were tired and sleep-deprived and wondering if we’d made the biggest mistake of our lives,” he continued. “This was after my wife had eradicated more enemies than I can count. Having a baby changed things for us. I’m sure, to a certain extent, it’s changed things for you, too.”

      Griffin worked his jaw. “I don’t know what to think. I just know I was really angry that I couldn’t be the one to go through the gate to get her.”

      “Because you had Lily to think about,” Aric surmised. “It’s okay. I felt the same angst when I had to stay with Sami and watch my wife storm off to war. Balancing parenthood with marriage isn’t always easy. You guys are going to be fine, though. You’re just new to the game.”

      The look Cormack shot Aric was full of such profound gratitude that a lump formed in my throat.

      “Thank you,” Aisling said in a quiet voice. She looked as grateful as her father. “I think we both needed to hear that. It has been a learning experience. I didn’t realize how much our lives were going to change. I mean ... I knew they wouldn’t be the same. Things are just really different.”

      She leaned closer, as if imparting some magical secret. “Do you know that we practically live here now? We have a townhouse in Royal Oak and we spend like one night a week there these days. If you had told me a year ago that I would be living with my father again, I would’ve called you a filthy liar.”

      Cormack lifted a finger to quiet her. “I want you here as long as you want to be here.”

      “I know, but ... it’s still a little weird.” Aisling’s smile was rueful. “That doesn’t mean I’m leaving. I need my daddy and I don’t care who knows it.”

      “I need your daddy, too,” Griffin agreed. “He’s the only reason we get three nights of sleep a week.”

      Cormack smirked at both of them. Before he could respond, his eyes drifted toward the door that led to the foyer. “Are they using an actual puck?”

      I pressed my lips together and pretended I didn’t hear the question and instead focused on my ragged fingernails. “We should set up a spa day when this is over with. I could use a bit of pampering.”

      “I’m with you there,” Jerry said. “We’ll make a whole day of it and get the works. I — oh, man! Who let the Devil in the house?”

      Confused, I turned back to the doorway that led to the foyer. There, a familiar dark-haired woman stood in what could only be described as a pastel pink nightmare of a suit. Her hair was pulled away from her face — which was caked in about an inch of makeup — and the room instantly felt smaller because of her evil presence.

      “Hello, Genital Boil,” Aisling called out from the couch. “I’m not sure if you’ve been lying to your pimp again about your work ethic or something, but this is a ‘no whores allowed’ zone so there’s no picking up marks under this roof.”

      I pressed my lips together and instantly glanced at Zoe, briefly wondering how she would feel about the interaction. One look at her face told me she was fine with it — intrigued, even.

      “And hello to you, too, Aisling,” Angelina Davenport replied with faux sweetness practically dripping from her tongue. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.”

      “Did your pimp tell you to say that?” Aisling challenged.

      Angelina’s bland expression didn’t change but there was a momentary flash in the depths of her dark eyes. She covered quickly. “I don’t believe there’s any need to sink to our usual level of discord. I’m here on business. This isn’t a pleasure visit.”

      “Does your pimp know that?” Aisling challenged. “I know you’re bad at your job but pleasure is supposed to be part of the deal.”

      That was enough to push Angelina over the edge. Honestly, I knew she wouldn’t be able to maintain the façade for more than a few minutes. Aisling had a unique way of getting under people’s skin ... and she was a professional when it came to Angelina. They’d been fighting with one another since elementary school.

      “I bet your pimp has to pay your clients now that you’re fat and have had a baby,” she shot back.

      Griffin stirred. “Hey now. Don’t even go there.”

      Zoe removed her feet from Aric’s lap and focused on the newcomer. You could almost hear the sizzle in the room as she looked Angelina up and down. “Who’s the Kardashian wannabe?” she asked finally.

      Aisling’s smile was evil. “This is Angelina Davenport. We went to high school together.”

      “She came out of her egg evil,” Jerry volunteered. “I heard she had a tail and everything but her mother paid a doctor to snip it off.”

      “Like I care what Jerry the fairy says,” Angelina intoned.

      Zoe’s eyes narrowed. “It makes sense that the tail would have to be removed. No pimp — not even one in the dregs of Detroit — is going to take on a working girl with a tail.”

      Angelina’s eyes flashed with hatred. “And who are you? Since when are you guys allowing blondes in this house? I thought Aisling disallowed that because of her fragile ego.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Aisling offered Zoe. “I like blondes. I just don’t like Angelina.”

      “I can see why not.” Zoe cocked her head. “Out of curiosity, how did you get in here without anybody noticing? There are people in the foyer.”

      I understood immediately what she was worried about. “Angelina is like a cockroach,” I explained. “She slips in through cracks.”

      “I didn’t slip. I just walked right in through the back door when the cook was getting a delivery,” Angelina corrected. “It seems you’re having crabs tonight, Aisling. Those are different from the other crabs you get on a regular basis, of course. I don’t want you to be confused.”

      Aisling smirked. “That was better than most of your other insults of late. Still weak, but better.”

      “Not that we’re not happy to see you, Angelina — although we’re not — but what are you doing here?” Cormack queried as he smoothed Lily’s shirt. “Last time I checked, it was generally agreed upon that you’re not welcome in this house.”

      “I’m here on official business.” Angelina straightened her shoulders, her eyes going to the baby. “Is she yours, Aisling?”

      Even though I knew Aisling got a kick out of Angelina’s insults most days, there was something threatening in the look she slid her nemesis. “No. Here at Grimlock Manor we just pick up random babies from the street.”

      Angelina’s expression faltered for a beat. “It’s too bad she looks like you,” she said finally. “That won’t be cute once she learns to talk.”

      And that, I realized, was as close to a compliment as Angelina could manage. Aisling appeared to realize it, too, because she merely shook her head and heaved out a sigh.

      “We’re trying to relax before dinner, Angelina,” she prodded. “What do you want?”

      “To drop off this.” She pulled a square pink envelope from the pocket of her jacket and handed it to Cormack. Once close, her hand automatically moved over Lily’s head, as if she had no control over her actions. Her expression turned from one of disdain to marvel in the blink of an eye. “I have a client who wanted to invite you all to a party. I told him it was a bad idea but he insisted. I figured since I was in the neighborhood to deal with some stuff at my mother’s house, I would drop off the invitation in person.”

      “I heard you were renting that house,” Jerry interjected. “You’re not moving in, are you? There’s nothing that will bring home values down more than a reality television show reject.”

      Angelina’s expression turned haughty. “I’m putting it on the market. I was renting it because I wasn’t certain what I wanted to do with it, but it’s been long enough. I can’t live there and it’s losing value just sitting there, so I’m putting it up for sale.”

      Cormack pursed his lips. “That must’ve been a hard decision for you.”

      Angelina was the most hated person in the family but all of them, even Aisling, felt sorry for her on some level. Her mother had died more than a year before, leaving Angelina with no one but herself. Anyone who had ever met her could tell that was miserable company.

      “It was, but it had to be done. I’m nothing if not pragmatic.”

      “And full of chlamydia,” Aisling volunteered.

      Angelina scorched her with a hateful look. “You can let some of them go.”

      “Apparently not.” Aisling’s smile was serene as she turned her attention to her father. “What is that?”

      “An invitation to a party,” Cormack replied in a heavy voice. “It’s being hosted by Adam and Julia Grimaldi.”

      All the oxygen whooshed out of my lungs. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      He shook his head. “That’s interesting, huh?”

      That wasn’t the word I would use. What was he planning? It was obvious the timing wasn’t coincidental. Something very bad was brewing, and for the life of me I couldn’t grasp what it was all leading to.
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      “What’s the deal?” Angelina’s gaze bounced from face to face. It was obvious she realized something was going on but, at the same time, was incapable of ascertaining what had thrown everybody for a loop.

      “There is no deal,” Aisling countered. “You can leave now.”

      Angelina’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “You’re not in charge of me. I don’t do what you say. In fact —” She didn’t get a chance to finish her diatribe because Zoe was on her feet and she’d used the fingers on her right hand to squeeze Angelina’s lips shut. Angelina’s eyes were wild and full of fire, but Zoe obviously didn’t care how annoyed the other woman was rapidly becoming.

      “Let me see that,” Zoe prodded, holding out her free hand for the invitation.

      Cormack acquiesced, amusement lighting his features as he regarded Angelina.

      “What does it say?” I asked after Zoe had studied the invitation for a full minute. “Did Cormack miss something?”

      Zoe flipped the invitation over and released Angelina’s lips. “It looks like a normal invitation.”

      “Of course it’s a normal invitation,” Angelina sputtered, hostility rushing out of her and smacking into Zoe, who ignored the other woman’s overt fury. “It doesn’t do tricks. It’s a piece of paper.”

      “Take it down a notch,” Zoe warned, tracing her fingers over the back of the invitation. “When were you approached to throw this party?”

      “Excuse me?” Angelina looked positively apoplectic. If I had to guess, reading a room had never been part of her skill set. “I’ll have you know that I’m the premiere party planner in southeastern Michigan.”

      Jerry made a derisive noise in the back of his throat. “Only when a pimp is throwing the party.”

      “Shut up, Jerry!” Angelina’s tone was so shrill it set my teeth on edge. “You can make all the fun you want.”

      “I believe that’s what we’re already doing,” Aric offered. “Also, you might not want to challenge my wife like that because she loves winning to the point of distraction. She will turn making fun of you into an art form.”

      Aisling’s hand shot into the air. “I’ve already perfected that art form.”

      Zoe’s lips quirked as Angelina scowled.

      “I don’t have to take this abuse,” Angelina hissed. “I’m only here because I was going to be in the neighborhood.”

      “That’s not why you’re here,” Zoe countered, her hand going out to Angelina’s wrist so she could stop her from storming out. “We’re not done talking to you anyway.” She directed her toward the spot she’d just vacated on the couch. “Please sit down.”

      Angelina’s eyes were the size of saucers. “Are you kidding me?” She moved to jerk her arm away from Zoe but the mage held tight. “Let me go.”

      “No.” Zoe was calm as she tossed the invitation to me. “I have a few questions.”

      “Well, I don’t have to provide answers,” Angelina shot back. “Last time I checked, this is a free country, which means I’m allowed to go wherever I want, and answer whatever questions I want. I most certainly don’t want to answer your questions.”

      “Then you’re going to have a rough visit.” Zoe used her magic to bend Angelina’s knees and send her careening into the couch. Angelina made a gasping sound and looked toward Aric for explanation but the shifter was calm, collected, and cold.

      “What’s happening?” Angelina was breathless.

      “We’re having a discussion,” Zoe replied, gesturing toward the invitation. “When were you assigned this party?”

      “You don’t get assigned a party. Have you ever even had a party?” She disparagingly looked Zoe up and down, briefly allowing her fear to show before shuttering it. “I’m betting you’re not on a lot of guest lists.”

      “You might be wrong there,” Aric countered, his eyes slanted thoughtfully. “What are you thinking, baby?”

      “I’m thinking that Adam Grimaldi only decided to throw this party today,” Zoe replied, hunkering down so she was at eye level with a glaring Angelina. “I’m thinking the party is a cover for something.”

      “What?” I asked, genuinely curious. “What do you think he’s covering for?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Zoe rested her hands on her knees and stared into a frightened Angelina’s eyes. “We can either do this the easy way or the hard way. Which do you prefer?”

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Angelina hissed. “What do I want to do the easy way?”

      “You can answer our questions honestly or I can get the answers another way.”

      “What questions? I don’t know what you’re even asking.”

      The sound of footsteps on the floor had Zoe sliding her eyes to the door, where Sami stood with Redmond and Braden. The teenager looked confused by the turn of events. “What’s happening?”

      Zoe was calm. “This is Angelina Davenport. Apparently she’s the devil in polyester.”

      “She looks like she wants to be a Kardashian,” Sami intoned. “We should probably kill her now. She’s obviously evil.”

      Mirth glinted in the depths of Zoe’s eyes but she didn’t immediately speak.

      “How did she even get in here?” Braden queried, moving closer to me. His eyes automatically drifted to the invitation. “What is that?”

      “Adam Grimaldi is hosting a party,” I volunteered. “Your father is invited.”

      “Technically that’s an open invitation for multiple family members,” Zoe countered, her gaze back on Angelina. “There’s no limit.”

      “So what?” Angelina was beside herself. “Last time I checked, inviting everyone in a family was simply good manners.”

      “Not in families with this sort of social standing.” Zoe was matter-of-fact. “Honestly, I think the entire thing screams ‘we’re coming to get you.’ I mean, they’re not even being subtle about it.”

      “Subtle about what?” Angelina snapped. “What are we supposed to be subtle about?”

      Zoe wet her lips. “Okay, here’s the thing: I’m tired. It’s already been a long day. This invitation is clearly a message of some sort. We need to figure out the message. You’re going to help us whether you like it or not.”

      “Just threaten to take away her padded bra,” Sami suggested. “I bet she folds like Dad trying to hold tough when you do that breathy whispering thing right before bed that you guys don’t think I know about.”

      Zoe pinned her offspring with a quelling look. “Come up with a real torture suggestion or go back to playing with your friends.”

      Angelina’s mouth dropped open. “Torture? You can’t possibly be considering torturing me.”

      “We’re not considering it,” Aisling reassured her. “We’ve already agreed it’s a good idea. We took a silent vote and you lost. Now you’re stuck with the consequences of your actions.”

      “No,” Angelina sputtered. “You can’t torture me. It’s ... gross and mean.”

      “I’m pretty sure people say that about your face,” Zoe noted.

      “Oh, it’s like being back in college with the insults, baby,” Aric teased. “Now ask her about her sorority sisters and punch her in the boob. Then my transition to childhood will be complete.”

      “You can’t punch someone in the boob,” Sami countered, her forehead wrinkled. “That’s not a real thing. It’s not like kicking Death in the nuts. Unless ... is it like kicking Death in the nuts?”

      Zoe nodded without hesitation. “Everyone knows you punch the Devil in the boob and kick Death in the nuts. It’s in books and stuff.”

      Aric made a groaning sound and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, don’t tell her stuff like that,” he whined. “She’s going to punch some girl she doesn’t like in the boob and we’re going to get called to school because she’s been charged with sexual harassment or something.”

      “You can’t sexually harass another girl,” Sami argued. “That’s not a real thing. Like ... nobody ever has been accused of that.”

      Aisling raised her hand. “Just twice, and both times I was simply trying to be mean. I didn’t mean for the insults to come off sexual but, in hindsight, I can see where I made my mistake.”

      Cormack smiled as Lily laughed and wiggled on her grandfather’s lap. She was clearly enjoying herself.

      Angelina’s gaze traveled back to the baby. “She looks just like all of you.”

      Zoe frowned as she regarded the woman but remained quiet.

      “Our genes are hard to overcome,” Cillian said, drawing Angelina’s gaze to him. At one time they’d been in a relationship together. It was long ago, before Cillian met Maya and fell in love, but he was the one Angelina most often listened to. “Angelina, it would be best if you would just answer our questions. I don’t want to see you get hurt, but it’s important we know exactly what is going on, so ... .”

      “What?” Angelina blinked several times in rapid succession and then heaved out a sigh. “I can’t believe you people are actually discussing torturing me.”

      “Well, believe it,” Sami shot back. “Personally, I think we should give her a million slivers and then hide all the tweezers in the world.”

      Zoe shot her daughter an appraising look. “That’s better. I might add some lemon juice to the mix.”

      Sami shook her head. “No, that’s for paper cuts. It’s different. I ... hmm … paper cuts. That might be fun.”

      Angelina looked horrified at the prospect. “What is wrong with you people? How come nobody is standing up for me?”

      “Because we’re familiar with your work,” Cormack replied, using a cloth to dab at the spittle on Lily’s chin. “Nobody here has sympathy for you. We need to know about this party. You can either tell us or ... well ... we’re going to let the little one pick your torture.”

      Lily laughed again, causing Angelina to roll her eyes.

      “She might look cute but she’s clearly got her mother’s evil streak,” Angelina lamented. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      “When was the party planned?” Zoe pressed.

      “I don’t know.” Angelina held out her hands. “I wasn’t the original planner on this one. They contacted me recently because their first party planner flaked out.”

      “Since when are you a party planner?” Aisling challenged.

      “Since ... forever.” Angelina’s lip curved as she regarded her nemesis. “I’ve always been a party planner at heart.”

      I snorted. “In other words, when she heard how great Jerry was doing branching out, she decided to see if she could do the same. She wants to stay on Aisling’s radar. Obviously, since Lily came, Aisling has had a lot less time to spar with her.”

      “That is ridiculous,” Angelina sputtered. “Why would I care what she thinks ... or says ... or thinks? Why would I care about any of that?”

      “Because you can’t help yourself,” I replied simply. “You mark your self-worth by Aisling’s responses to your life choices. For better or for worse — and in this case I definitely think it’s for worse — all you care about is what she says.”

      “That is ... absolutely ... there are no words.” Angelina’s cheeks flooded with color. “I thought you were going to be a calming influence on Aisling when you joined the family. Obviously I was wrong.”

      “Obviously,” I agreed.

      Zoe snapped her fingers to get Angelina’s attention. “When did Grimaldi call you to take over this party?”

      “I ... it was today.” Angelina’s voice went back to petulant. “I don’t know what to tell you. His last party planner flaked and he called me at the last minute because he’s heard about my recent success.”

      “And by ‘success’ you mean the eradication of your latest infestation of crabs, right?” Aisling queried.

      Angelina made a hissing sound. “And I think I’m done talking to you people.”

      “Not quite,” Zoe countered, forcing a smile that was chilly enough to make a shiver run down my spine. “I need to know exactly what he said when he called you.”

      “I don’t remember exactly what he said.”

      “Well, you need to try to remember,” Zoe insisted. “I’m going to let my kid explain the difference between the Jonas brothers if you don’t hurry up and spell things out for me.”

      “Oh, that’s a good punishment, baby,” Aric intoned. “I’ll never get back those three hours that she spent showing me photos, as if there’s actually any difference. I would never wish that torture on anyone ... except this chick. She really does remind me of the Kardashians, now that it’s been pointed out.”

      “It’s the stupid suit,” Sami said. “And the fact that she’s so fake. She’s not even one of the good Kardashians. She’s like the mom ... and that sister that keeps dating younger guys because she thinks it makes her relevant.”

      Aric broke into a wide smile. “Oh, you get more and more like your mom with every passing day. You’re so cute.”

      Sami wiggled away from him when he made a grab for her. “You’re totally ruining my vibe. I’m supposed to be a terrifying badass, not a daddy’s girl. Come on.”

      “Oh, now you’re definitely cute,” Aric enthused.

      Even Zoe looked amused, although when she shifted her attention back to Angelina, the merriment fled relatively quickly. “What did he say?” Her voice was quiet, although no one who had ever met her could mistake her stance as soft.

      Angelina swallowed hard. “I ... he just said that he had a caterer who was supposed to be putting the party together and the man flaked at the last minute. I asked who it was and he wouldn’t tell me. I didn’t want to know to cause trouble or anything,” she added hurriedly. “I just wanted to know for my own edification.”

      “Uh-huh.” Zoe folded her arms across her chest, considering. “The party is for two nights from now. He probably wanted to make it for tomorrow but knew that wouldn’t fly. Tell me exactly what he said regarding the invitation for this house.”

      “I ... don’t know.” Angelina’s face was a mask of fury. “You’re acting like someone’s declared war on you or something. It’s just a party. You don’t have to go. Although ... .” She trailed off, uncertain.

      “Although what?” Cillian prodded. He was much calmer than the rest of them. Of course, that could simply have had something to do with his past relationship with Angelina. He probably knew how to handle her best.

      “He did say one thing that was strange,” Angelina admitted. “He said that the reason he had to fire the caterer was because he fell down on the job when it came to inviting people. Apparently there was a list that got ignored.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Zoe shifted from one foot to the other. “How many other people were on this list?”

      “That’s the weird thing.” Angelina gnawed on her bottom lip and then shook her head. “He only gave me your name for an invitation, Mr. Grimlock. He said he would handle the rest himself.”

      “Which means that there was no list.” Zoe straightened. “Son of a ... .” She swore viciously under her breath and started to pace.

      “That’s not really a surprise,” I pointed out. “When we heard who the invitation was from, that’s what we expected.”

      “I thought he might at least try to cover his tracks,” Zoe countered. “The fact that he’s not means he’s probably ticked off. He knows we were in his basement.”

      “You mean he knows that we kind of destroyed his basement,” I corrected. “The revenants in that room saw us. There was no hiding what we did.”

      “I know.” Zoe moved away from Angelina, and to my surprise, plucked Lily from Cormack’s lap. She automatically patted the baby’s back as she walked back and forth across the parlor. “He wants us to know that he knows we were in there.”

      “What’s the point?” Cormack queried. “What benefit is there to that?”

      “It’s essentially his way of starting the battle,” Zoe replied. “His next step will be an attempt to divide and conquer.”

      Aisling straightened. “Then you guys have to move in here until we figure this out. You can’t risk going back to the hotel.”

      Zoe hesitated and then nodded. “Actually, we’re going to have to go back to the hotel to grab our stuff. We should probably leave Sami here while we do it, though. Just in case.” She turned her thoughtful eyes on Cormack. “If that’s okay with you, I mean.”

      Cormack nodded without hesitation. “I absolutely think you guys should settle in here. It makes sense. We can better plan if we’ve all got our heads together.”

      “Does that mean me, too?” Angelina asked, clearly confused.

      “Nobody wants you here,” Aisling reassured her. “You’re free to go.”

      “Yeah, but ... you guys are acting as if you’re going to war,” Angelina pressed. “If that’s a possibility, I don’t want to risk being left out in the open, vulnerable to attack. I think I should stay the night, too.”

      “That’s a fate worse than death,” Aisling countered. “I would rather be eaten by revenants.”

      “On top of that, it’s best if you’re not involved, Angelina,” I countered, opting to be practical. “We can’t keep you safe on top of everything else. You need to stay out of this.”

      She turned huffy. “And what if I don’t want to stay out of this?”

      “Then you’re on your own.”

      She held my gaze for an extended beat and then hopped to her feet. “It’s just as well. I don’t want to hang with you people anyway. You’re crazy.”

      “Right back at you,” Zoe called to her back before focusing on Aric. “We should get our stuff before it’s too late.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Redmond volunteered. “An extra set of eyes can’t possibly hurt.”

      “Are you sure?” Aric queried. “I mean ... you don’t have to. We’ve been taking care of ourselves for a really long time.”

      “I’m sure,” Redmond reassured him. “Besides, I have a few questions to ask about your magically cheating kid. If we’re all going to be under one roof tonight, I have a new game planned.”

      Aisling perked up. “Shark Attack?”

      Redmond nodded. “There’s no way she can cheat at that ... at least I don’t think.”

      Zoe shrugged. “I don’t know what Shark Attack is — although I’m all for it if I can be the shark from Jaws — but Sami can cheat at almost anything. She’s gifted that way.”

      “I think I’ve got her beat this time,” Redmond argued. “I’ve completely thought this through.”

      “While you guys are getting the stuff from the hotel, I’ll have two rooms prepared,” Cormack said as he reached for Lily. “It will be good to have everyone here, together.”

      “Can I have a room close to Redmond?” Sami queried.

      “No,” Aric answered automatically.

      Cormack smirked. “I thought maybe I would put you in Aisling’s wing of the house. You have the same energy as her. I think you’ll get along swimmingly.”

      Sami didn’t look convinced. “We can figure that out later. For now, I want to hear about this shark game. I’m betting I can win that one, too.”

      Redmond glowered at her. “You’re not going to survive long in this house if other people can’t win a few games, kid.”

      “Somehow I think otherwise.” Sami grinned at him. “Give me your best shot.”

      “Oh, it’s coming. Just you wait.”
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      Cormack clearly enjoyed having Sami around, to the point where he joined in playing Shark Attack. Aisling and Aidan were allowed to pick teams — although I didn’t understand the rationale behind Cormack’s explanation for their selection — and the game was moved to the foyer so there would be room for everybody to play.

      Aidan chose Redmond and Sami to be on his team so the trash-talking wasn’t off the charts. Zoe and Aric were both on Aisling’s team, though, and Sami had no problem taunting her parents. It was almost midnight before Cormack called bedtime — which was met with a bunch of groaning and moaning — and Aric ultimately scooped up Sami as if she were a small child and carried her off to bed.

      Zoe remained downstairs for a few minutes talking to Cormack, and I couldn’t stop myself from loitering in the hallway that led to the stairs and eavesdropping.

      “She’s a good girl,” Cormack offered. I couldn’t see his face but knew he was smiling. “You’re lucky.”

      Zoe snorted. “I think you’re feeling nostalgic because all your kids are grown. When that baby hits fourteen, we’ll talk. Something tells me you’re going to be as growly as Aric when chatter turns to boys and makeup.”

      “In my head, I know I was that way with Aisling. I don’t, however, really remember it with the clarity I should. I just remember that everything was a theatrical production with her. Sometimes it was a horror movie. Other times it was a romantic comedy. There was always black comedy mixed in there, though.”

      Zoe was quiet for a beat and when she spoke again her voice was lower. “You’re a good father.”

      “Thank you. You’re a good mother.”

      “I don’t often feel that’s the case. I try to muddle through but raising Sami hasn’t been without difficulty.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, every parent thinks that. Once — well, actually more than once, but for purposes of this conversation we’ll focus on the one story — I got a call from a sergeant with the police department. He told me that I had to come down and lay bail.”

      There was no disgust lacing Cormack’s words as he told the story. “I was more resigned than anything else. I asked him which child he had. I was expecting Redmond or Braden. It was rarely Cillian or Aidan, but I can’t say never because their siblings drew them into the mix a few times.

      “I just remember the sergeant letting loose this sigh, as if he’d seen it all and couldn’t wait until retirement, and then he asked how many children I had,” he continued. “I said five, and he said he had six kids waiting on me.”

      Aisling gave a snort. “Was Jerry the sixth kid?”

      “He was. He and Aisling were joined at the hip as kids. I wasn’t surprised he was one of them.”

      “Is there a point to this story? I mean, I’m fairly certain Aric and I will have to bail Sami out at some point. You’re not telling me something I don’t know.”

      “There is a point,” he confirmed. “When I got to the station, I asked what they’d done. I was more than willing to leave them there overnight. This was not long after their mother had died. They’d all been acting out to some degree, and I thought a night in jail might be good for them. Then I heard what they did.

      “The sergeant said that three homeless men were getting harassed in the park when my children went after the harassers,” he continued. “Unfortunately, they used fists and rocks — and I believe Aisling used her teeth — but they stood up for those who were less fortunate, and not one of them was sorry.”

      “What were they doing in a Detroit park after dark?” Zoe queried.

      Cormack chuckled. “Well, that was less altruistic. I believe there was some beer and shenanigans happening. I didn’t really care about that. Heck, I was used to it at that point. I was more interested in the fact that they’d swooped in and done the right thing even though they knew it was likely they would end up in trouble.”

      Zoe made a sniffing sound but otherwise remained quiet.

      “I guess what I’m saying is that you can’t sweat the small stuff,” Cormack offered. “At Sami’s age, it’s all small stuff. She’s a good girl with a good heart. I love her spirit. You can tell she’s never once questioned her place in this world. That’s a testament to you and your husband.”

      Zoe’s chuckle was low. “She’s a mixture of us. I think she gets her best parts from Aric and her worst tendencies from me.”

      “I’m willing to bet your husband feels the exact opposite. It ultimately doesn’t matter, though. The only thing that’s of any consequence is her heart.”

      “Thank you.” Zoe’s voice was soft. “As fond of her as you are, I’m going to try to keep her out of this. I can’t guarantee we’ll be able to take down the revenants without her, but I’m going to do my best. I hope you’ll side with me on that when the time comes to explain it to her.”

      “Oh, Zoe, you don’t have to worry about that. I don’t want her in danger. I have the same plans for my own daughter.”

      “But you’re okay putting your sons in danger? What about Izzy?”

      He hesitated and then sighed. “I don’t want any of them in danger. This goes back to raising good children. They will be involved in the fight regardless. Aisling will try. We almost lost her a few weeks ago, though. I’m still ... leery ... of that.”

      “As is Griffin.”

      “What happened to her almost broke him, and I wasn’t certain he would be able to bounce back,” Cormack explained. “They’re fine. Their relationship is strong. On the day Aisling went missing, though, I saw in him a reflection of myself when I lost their mother. He was willing to die to get her back, but fatherhood warred with husbandhood that day and he was forced to make a choice he hates himself for.”

      “Hindsight wreaks havoc on us all,” Zoe agreed. “He’ll be okay once things settle again. If you need help keeping Aisling out of things, I can give you that. I’ll find a reason for her to stay behind. You need to be strong when Sami starts whining, though.”

      “I’ll be strong,” he promised.

      I could hear footsteps on the marble floor and knew they were separating. Then Zoe spoke again. “What about Izzy?”

      “She’s not my child but I couldn’t love her more,” Cormack replied. “I don’t want her in danger either. Unfortunately, we’re going to need her. She’s our most powerful fighter and I’m terrified for her, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Zoe reassured him. “She’s just as strong as the children you raised. However, you can’t keep her out of this. I’ll be with her. We’ll figure out a way to end this.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.”

      Cormack snickered. “I’m willing to bet Sami doesn’t agree with that sentiment.”

      “Sami likes to be contrary just to irritate me.”

      “That’s what daughters are for.”

      “She’s good at it.”

      “They all are.”

      

      I SLEPT HARD BUT WELL AND I felt rejuvenated and rested when I woke the next morning. Cernunnos had left shortly after dinner the previous day, explaining he had contacts to talk with, and to my knowledge he hadn’t returned. That allowed Braden and me to have a lazy morning and we were both in good spirits when we landed at the breakfast table.

      “Do you guys eat like this all the time?” Sami asked, eyeing the waffle bar with the sort of enthusiasm only youth can allow. “Because, if so, I’m totally moving in with you. I know you were joking before, but this is awesome.”

      Cormack chuckled as he patted her shoulder. “I think your parents would miss you.”

      “No, they wouldn’t. They like Lily better. They want to trade me.”

      Cormack cocked his head and I could read the indecision in his expression. “You know they’re just joking, right? They wouldn’t trade you for anything.”

      “I know they’re joking.” Sami paused with her hand halfway to the gummy bear ladle. “Wait ... do you think I could make them feel guilty about that baby and get them to drop my grounding early?”

      Cormack sighed. “Ah, yes, now I remember one of the drawbacks to this age.” He ruffled Sami’s hair, earning a glare. “Give your parents a break. It’s hard for them. You’re no longer a baby and yet they feel the need to protect you. They’re adjusting to something new, just like you.”

      “I’m an adult, though,” Sami argued. “I fight monsters. I heal people. Heck, I brought my mom back from the dead.”

      Braden and I pulled up short at the statement and Sami’s face went red when she realized what she’d said.

      “I mean ... .” She trailed off and I saw the worry there.

      “What’s going on?” Zoe asked as she and Aric wandered into the room. They looked happy and content, although the expression instantly dissipated when they gauged the shocked faces surrounding them.

      “Oh, what did you do?” Aric asked, making a face as he pinned his daughter with a dark look.

      “I didn’t mean to.” Sami’s voice was small.

      “What didn’t you mean to do?” Zoe asked calmly.

      “Nothing,” Cormack replied quickly. “She didn’t say anything. We were just screwing around.”

      My heart rolled at his pained expression, and while I understood his desire to protect Sami, I didn’t think it was a good idea given the circumstances.

      “Oh, you’re a horrible liar,” Zoe countered, fixing her eyes on Sami. “What did you do?”

      “I told them what I did,” Sami admitted. “It just slipped out.”

      “We’re still confused as to what story you let slip,” Aric prodded in a reasonable tone. “We can’t decide how angry we are until we know.”

      “I told them about bringing Mom back.” Sami lowered her eyes.

      “Oh.” Aric wrinkled his nose and glanced at Zoe, something unsaid passing between them. “It’s fine,” he said after a beat. “You saved your mother that day. They know you can heal people. There’s no reason to get worked up.”

      “See.” Cormack smiled at her, although it was wan.

      “I told them all of it,” Sami admitted, morose. Even though Cormack was giving her a way out, she refused to use it. She was ready to take her lumps. It was impressive.

      “Oh.” Aric screwed up his face. “Well, I’m going to let your mother handle this one.” He started for the waffles.

      “Hey!” Zoe slapped at his rear end but he easily sidestepped her.

      “What?” Aric’s expression was blank. “She saved you. I figure that’s on you.”

      “Of course you do.” Zoe exhaled heavily and rolled her neck, her eyes ultimately landing on me. “We don’t technically know I was dead. It’s possible I was, but if I did slip over, it was just for a split second and then she saved me. It’s not a big deal.”

      Maybe not to her, but for people who worked in the death business, it was a huge revelation.

      “Was your name on a list?” I blurted out.

      “What list?” Zoe leaned over and perused the waffle offerings. “I’m sure I have enemies in every corner of the state who have me on some sort of list.”

      “Not that.” I shook my head. “The death list.”

      She stilled. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It’s how we work,” Cormack explained, clearly choosing his words carefully. “Um, it’s like this.” He laid things out for her on a basic level, and Zoe was rapt as he explained. “So, my children collect the souls,” he wrapped up, “and then Izzy watches as they’re transferred from this world to the next.”

      “It’s not a different world, though, right?” Zoe questioned. “We’re talking about different planes.”

      Cormack lifted his hands. “Our worldview has been shifting of late and we’re still absorbing. ‘Planes’ is good for now.”

      She grinned, amused, and shifted her eyes to Griffin and Aisling, who were joining the crowd with Lily in tow. The baby was dressed in blue pants and a purple shirt that said “My grandpa loves me best.”

      “Just a question,” Aisling said as she stopped in front of her father. “Why has Lily’s entire wardrobe here been replaced?”

      Cormack was suddenly the picture of innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I had little shirts for her,” Aisling pressed. “One said ‘My mommy is the smartest woman in the world.’ I was going to put it on her today but it’s not in there.”

      “So weird,” Cormack commented.

      Aisling narrowed her eyes. “I also found this.” She lifted a pacifier that looked like a mouth with a full set of teeth in it.

      “Oh, it came.” Cormack grabbed the pacifier and grinned as he held it out to Lily. The baby didn’t seem to care that her mother hated her outfit because she opened her mouth and happily went to her grandfather. She looked so goofy with the big teeth I had to look away because otherwise I would’ve started laughing.

      Braden didn’t have that problem. “She looks like a goober.” He was delighted. “Actually, she looks like her mother.”

      “Ha, ha.” Aisling’s expression was fierce. “Seriously, what happened to her other clothes?”

      “Oh, well, maybe she outgrew them.” Cormack smiled at his granddaughter as she happily stared back at him and sucked. “It doesn’t matter, does it? As long as she’s dressed it’s fine.”

      “Whatever.” Aisling rolled her eyes to the door, where Aidan and Jerry were speeding in faster than normal. “Did you guys just do something weird?”

      “No, but we’re about to be invaded,” Aidan replied in a low voice. “Cillian is coming.”

      “We like Cillian,” Aisling pointed out. “He’s one of our better brothers ... not like Braden or anything.” She lightly wedged her elbow into Braden’s stomach, causing him to groan.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Braden muttered.

      “Later,” Aidan insisted. “Cillian isn’t alone. He’s at the front door ... with Renley.”

      Cormack snapped up his head. “Renley is here?”

      Aidan nodded.

      “It’s time for breakfast,” he announced, his voice crisp. “All conversation should now be of the stupid variety.”

      “I think we’re uniquely qualified for that,” Braden said as he moved to fall into line with his siblings. “It’s a good thing there are waffles. We can always talk about them.”

      “It’s nice you have something to look forward to,” Aisling teased. “The simpler the conversation, the better for you.”

      “Just wait,” Braden warned. “As soon as Dad isn’t watching, pow!” He mimicked punching her chin, causing Lily to giggle from Cormack’s lap.

      Griffin started toward them, the intention to retrieve his daughter written on his face, but Cormack shook his head. Before Griffin could ask the obvious question, Cillian and Renley breezed into the room.

      “Good morning, Grimlocks,” Renley called out in a cheery voice.

      Nobody responded, including Cormack.

      “I forgot you’re not morning people.” Renley adjusted his tone. “How is everybody this morning?”

      “Waiting for the caffeine to kick in,” Cormack replied, drawing his boss’s attention.

      “Oh, and this must be baby Lily. I haven’t seen you at work in a few weeks. You’re so much bigger.” Renley moved toward the infant, his smile bright. Lily, who had been happy of late, frowned around her pacifier. “Aren’t you a cutie?” Renley made as if he wanted to take the baby from Cormack but Lily immediately started fussing.

      “She’s particular,” Cormack noted as he shifted the baby so she was farther away from Renley. “It’s nothing personal.”

      “She has her mother’s personality,” Braden offered.

      Renley grinned. “I happen to remember Aisling as a bright and happy child.”

      Every Grimlock male snorted in unison.

      “I didn’t realize you’d taken to having pot brownies for breakfast, Mr. Hatfield,” Aisling offered. “Good on you.”

      Cormack shot her a dirty look before giving his boss his full attention. “Not that we’re not happy to see you — and you’re always welcome here, you know that — but it’s a bit early for a drop-in.”

      “I just wanted to check on you,” Renley explained. “Given what happened the other day at the gate, I thought maybe you were still worked up. That bit of magic Izzy managed to pull off was fantastic, but it had to be distressing.”

      Cormack briefly flicked his eyes to me and then shook his head. “Honestly, it was fine. I don’t think Izzy is bothered by the incident.”

      “No,” I agreed automatically. “I really haven’t thought about it at all.”

      “Oh, well, that’s good.” Renley’s eyes drifted to Aric and Zoe, who had their waffles and were settling at the table. “I didn’t realize you had guests. Now I feel doubly guilty.”

      “Oh, they’re not really guests,” Cormack countered. “They’re extended family. They’re members of Lily’s family. I mean, my Lily.”

      “Cousins,” Aisling volunteered.

      “Really?” Renley looked dubious. “I’ve never heard you mention Lily having siblings.”

      “Not first cousins,” Cormack said. “Lily and Zoe were cousins, although not all that close in age.” He tilted his head toward the mage. “They were close, because Lily babysat Zoe when she was a kid. Our children saw Zoe from time to time when growing up and they were fond of her as well. When we heard Zoe and her husband were going to be in town, we invited them to stay.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds fun.” Renley’s smile was at the ready but it didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “Well, it looks as if you’re having a happy family meal. I’ll let you get back to it. I really just wanted to check on Izzy.”

      “I’m perfectly fine,” I reassured him. “Thank you for caring, though.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      Cillian hovered at the door and watched until he was certain Renley was gone. “So, that was weird, right?”

      “Definitely,” Cormack agreed.

      “We can’t trust him,” I warned. “He could very well be with them.”

      “He could,” Cormack confirmed, dragging a hand through his hair. “We have to be extra careful now. He was obviously here for a reason.”

      “And what reason is that?” Aisling queried.

      “He wanted to see who was here,” I answered. “He was certain I was involved in what went down at Grimaldi’s house. Now he’s seen Zoe, too.”

      “It’s likely he’s with the enemy,” Cormack said. “They’re aware of our movements and we’re aware of theirs ... at least to a degree.”

      “What next?” Sami asked.

      “Now we figure it out.” Cormack smiled at her. “That has to start with a hearty meal. You’re a growing girl. You need to eat up.”

      Sami’s smile widened. “Who wouldn’t want to eat up when there’s such good food? And look, Mom, not a McDonald’s bag in sight. It’s like a breakfast miracle.”

      Zoe didn’t bother to hide her eyeroll. “There’s going to be a ‘waffle used as a gag’ miracle here if you don’t shut up.”

      “You’re like zero fun,” Sami grumbled.

      “Welcome to adulthood.”
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      I went to work long enough to check in with Oliver and Paris. Zoe went with me — Aric and Sami were taking the day to see a few sights — and she spent a good hour sitting on the floor at the top of the gate platform staring into nothing. I found her intense interest off-putting but left her to her own devices while I went over the intake sheets from the previous day.

      Oliver, surprisingly, was the one to approach her.

      “I know a bit about you,” he announced, standing roughly three feet from her.

      “Oh, yeah?” She cocked an eyebrow and looked him up and down. “You didn’t try to kill me at Covenant College, did you?”

      He shook his head. “No. Vampires during your tenure there talked a lot, though.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You were feared.”

      “I encouraged that.”

      “When you first arrived, you were a curiosity,” he continued. “I remember the whispers going through the vampire community. They said you were hanging with Rafael.”

      She stiffened and slowly flicked her eyes to him. “You know Rafael?”

      He nodded. “I wouldn’t say we’re friends but we’re also not enemies.”

      “That’s pretty much how the first two years of our relationship worked,” Zoe said on a laugh. “If you don’t like him, you probably shouldn’t tell me. He’s one of my best friends.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t like him. I honestly never understood him. He purposely hung around with college students for years. To me, that sounded like pure hell.”

      “You and me both.” Zoe went back to staring at the gate. “He didn’t stay because he liked the college kids. He stayed because of the evil permeating the campus. He wanted to help balance the scales because Covenant College was one of those places that could go either way.”

      “Yes, I never understood that either.” Oliver’s smile was rueful. “I chose a different path. I came here, and I never regretted it. Still, I was one of the ones who crossed over with the god. He talked about you a bit.”

      “Bob? Yeah, I have no doubt. He’s a real pain.”

      Now it was Oliver’s turn to laugh. “He’s in awe of you.”

      “He’s easily impressed.”

      “Rafael is in awe of you, too. I know, because about ten years ago I saw him on the island. He was here because he heard whispers of a nest. The gossip was wrong. The only vampires on this island are Brett and me, and we live together. Still, he came to check it out ... and he walked in the sun to do it.”

      My heart skipped a beat and a question rushed to my lips, unbidden. Before I could ask, Zoe took control of the conversation.

      “I gave that to him,” she admitted. “It was on my wedding day. I don’t know how I figured it out but I did. Are you asking if I can do the same for you?”

      “No. Personally, I enjoy being a creature of the night.”

      She arched a speculative eyebrow. “You don’t want to see the sun? Not even once? Day-walking would give you more options.”

      “It would, but you gave him that gift because it gave him an edge over others. You don’t know me well enough to give me the same gift.”

      “Izzy does. I trust Izzy. Paris can’t say enough about you and we’ve been tight for years. If you want it, I can try to give it to you, too. It’s been a long time since I worked that magic — and at the time I was super juiced from a recent ... event — but I can give it a shot.”

      “I appreciate the offer. It’s okay, though. I really am fine being a creature of the night. Oddly enough, I like following rules. There’s a natural order of things, and vampires walking during the day isn’t part of it.”

      “Neither are celebutantes who only care about how they look and yet we still have the Kardashians to grapple with.”

      He laughed. “I’m fine. I just wanted you to know I’m familiar with Rafael, and he has nothing but nice things to say about you.”

      “Oh, now I know you’re lying. We’re tight but I drive him crazy.”

      Oliver’s smile was open and relaxed. “Okay, he might’ve said you have a mouth that runs faster than a Mustang on the open road.”

      “There’s no way he said something that clever.”

      “I might’ve embellished a little.”

      

      AFTER A FEW HOURS, I COLLECTED ZOE AND suggested a trip downtown. She was bored enough that she agreed without question. We were in one of the rougher neighborhoods when I picked a city lot to park in and exited my car.

      “Where are we?” Zoe asked as she peered over the top of the car. She didn’t look frightened. Of course, she didn’t look particularly thrilled either.

      “This is lovely downtown Detroit,” I teased. “I thought you might want to take photos for your vacation scrapbook.”

      “Why are we here really?”

      How could I tell her that I was antsy and simply wanted to make contact with another witch? Would she understand? Would she give me grief? Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and pinned me with a serious look.

      “What is it, Izzy?”

      I held out my hands and sighed. “I have this ... need ... to keep moving. I’ve never been good at sitting still. I think it stems from when I was a kid.”

      “You can’t remember what happened to your parents, right?”

      “I was young, but not so young that I should have zero memory of the most traumatic experience of my life.”

      “Do you think that’s why you’re antsy? I mean ... maybe you feel you need to keep walking because if you sit still, the monsters that chase you in your head might catch you.”

      I blinked several times and then smirked. “That’s fairly profound.”

      “I’m profound on a daily basis. Just ask my kid.”

      I laughed, as I’m sure she intended. “My grandfather kept me moving as a kid. We lived in the French Quarter and things are always happening there. It’s never quiet. If you want quiet, you have to go to another part of the city, or hit the riverwalk.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go to New Orleans. I hear it’s fascinating. Sami really wants to go, too. We’re going to try to arrange a trip ... if things ever settle down.”

      “I don’t want to tell you your business, but you live a life where things are never likely to be calm for long stretches. Maybe you should just plan the trip and let things fall where they may.”

      “That’s an option.” She lightly popped her lips. “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing here.”

      “There’s a girl,” I admitted. “I’m not even sure how old she is. She has one of those faces that makes it impossible to tell. I’m pretty sure she’s young, although she has an old soul. She lives on the street.”

      Sympathy washed over Zoe’s features. “And how do you know her?”

      “I met her a few weeks ago. She’s a powerful witch. She was posing as a drug lord during our first meeting. She has all this ... sparkly energy around her. She offered to help. Actually, she did help a little bit. After that, I lost track of her some. I meant to come back down but ... .”

      “You’re always moving,” Zoe surmised. “Right now, you have nowhere to move at the gate but your mind is super busy, so you decided to move down here so you can focus all that energy on a tangible target.”

      “I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “No, you want to save her.” Zoe’s smile was crooked. “I get it. You pick up strays. I’m that way, too. Let’s go find your witch.”

      “Are you sure?” I was so relieved I didn’t even realize I was holding my breath until it escaped in a whoosh. “She’s kind of a pain.”

      “Do you have any idea how many people have said that about me throughout the years?”

      “All of them?”

      “Pretty much. It’s okay,” she reassured me. “You’re obviously worried about this girl. Let’s see what she’s got going on.”

      “I’m not exactly sure where she stays. Last time I found her was in the park. She was delivering food to the homeless people there.”

      Zoe was taken aback. “So, she’s a complicated pain in the behind.”

      “Is there any better kind?”

      “Nope. Take me to her. I can’t wait to meet her.”

      

      LUNA THORN WAS IN THE PARK. SHE WAS hard to miss with her vibrant pink hair and loud mouth. She had a voice that carried across a great distance, and I was surprised to find her standing at the head of a crowd. She seemed to be taking control, but it wasn’t food she was handing out this time.

      “It’s time to line up,” she ordered, holding up her hands. “We have flu shots for everybody and then juice and cookies when we’re done. You have to get a flu shot to get the cookies.”

      Zoe cocked her head, her eyes drifting to me. “Is she licensed to give out flu shots?”

      “I’m going to say no.” I felt mildly queasy when I saw the man standing next to her. He seemed to have a bevy of needles on a tray. “Um ... should we call the police?”

      Zoe shrugged. “And tell them what? I don’t think they’re going to get all worked up about a young woman doling out free flu shots in the park ... and to the people who need the shots most.”

      “We don’t know they’re really flu shots.”

      She snorted. “Something tells me you wouldn’t be so worried about a woman who had the potential to shoot a bunch of homeless people up with junk. Just ... let’s ask her what’s going on.” Zoe stuck her fingers between her lips and whistled, drawing Luna’s attention to us.

      The pink-haired witch looked surprised — and a bit tickled — at the invasion. She held up a finger to hold us off and then turned back to the crowd. “Keep in line and don’t talk too much. If you have a specific concern for the doctor, bring it up but don’t meander. He doesn’t have all day.” She gave the doctor a wink and then moved out of the way, giving the crowd a wide berth as she circled around to us.

      “Well, well, well,” she intoned as she closed the distance. “I was wondering if I would ever see you again. I feel bereft in the face of your abandonment.”

      I worked my jaw. “I know you’re messing with me but I still feel guilty.”

      Her smirk widened. “Well ... get over it. I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me.” She cast a look over her shoulder and frowned. “Don’t bunch up, guys. Everybody will get their shot.”

      One of the men, although I couldn’t see who, made a cackling sound. “We don’t care about the shots. We just want the juice and cookies.”

      “You’ll get it,” Luna shot back. “Just as soon as you get your shots. I don’t want to hear a single word of complaint either.”

      “You’re asking for miracles.”

      “I’ve always wanted to see a miracle in action.” Luna watched the line for a minute longer and then gestured for us to follow her. “Let’s take a walk away from the madness.” She cast her attention to Zoe. “I see you brought reinforcements this time. She’s very ... shiny.”

      Zoe chuckled as she followed Luna to the swings, taking a seat in the center one as Luna continued to eye the mage with overt interest. “You’re shiny, too,” Zoe said. “You’re more than a witch, though.”

      “I am,” Luna agreed. “So is Izzy. She calls herself a bruja, which I’m still trying to figure out. You’re different from her. You’re ... something.” She waggled her fingers on both hands. “What are you?”

      I thought Zoe would lie. It seemed like the thing to do. I even caught the moment when she was considering her options — it shimmered through her head, although it was brief. She answered truthfully, though.

      “I’m a mage.”

      “Really?” Luna’s bubblegum hair drifted across her shoulders as she tilted her head to study Zoe more closely. “I don’t know what a mage is but the power wafting off you makes the hair on my toes stand on end.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.

      “That’s quite the picture you’re painting,” Zoe noted. “I guess it’s better than your lady parts getting fired up.”

      Luna’s eyes went wide. “No offense, dude, but I don’t roll that way. You’re hot and all but I tend to trend for the men. There are times I wish I wasn’t heterosexual but there are other times I’m glad because women are a whole lot of work. I would even settle for being bisexual so I could take a break from both but it’s only the men I like. It’s tragic really. I think my hair is wasted on men.”

      Zoe’s eyes were filled with amusement when she flicked them to me. “Now I understand why you were so worried about her. She’s clearly a dainty flower who needs protection.”

      Luna snapped out of her brief reverie. “Who was worried about me? Nobody needs to worry about me. I’m queen of the world.”

      “Okay, she’s awesome.” Zoe chuckled as she began to swing. “Have you introduced her to Cormack? He’s looking for a mouthy teenager to smother. Mine will only be around for so long.”

      “I’m not a teenager,” Luna countered. “I’m an adult.”

      Since she probably weighed ninety-eight pounds soaking wet, I was understandably dubious. “He likes doting on mouthy adults, too. He really would like you.”

      “Is he a creeper?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then maybe I’ll meet him eventually.” Luna didn’t look thrilled at the prospect. “I have other things to deal with now.”

      “Like flu shots?”

      She nodded. “It’s early in the season. It would be better for them to get them in two months, but it’s hard for me to get a doctor down here when the weather starts turning.”

      “How do you pay for the shots?” Zoe queried.

      Luna shrugged and averted her gaze. “I have my ways.”

      The fact that she refused to answer meant her methods probably weren’t on the up and up. Since she had a good heart, and was obviously striving toward a specific outcome, I decided to let it go. “We’re actually here for a reason,” I said, changing the subject. “Your ... ways ... might be able to help us.”

      “Oh, so you want something.” Luna bobbed her head knowingly. “I should’ve guessed. You cut me out of the big takedown a few weeks ago and now you want me to give you something in return. That seems balanced.”

      Oh, she was good. I could see why she served as queen of the streets. “First off, we didn’t purposely cut you out of the action. Things were fluid. They happened fast. The last time I saw you was in the lot — you were under a glamour and messing with people.”

      “I do love a good glamour.” She grinned. “I still wanted to be part of the takedown. Those crazy people tried to kill my friend. They managed to kill an acquaintance. I owe them.”

      “You do, but I honestly wasn’t trying to cut you out,” I promised. “The thing is, what I need from you now ties into that.”

      Luna’s eyes narrowed. “I thought that was finished.”

      “I hoped it was, but it’s not.”

      “Well, I’m not sure how much help I can be, but lay it on me. It can’t hurt to ask, right?”

      “That’s my philosophy.” I shot her a small smile. “I need to know if you’re familiar with any gates.”

      “Gates?” Luna glanced between Zoe and me, clearly confused. “What sort of gate are you talking about? Like ... there’s a gate over there.” She gestured toward the opening of the park. “The cops tried to lock it for a while but somehow it kept getting mysteriously opened. They were trying to keep out the people who live here, the ones just looking for a safe place to sleep. I didn’t really feel bad when their plan failed.”

      I had no doubt exactly how the gate came to be unlocked, but that was a conversation for another time. If I wanted to keep Luna out of jail, it might not be a terrible idea to provide her with a little structure. “Not that type of gate. I’m talking about a magical gate, one where magical individuals can move from plane to plane.”

      I didn’t know how I expected her to react but there was no surprise on her features, only intrigue. “There’s a gate under your aquarium.”

      “There is,” I agreed. “There’s also three under a house in Grosse Pointe.”

      “Holy Shih Tzu.” Luna shook her head. “I thought there was only one gate in this area.”

      “How did you even find the gate?” Zoe queried. “I mean ... I’m magical, but I wouldn’t have known to look if somebody hadn’t clued me in.”

      “Yes, but I live in a world of gossip,” Luna noted. “All I hear are whispers, from the human crowd and the magical one. I keep my ear to the ground for a reason. I’m guessing you have better things to do.”

      “It depends on who you ask,” Zoe countered. “We’ve become aware of several gates in recent days. I think my friend here believes you might know where more of them are.”

      “I didn’t know about the Grosse Pointe ones.”

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t have your ear to the ground,” Zoe pressed. “You hear things, even if you don’t always believe them. Have you heard about any other gates?”

      Luna hesitated and then shrugged. “Not gates. Nobody mentioned gates.”

      I deflated a bit. “Well, that’s disappointing.”

      “Although … I might’ve heard somebody refer to a portal. That’s probably the same thing, huh?”

      I jerked up my head. “Probably. Is it close?”

      “Yeah, but it’s in a rough neighborhood. We’re going to need some backup of the beefcake variety.”

      Zoe snickered. “I think we can manage that. If we bring the beefcake, will you act as a tour guide?”

      “It had better be good beefcake.”

      “That’s the one thing we’re not lacking in.”
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      Backup came in the form of Braden and Cillian. I wasn’t surprised that Braden insisted on being present. I was only glad the other Grimlock wasn’t Aisling. As much as I loved her — and I did — she was a lot of work and often made matters worse with her mouth.

      “Who is this?” Cillian looked Luna up and down with a friendly smile. “You’re new.”

      Luna gave him a long once-over, her gaze popping to Braden before settling on me. “Are they clones? I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news or anything but clones are never a good idea. Haven’t you seen Village of the Damned?”

      I was honestly confused. “I ... um ... no.”

      “I have,” Zoe offered, grinning. “Not the really old one but the one with Christopher Reeve. It was pretty good. I saw it when I was pregnant — Aric was desperate to keep me entertained — and for a full week I was convinced I was giving birth to a creature that would destroy us all. Thankfully she didn’t come out blond.”

      I remained baffled. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s just a movie about a blackout situation,” Cillian replied. “A whole town goes dark and when the residents wake up eight of their women are pregnant. The kids are soulless and evil.”

      “Oh, well ... .” I felt the need to get the conversation back on track. “We can talk about evil clones later. For now, Luna thinks she knows where another gate may be. We need to check the location, and I figured it was best if we had backup before going in.”

      “It’s definitely best,” Braden agreed, his lips curving as Luna grabbed his wrist and dragged it next to Cillian’s so she could compare. “What is your new friend doing?”

      That was a very good question. “I’m not sure. Um ... Luna, what are you doing?”

      “I once read a book where clones have the exact same parts,” Luna replied. “The faces were expected but it was the little things, like wrist bones, that really sold the story. These guys have the exact same wrist bones.” She released the men. “I don’t think I can work with clones. It will go the way of Judgment Day if we’re not careful.”

      “Those were robots,” Zoe argued. “Clones aren’t the same as robots.”

      “How do you know the clones didn’t make the robots?” Luna challenged. “To me, that seems like something clones would do.”

      Zoe’s smirk broadened. “Oh, geez, you remind me of me.”

      “That’s a frightening thought,” Braden muttered. “No offense, but one of you is more than I can handle.”

      “I’m right there with you,” Zoe reassured him. “Maybe we’re clones, Luna. Maybe the Academy decided that they wanted to create a double for me because they couldn’t control me and they ended up with you.”

      Luna rolled her eyes. “We look nothing alike. You could be my mother.”

      Zoe scowled. “How old are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m old enough.”

      She guarded her age, which I found interesting, but I filed it away for later. “Let’s stop discussing clones, huh? Let’s talk about the gate.”

      Unfortunately for me, Luna and Zoe had no intention of directing the conversation elsewhere until they were ready.

      “Maybe clones don’t have to look alike,” Zoe argued. “Also, there’s no way I could be your mother. I didn’t do the whole child bride thing. I’m still young and vital.”

      Luna snorted. “You’re vital but you’re not young. You could definitely be my mother. As for the clones, the whole point of being a clone is that you look exactly like somebody else.”

      “Maybe someone is trying to hide the fact that they’re making clones by having the clones not look alike, just think alike.”

      “I ... huh.” Luna tilted her head. “That would be a really smart way to hide clones. Now I’m wondering if you’re right. I don’t want clones that don’t look like me either. It’s totally freaky.”

      I was at the end of my rope. “How did we even get on the clone discussion?” I exploded.

      Braden’s eyes lit with amusement as he regarded me. “I believe it has something to do with the fact that Cillian and I look alike.” He focused on Luna. “We’re not clones. We’re brothers.”

      “I’ve met a chick who looks exactly like you,” Luna shot back. “I mean exactly. I think we’re definitely dealing with clones.”

      “Well, we’re not.” Braden was firm. “Now, as entertaining as I find you — and I would totally like to invite you for dinner one day because I think my father will fall in love with you — we need to talk about the gate.”

      Luna tilted her head, considering. “I’ll say yes to the dinner but no to your father if he’s a pervert. I don’t do perverts.”

      “He’s not a pervert,” I reassured her. “He just likes spoiling mouthy females.”

      “So do most of the perverts I meet on the street.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose in an effort to ward off the headache I knew was incoming. “Luna, we really need to focus on what’s important. We need to see where this potential gate is. It could turn into a life-or-death situation. I’m not kidding.”

      “I’ve got it. Chop-chop.” Amusement glinted in her eyes and then she sobered. “There’s a house in Poletown. I’ve heard things about it. I’ve been meaning to check it out but haven’t gotten around to it yet. The rumors are ... interesting, and I think they’re the kind of interesting that would appeal to you.”

      “What does that mean?” Braden queried.

      “And should you be calling it Poletown?” Zoe queried. “I don’t want to be the PC police here but that seems racist.”

      “Poletown was named by the Polish inhabitants,” Cillian reassured her. “We have a lot of Polish immigrants in this area, especially in Hamtramck. The Poletown area was settled in the 1870s and saw exponential growth in the 1920s and 1930s because immigrants were flocking to the area due to the car plants.

      “They settled in Poletown, created their own community, and then kind of got smacked in the face by the government in the early 1980s,” he continued. “They wanted to build a General Motors plant in an area where homes were located, and used eminent domain to take the houses.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Zoe drawled. “I’m not certain why you’re giving me a history lesson, though.”

      Cillian ignored her. I knew from his expression he was just warming to his story. There was little he loved more than a good historical retelling. “Some of the displaced residents sued the city but lost. The plant was built, some of the area businesses thrived, but there was a bitter taste left in the mouths of residents because it was one of the few white areas left in the city.”

      Now it was my turn to be confused. “Why does that matter?”

      He held out his hands. “It became a race thing,” he explained. “Given the way the auto industry is struggling now, it hardly matters. Poletown isn’t what it was and the streets there are pretty rough now, from what I understand.”

      Luna nodded in agreement. “You’re kind of smart for a clone.”

      He extended a warning finger. “I’m way hotter than my brothers. It’s an insult for you to call me a clone.”

      “I can live with that.” Luna was blasé. “Here’s the thing — the house in question is around East Grand Boulevard and Chene. The neighborhood is ... not the sort of neighborhood certain women visit unless they’re conducting business.”

      “And what sort of women are you referring to?” Zoe queried.

      “Women like both of you,” she replied. “I’m not trying to say there’s anything wrong with being women like you. It’s just ... we’re going to get grief if you go in looking like that.”

      “What if we glamour ourselves?” I asked.

      “That would be better. It might be best to make yourselves look like men. That way the pimps down there won’t try to recruit you.”

      I heaved out a sigh. “We can do that.”

      Braden made a face. “I don’t want to see that. What if you turning yourself into a dude kills the romantic vibe between us? That seems like a big risk.”

      I shot him a look. “Do you always have to be difficult?”

      He shrugged. “Aisling isn’t here. I thought somebody should pick up the slack.”

      “And obviously it has to be you.” I shook my head. “We can glamour ourselves when we get down there. That’s not a problem.” I focused on her. “Are you still willing to take us?”

      She nodded without hesitation. “People have gone missing in that house. I wasn’t lying when I said I planned to check it out. Now I won’t have to go alone. This is a win-win for me.”

      “Well, I’m glad.”

      She held up a finger. “Just one thing.”

      My heart sank. “What? Do you want money?”

      “We can give her money,” Cillian said automatically. It was obvious he recognized Luna for what she was: a street kid with attitude. “If you need help, we can help you.”

      Luna pinned him with a disdainful look. “I don’t need money. I take care of me and my own. I was just going to say that, when it’s time, I’ll be the one doing the killing if there’s anything bad in there. Some of my people have gone missing in that area over the past year. I owe someone some payback.”

      In that moment, as she delivered the statement, she finally looked older ... and I was chilled to the bone by the glimpse of determined bloodlust I saw under her everyday façade. I recovered quickly despite the fear quaking through me. “If there are monsters in that building, we’ll all kill them. I can’t promise to leave them all for you because we have no idea how many creatures we’re dealing with.”

      “I guess I can live with that.” Luna didn’t look happy as much as resigned. “We should get going. If we’re going to do this, sooner is better than later.”

      On that we could agree.

      

      WHILE I FOUND CILLIAN’S HISTORY LESSON fascinating on a purely academic level, the reality of what we found when we parked one street over from our intended destination was dire.

      “Wow.” I looked around, my stomach clenching. I’d seen poverty in New Orleans — it was everywhere, including sleeping on street grates — but there was a menacing feeling to this location. My grandfather had insisted I not visit the “bad” parts of New Orleans, and although I was curious, I’d always listened to his admonishments. Seeing this part of Detroit made me uneasy.

      “This used to be families,” Cillian volunteered as we exited Braden’s truck. “It used to be a nice neighborhood with happy neighbors and barbecues. It used to have personality.”

      “It still has personality,” Zoe offered. She didn’t look bothered in the least to be in this neighborhood. “The personality is just ‘get off my freaking lawn or I’ll shoot you.’”

      Braden shot her a cheeky grin as Luna snorted. The pink-haired witch was the only one who looked at home in the neighborhood.

      “You guys need to glamour yourselves,” she insisted, reminding me of what we’d promised before we left. “It’s important.”

      “Right.” I lifted my hands and pressed them to my face. “Men, right?”

      “That would be best,” Luna agreed.

      “What about you?” Cillian challenged as Zoe and I adjusted our looks. “How come you don’t have to glamour yourself?”

      “Because I’m a badass on these streets,” Luna replied, matter-of-fact. “Everybody here is already terrified of me. Your women are strong, can take care of themselves, but nobody will believe that until they’ve proven themselves ... and we don’t have time for a demonstration.”

      Cillian’s expression told me he was thinking hard about her words. “Fair enough,” he said finally, sliding his eyes to me and grinning. “Oh, that is just ... so wrong.”

      “What?” I popped in front of the side mirror so I could study my reflection. I’d opted to look like Aidan so I would fit in with the group. As far as I could tell, it had worked.

      “Oh, man.” Braden made a whiny noise that had me jerking my head in his direction. “Did you have to pick one of my brothers? Now I’m not going to be able to touch you for days. I’m so grossed out by this entire thing.”

      I shot him a withering look. “You’ll get over it.”

      “What if I don’t want to get over it?”

      “Then you can sleep alone until you grow up.”

      Braden didn’t look any happier with that suggestion. “Let’s just get this over with. The faster we get in and out, the faster I can drink until my memory blurs.”

      “He’s funny,” Luna noted, falling into step with me. Her gaze was keen as it scanned the neighborhood.

      “He’s got his moments,” I agreed. “Now isn’t one of them.”

      “He’s hot, too. Well, that whole clone thing aside.”

      I smirked as we hit the sidewalk in front of the house in question. From the outside, it looked like nothing more than an abandoned shell. I worried what it would look like inside.

      As if reading my mind, Luna shook her head. “These places are usually tricked out inside,” she explained. “They want them to look like crap on the outside but they need comfort for the inside. Don’t be fooled.”

      “I thought you hadn’t been inside this place,” I pressed.

      “I haven’t, but I’ve been in a million places just like this one. I know what to expect.”

      “Fair enough.” I glanced over my shoulder, to where Cillian and Braden flanked Zoe for the walk to the house. I did a huge double-take when I took in her glamour. “Are you supposed to be someone? I mean ... you look vaguely familiar.”

      Zoe nodded and smiled. “I picked the most frightening countenance I could think of.”

      “And who is that?”

      “Peewee Herman.”

      “I ... huh.” I vaguely knew the name. “I don’t think he’s as frightening as you think he is.”

      “I bet nobody approaches me.”

      “Probably because the dude was known for whacking off in adult movie theaters,” Braden noted.

      “I’m fine with that.” Zoe turned her attention to the house. “I’m thinking we go in hot. There’s no sense pussyfooting around. We don’t want to give them time to react.”

      “So ... what? You just want to kick the door down, do you?” Cillian challenged. “What if Luna is wrong and there’s some poor, unsuspecting family in that house?”

      “Luna is not wrong,” Luna intoned darkly. “Luna is never wrong.”

      Zoe snorted. “Geez. She really is just like me. I’m frightened.”

      “You should be,” Luna stressed before turning to the rest of us. “I agree with the theater whacker, though. By the way, I have no idea who that dude is but I agree that suit is enough to terrify anybody. It was a good choice.” She shot the mage an enthusiastic thumbs-up. “As for launching a frontal assault, it’s the only thing that makes sense. If we knock, they’re going to start scrambling. If they have weapons, that’s going to backfire on us in spectacular fashion. Do you really want to risk that?”

      I wasn’t certain how to answer. Most of my assaults involved some form of subterfuge. Cillian and Braden looked to agree with me, but they didn’t have a lot of firepower in their arsenals. They had no choice but to play it safe ... or draw swords. As far as I could tell, neither of them boasted swords.

      As for Luna and Zoe, they were two of the most powerful beings I’d ever come into contact with. Zoe’s reputation was legendary and she’d fought more battles — huge battles, at that — than anybody I knew. And Luna? She was mouthy to the point of being distracting. She was cocky to the point of being worrisome. Something told me she could hold up her end of a battle in a fight, and that was what ultimately swayed me.

      “Maybe we should just kick in the front door,” I said finally, earning an incredulous look from Braden.

      “And if there’s some innocent family in there?” Braden challenged. “They’ll call the police, and we’ll deserve to be arrested. Do you have any idea how angry my father will be if we’re arrested?”

      Zoe’s snort was disdainful. “Aric will lay bail. He’s done it before. We don’t need to tell your father anything.”

      “I don’t know.” Braden looked to Cillian for backup. “What do you think?”

      “Of course, I’ve never known an adult to be so afraid of what his father thinks,” Zoe added, using a sing-song voice I recognized as being meant to agitate the men in our group. “I guess that’s why you still live with your daddy, huh? I thought it was weird, was going to warn Izzy about getting involved with a thirty-year-old man who can’t separate from his father, but she’s probably figured it out on her own.”

      Braden’s eyes flashed with mayhem. “You are ... un-freaking-believable,” he hissed in a low voice. “Do you really think that’s going to work on me? You can’t call my manhood into question and get me to come to heel. I grew up with Aisling. I’m familiar with that particular trick.”

      Zoe’s expression never changed. “It’s fine. I understand.”

      Braden made a growling sound and scuffed his foot against the pavement. “Fine,” he said after a beat. “We’ll go in hot. You win.”

      “Oh, geez.” Cillian made a face. “She just played you. I hope you know that.”

      Zoe’s smug smile told me she knew it, which was all that mattered. “I’ll be the first through the door,” she said as we started up the sidewalk that led to the house. “I want their attention on me when we go through.”

      “Then you should drop the glamour,” Luna suggested. “You’ll stand out more as a badass blonde than a potential pervert in an ill-fitting suit. I mean ... it was one thing when I thought we were trying to fly under the radar. That’s no longer the case.”

      “Good point.” Zoe’s blond hair streamed behind her as the glamour faded on the way up the steps. Her hands were already extended and glowing red as we landed in front of the door. “Here we go.”

      She blasted the handle, causing the door to splinter and fly open, and swooped in with a deranged smile on her face.

      “Honey, I’m home.”
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      Zoe didn’t wait. She fired directly into the house. For a split second, all I could picture was some innocent family sitting at the dinner table ... and dying for no reason.

      Then I heard a familiar noise.

      “Wraiths!” Cillian barked, withdrawing a silver knife from the inside of his coat and brandishing it with determination.

      I’d been prepared for revenants. I’d even been prepared for innocents. I was not prepared for wraiths.

      “What the ... ?”

      A black-cloaked figure darted in front of me, long fingers and blood-red fingernails lashing out toward my face. I reacted out of instinct, blowing a bolt of magic into the creature. It knocked him back, eliciting one of the thin screams the creatures were known to emit, but the wraith remained on its feet.

      “It’s enhanced,” Braden offered, breathless. He had his own knife and darted in to stab the creature. It easily evaded him, and extended an arm to grab him.

      Because I knew wraiths could literally suck the life out of a reaper — even faster than a human — I shoved Braden out of the way to make sure he wasn’t caught off-guard. He grunted when our bodies collided, but since he wasn’t expecting the blow from my side he was knocked off kilter.

      I prepared myself for another explosion of magic but Zoe beat me to it. She strode forward, taking three long steps, and pressed her hands to the creature’s chest, above fabric and thankfully not touching skin.

      “Have a nice day,” she offered as the creature began to smoke, eyes bulging out of its head. Within three seconds, the wraith exploded from the inside, covering the three of us with a thin layer of ash.

      “Oh, gross,” Braden complained as he swiped his arm across his forehead. “Ugh. Now I’m covered in wraith. What is it with your family blowing things up?”

      Zoe merely shrugged before advancing into the house. “There were at least six of them,” she said. “All but one ran.”

      “Were they all enhanced?” Cillian queried.

      “I don’t know what that means.” Her face was blank. “I don’t even know what they are.”

      “Then how did you know to destroy it?” Luna challenged.

      Zoe shrugged. “I find, as I get older, that blowing things up seems like the best option no matter the foe. The only time it’s not a good idea is if you’re dealing with something large and viscous … like Swamp Thing viscous.”

      “Or a revenant,” I reminded her.

      “Hey, that thing is dead and nobody was hurt. I’m not going to tell Sami to go against her instincts in a situation like that. She saved everybody and didn’t even get sweaty. That’s a win in my book.”

      Because she had a point, I opted not to argue with her. “Let’s track down the others. They won’t flee the house in the middle of the day. That means we can hunt them.”

      “It also means they can hunt us,” Braden pointed out. “Maybe we should call Dad.” His expression told me he regretted the statement the second it escaped from his mouth. “And, no, I’m not saying that because I need my daddy.” He directed a pointed scowl toward Zoe.

      For her part, the mage merely smirked. “Call him if you want. We’re in this, though, and I’m not letting them regroup. Stay here. I’ll handle the rest.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You can’t possibly think we’re going to let you go at this alone.”

      “I’m fine,” she reassured me. “I’ve got this. I’ve faced way worse.”

      “I’m going with you,” Luna said in a low voice, her eyes flat. Danger lurked beneath her surface, much like what Zoe boasted when going on the attack. “If we work together, we can take them down twice as fast.”

      Zoe hesitated, and I knew what was going through her mind. No matter her age — whether she really was an adult or not — Luna was still young. Zoe didn’t want to risk her. It was that realization that snapped me out of my reverie.

      “We’ll all go,” I countered. “We’re stronger together than apart.” I cast a look toward Braden. “You and Cillian should go back to the truck. Call your father. We’ll be okay.”

      “Absolutely not.” Braden’s head shake was fervent. “I’m not being separated from you.”

      “I’m not either,” Cillian offered. “If we’re going to do this, it will be as a group. We’re not separating.”

      “Fine.” Zoe kept her voice low. “I’ll lead the way. This will be quicker than you think.”

      She sounded convinced but there was a low murmur of fear running through the back of my mind. What if it wasn’t okay? What if something terrible happened? Would I regret this choice forever? Before I could tackle even one of the questions, Zoe disappeared into the hallway, igniting her hand in yellow fire to lead the way.

      Luna didn’t say a single word as she turned to follow. Together, they were a fearsome twosome, but there was nobody there to act as an anchor for either of them — and while I knew Zoe would make it home to her family no matter what, I feared Luna might recklessly sacrifice herself if she thought she could make a difference for the weak being hunted on the streets.

      I held out my hands to Braden, helpless, and then ducked my head as I followed. We were in this now. We would have to not only fight but win.

      I wasn’t familiar with the layout of the house but common sense led me to believe the hallway would open into a living room, which it did. The house was older, which meant it boasted smaller bedrooms and a bigger main living space. A hissing sound to my right alerted me to the presence of another wraith but Zoe was moving before I could warn her.

      She slapped her yellow hand against the wraith’s covered shoulder and watched with grim detachment as the creature turned black and flaked away. Her grin was wide when she turned it to me. “See. Now we only have five left. In fact ... ooomph.”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish her boasting. Another wraith, this one much larger than the one she’d just killed, appeared out of the darkness and tackled her. There was no fear on Zoe’s face as she grappled with the creature, and another hiss alerted me to trouble before I could slide in to help her.

      “They’re all here,” Luna announced, raising her hands to head off an incoming wraith. “We have to take them all out here.”

      I responded in kind, blasting one of the wraiths coming in from what looked to be a closet before he could touch me. I’d been hurt by them before and knew what would happen if they were allowed to go skin to skin. I was about to remind Braden and Cillian of just that when a black blur caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. It took me a second to realize what I was seeing, and it initially didn’t make sense. Then realization dawned. At least one of the wraiths had fled upstairs and dropped from the second floor when the battle got underway. Unfortunately, he didn’t land on an empty spot. Instead, Cillian was there, and the quietest Grimlock child went rigid as the wraith grabbed him by the neck.

      “No!” Braden kicked out against the wraith he was trying to wrestle into submission for Zoe and practically leaped over the grappling duo to get to his brother. He jabbed out with his knife quickly, catching the wraith by surprise, and even though the creature attempted to lift an arm as a form of protection, Braden managed to slip inside.

      The wraith hissed in pain and dropped Cillian, who flew to the side like a rag doll. Once on the ground, Cillian didn’t move and a sick feeling invaded my stomach. The wraith Braden had stabbed didn’t fall down as I anticipated. Instead, it removed the knife Braden had stabbed it with and offered up a gruesome smile, yellow teeth poking through the hood and causing my heart to hammer.

      “It’s enhanced,” I said. “It’s another enhanced wraith.”

      “That did it!” Zoe slapped her hands on either side of her wraith’s head and poured magic into the creature, barely wasting a breath to watch as it exploded. She grunted as she rolled to her feet, muttered something about it “being easier when she was twenty,” and then slapped her hand against the back of the wraith Luna was fighting. The creature, which wasn’t enhanced, blew up with one jolt, leaving only gray dust behind as Zoe strode toward the wraith in front of Braden.

      “Hello, ugly,” Zoe intoned. “I hear you’re something special. Well, I’m something special, too. Would you care to play a game and see which one of us is more special?”

      Rather than respond, the wraith threw the knife at Zoe. She didn’t duck, instead absorbing the blow. The knife hit her square in the shoulder, causing the wraith to emit a sound that sounded strangely like a chuckle, but the mage stayed on her feet, offering a mere grimace as she gripped the knife and pulled it from her body.

      “Oh, crap,” Luna intoned from behind us. “We really are in a movie, aren’t we? It’s not clones, though. It’s something else.”

      “She’s definitely something else,” I agreed, sliding behind her so I could drop to the floor and check on Cillian. His eyes remained closed and his breathing was shallow, which I didn’t take as a good sign.

      “Stop messing around,” I ordered Zoe. “Cillian needs your help.”

      Zoe flicked her eyes to me long enough for me to notice they were black. I was taken aback and cold fear slid through my belly. “I ... .”

      “Just one second,” Zoe offered, her voice deeper than I remembered, somehow darker. When she turned back to the wraith, the magic that pooled from her hands into the knife was black. “I want to take care of my little friend.”

      The wraith must’ve sensed she wasn’t someone to be trifled with because it took an exaggerated step back ... and smacked directly into the staircase. There was nowhere for it to go.

      “I would question you,” Zoe offered. “However, something tells me you’re not going to have any answers for me. I guess that means there’s nothing left to do but kill you.”

      “What are you?” the wraith hissed out, causing me to snap my eyes in that direction. I’d only ever heard the creatures speak once or twice, and I’d almost forgotten they could.

      “What are you?” Zoe shot back.

      “Death,” Luna replied. “They’re creatures who hid from death and used the souls of innocents to prolong their lives. They eat the souls. Kill it.”

      Zoe didn’t have to be told twice. She plunged the black knife into the wraith’s chest and sneered as the creature went rigid. She didn’t pull away when red flames erupted from inside the wraith’s body, and she was still standing there when it blinked into nothing.

      It was Braden’s sob that finally caught her attention. “We have to get him to the hospital,” he insisted as he cradled Cillian’s head in his lap. “We have to take him right now.”

      Zoe’s eyes were back to their usual blue as she knelt next to Cillian. “It’s okay,” she reassured Braden, her hand glowing the now familiar soothing blue as it moved toward Cillian’s forehead. “I’ve got him. It’s going to be okay.”

      I’d done the math and knew there was at least one wraith left in the house. I opened my mouth to announce a final warning when Luna’s hand shot out and she unleashed a jolt of magic toward the top of the stairs. There, the final wraith tumbled over the side ... and turned to ash as he dropped toward us.

      “Oh, that is so gross,” Braden complained as he spit out the ash that landed in his mouth.

      “At least I got to kill one,” Luna lamented as she met my gaze. “Seriously, did you have to bring a glory hog with you?”

      I didn’t respond, instead focusing on Cillian, who was slowly regaining consciousness. “I’m starting to think we should’ve called for backup,” I said finally.

      “Oh, I was wrong,” Zoe muttered. “You’re the one with the daddy complex. I told you we would be okay and – look! – we’re perfectly fine. Chill out.”

      Anger bubbled up but it was quickly replaced by curiosity. Why had her eyes turned black? Was she more than we initially were led to believe? Just how many layers were left to peel through?

      

      MAYA TAYLOR, GRIFFIN’S SISTER AND Cillian’s girlfriend, was a nurse, so I wasn’t surprised to find her waiting at Grimlock Manor when we returned. She descended on Cillian like a protective vengeful angel, and the glare she scorched Zoe with was something straight out of a horror movie.

      “How did you even know?” I asked, confused.

      “One guess,” Zoe replied, sliding Braden a challenging look before heading toward the parlor.

      I cringed as I looked to Braden for confirmation.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he warned, his tone dark. “Cillian could’ve been killed.”

      “She saved him, though,” I pointed out.

      “He only needed to be saved because she ran into a battle where we were outnumbered,” Braden shot back. “If she’d waited, we could’ve taken all the wraiths down without anybody getting hurt.”

      He had a point and yet I found myself irritated. “We told you to go back.”

      “Yes, that sounds just like me,” Braden snapped. “I’ll just go hide in the truck with my brother while the woman I love takes on six wraiths with a crazy person and a tyrannical teenager who spends her days feeding the homeless and killing monsters. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      I wasn’t certain how to respond and I was grateful when Cormack strode into the room with Lily in her carrier. He’d obviously just returned from somewhere, and he’d taken his granddaughter along for the ride.

      “What did I miss?” he asked, resigned. One look at his offspring obviously told him something had happened.

      “The blonde is crazy,” Braden hissed. “She almost got Cillian killed.”

      “I’m fine,” Cillian argued, gently nudging Maya’s searching hands away from his torso. “There’s no reason to get worked up. I’m here.” He patted his chest for emphasis. “I’m perfectly safe.”

      “You were unconscious and barely breathing,” Braden shot back. “She caused that.”

      Cormack’s expression was hard to read. “What happened?”

      It took me a moment to realize the question was directed at me. “Oh, well ... .” I laid it all out for him in calm terms. Braden broke in occasionally to rant, and unfortunately his statements weren’t without embellishment. When I was finished, Cormack looked legitimately concerned.

      “Where is Zoe now?”

      I gestured toward the parlor. “She’s probably drinking. She seemed a bit … annoyed with Braden.”

      “Uh-huh.” Cormack shifted Lily into my arms. The baby, who had been smiling when they entered the room, now had a frown creasing her forehead. “Don’t let her around Braden. She’ll scream all night if she picks up on his mood. I’ll talk to Zoe.” He started toward the parlor and then stilled. “Just out of curiosity, what happened to the other girl?”

      “Luna cut ties with us in Poletown,” I replied. “She said she would find her way back to her usual spot. I don’t think she wanted to be part of the fighting.”

      “That was probably smart.” Cormack heaved out a sigh and moved away from us.

      I watched him go, worried, and on a whim I handed Lily to Cillian.

      “Where are you going?” Braden asked, suspicious.

      “I want to make sure this doesn’t get out of hand,” I replied, seeing no reason to lie.

      “What’s out of hand?” Braden was clearly in the mood to fight. “I think he should kick her out of the house. She almost got my brother killed. She has it coming.”

      I chose my words carefully. “I know you’re upset.”

      “You’re right. I’m totally upset. That’s my brother.”

      I understood his frustration. His anger was actually coming from a place of fear. That was something he didn’t realize. When he had a chance to calm down, he would see that Zoe had done what she thought was right. There was no way she could’ve known what would happen to Cillian. She did the best she could under difficult circumstances.

      And, yes, she might’ve been a little reckless. What Braden didn’t understand was that she had no choice. Zoe had spent the entirety of her adult life fighting off enemies from a bevy of different angles. Those enemies came for her when she was a teenager ... and then as an adult ... and then ultimately as a mother. Zoe didn’t play it safe. She couldn’t.

      “I’m sorry you’re so upset.” I pressed my hand to his cheek and was gratified when he cupped it with his own, a warm sense of relief washing over me. “We need her, though. You saw what she did with those wraiths. You saw what Sami did to the revenant. Things are different now. We have two factions working together. We need to figure out how to fight them ... and we’re going to need strength to do it.”

      I expected him to continue fighting — he was a Grimlock, after all, and that’s what they did — but his shoulders slumped in defeat. “I know. We do need her. I just ... she makes me really mad.”

      “I think you’re mad because she called you a daddy’s boy.”

      “Yeah, that was kind of funny,” Cillian interjected, dancing around with Lily to make her laugh. The baby looked relatively happy in his arms, which told me he was perfectly okay with what went down. That was to be expected. Fear for someone you love is always greater than fear for yourself.

      “It wasn’t funny,” Braden shot back. “I’m not a daddy’s boy.”

      “Of course not.” I patted his hand as Lily let loose a belly laugh. She seemed to be enjoying Braden’s annoyance. “You’re my boy. I still need to go in there. Just in case.”

      “Fine.” Braden made a face at Lily. “I’ll go with you.”

      I hesitated and then shook my head. “I think you should calm down, maybe spend some time with Lily. You need to take a breather.”

      “Lily’s taunting me, too.”

      “That’s the Grimlock way.”

      Braden exhaled heavily and then, resigned, reached for his niece. “Fine. I’m still mad, though. Tell Dad I’m going to want a seafood spread to make me feel better.”

      “No way,” Cillian countered. “I’m the one who got hurt. I want Mexican.”

      “No, I don’t want Mexican.”

      I left them to battle it out with a happy Lily and headed toward the parlor. One fight was behind me. I still had another left to go.
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      Rather than sit in his normal chair, which gave him a position of power, Cormack sat on one of the parlor couches with Zoe. They were silent when I entered the room, neither of them sparing me a glance.

      “If you’re going to yell, it’s okay,” Zoe said finally. “He’s your son and your other son clearly blames me.”

      “Who do you blame?” Cormack queried.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know that I blame anyone.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. If you were okay with everything that happened, you wouldn’t be in here ... alone.”

      I stood in the doorway, briefly wondering if I should back out and give them some room to communicate. I’d thought it prudent to insert myself in the situation when I believed Cormack was going to lose his cool. However, that didn’t look to be the case.

      “He’s okay,” Zoe offered. “I healed him. He’ll be perfectly okay.”

      “I know. That’s not really the point, though.”

      “You’re angry because I didn’t call for backup. I get that. You have to understand, there is no backup in my world. I had to do what I felt was necessary and pulling back wasn’t even a consideration for me.”

      “And if you had it to do all over again?”

      “I wouldn’t pull back.” Zoe shot him a rueful smile. “I probably would’ve locked your sons in a dome to protect them, though. I considered it but thought they might feel emasculated. Honestly, I didn’t think six enemies was all that much to worry about. I’ve faced longer odds than that.”

      “I’m sure you have.” He patted her knee. “I’m sorry Braden is being rude. He can’t see past his fear. The thing is, had I been there, I probably would be angry with you, too. Fear is one of those things you can’t always control.”

      “I wasn’t afraid,” Zoe said. “I knew I would be fine. That’s one of the bad things about being able to heal myself. I forget how vulnerable others can be.”

      “Well, the most important thing is that you’re alive ... and my sons are alive. We can’t dwell on the rest of it.”

      I couldn’t contain my surprise. “That’s it?”

      Cormack shifted his eyes to me. He obviously knew I’d been listening but didn’t appear bothered by it. “Do you think I should do something else?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I was coming in here to make sure you didn’t fly off the handle and start yelling at her like you do your own kids. I thought for sure you would melt down.”

      “And why do you think I’m not melting down?”

      “Because ... you know Cillian is fine. You saw him with your own eyes.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I won’t spoil the crap out of him later,” Cormack offered. “I will dote on him, insist he spend the night here, and make sure he has his favorite foods because that’s all I can offer my adult son for comfort.”

      I tilted my head, uncertain. “If it’s any consolation, he seems fine. He and Lily are torturing Braden.”

      Cormack smirked. “That is the Grimlock way.”

      “It is,” I agreed, shuffling into the room. “As for the fight ... I don’t know that it could’ve gone much better. The wraith that took Cillian out came from the second floor. It jumped and landed directly on top of him. I can’t see how that could’ve been avoided.”

      “If I spent all my time worrying about how my children fared in battle I would be crippled emotionally. I know that what had to be done was done and my son is safe. Zoe made sure of that.”

      Zoe smiled. “I did make sure of that.”

      “But you’re also the reason that he needed to be healed in the first place,” Cormack reminded her. “I think it’s important that you remember the bulk of our team is not as strong as you. Something tells me you won’t forget that a second time.”

      “Probably not,” Zoe agreed. “Still, I should probably apologize. To Cillian. I don’t really like Braden right now.”

      Cormack chuckled. “It’s not necessary that you apologize. Simply plan a better battle strategy next time.” He flicked his eyes to me. “Speaking of that, did you find the gate?”

      I nodded. “It was in the basement. We searched the house to make sure there weren’t any stray wraiths but Luna killed the last one. There was nobody standing guard over the gate but we didn’t feel it was right to cross and check what was on the other side given everything that happened.”

      “That’s wise. I’m not entirely comfortable with all the gate checking,” Cormack admitted, leaning back in his seat and rubbing his chin. “I don’t know what to do. We can’t keep searching for gates in random homes. We’ve lucked into the ones we’ve found but I have to think there are more out there.”

      “I think that’s probable,” Zoe agreed. “The ones in the Grimaldi house make sense. That’s a reaper who has likely gone bad. He’s obviously in cahoots with the revenants.”

      “Cahoots?” Cormack’s eyes twinkled.

      “It’s a word my father-in-law uses.” Zoe was sheepish. “I guess I kind of like it.”

      “I like it, too.” Cormack sobered. “The house in Poletown doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. You said it looked abandoned, right?”

      I nodded. “I can’t imagine anyone living there. It was clean inside but there was no furniture. It was an empty house. Luna said she doesn’t think it looked like anybody squatted there on a regular basis, because there were no comforts of home.”

      “Which means the only reason anybody goes in or out of the house is the gate,” Cormack mused, pursing his lips. “It’s an interesting development.”

      The room fell into silence for a beat and Zoe was the one who ultimately broke it. “There has to be a master list of these gates,” she noted. “I mean ... they have to be placed strategically, because otherwise there’s no point to this thing.”

      “I think the point is that revenants have been moving into the area for a lot longer than we’ve realized,” I countered. “There could be hundreds of them here at this point.” Suddenly, I thought of something and straightened. “Has anyone seen Cernunnos since yesterday? He really should be here for this conversation. He told me the revenants had been closed off from this world. These gates would suggest otherwise.”

      Zoe snorted. “You can’t rely on him. He’s only here to see what we’re going to do, maybe guide us a little if he can. He’ll leave the big fight for us. That’s what he does.”

      “If you have such a low opinion of him, why would you work with him?” Cormack queried.

      “Because he saved my family.” Her answer was simple. “Sami got worked up when she let it slip that she brought me back from the dead. We’ve cautioned her about telling the wrong people what she did because every nut in the state will try to snatch her if they think she can bring back lost loved ones.”

      “Did she really bring you back from the dead?” I queried, thinking of her black eyes. “Did she turn you into something else when she brought you back?”

      “I wasn’t lying when I said I wasn’t certain if I died. Honestly, I didn’t cross over some mystical barrier. There was no gate or omnipotent god. One second I knew I was dying, and I told her that Aric would always take care of her. He was howling and crying ... and something inside me broke. The next second, I was awake and Sami was healing me. Bob helped her.”

      Cormack slid her a sidelong look. “That must’ve traumatized your family.”

      “We survived. Aric was the one who had the hardest time. At that moment when I let go, I thought things would be okay because we had ended the Academy once and for all. In hindsight, I realize that was naive, but I felt it at the time. I just wanted them to be safe, and I knew they would be.”

      “And now you know that there will always be some sort of fight,” Cormack mused. “That’s why you did what you did today. You will always do what is necessary to be the one fighting because it’s how you protect your family.”

      “It’s all I can do,” she confirmed.

      “Well, we’re going to help with your family this go-round,” he reassured her. “You’re right about having to figure out where these gates are, though. There has to be a master list.”

      “There also has to be a way to destroy them,” Zoe insisted. “I mean ... I get that we probably can’t get to all of them, but if we start taking them down it might have them rethinking their plan.”

      “I agree. Where do we get the list?”

      I had an idea about that. “Adam Grimaldi.”

      Cormack shifted his attention to me. “You think we should question him?”

      “I think he wants us to come to his house for that party tomorrow night,” I countered. “That means he’s got something up his sleeve for us. We have to be ready to fight.”

      “But how can we know what he has planned?” Cormack queried. “It’s not like he’s going to tell us.”

      “No, but he might’ve let something slip in front of Angelina,” I pointed out. “She might not even realize she knows something. We need to question her again.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Cormack’s eyes drifted to the door as Aisling slid past me and joined the party.

      “What’s going on?” Aisling asked. “Braden is acting weird.”

      “That’s no longer important,” Cormack replied. “Suffice it to say that Cillian is my favorite today and he gets whatever he wants for dinner.”

      “Oh, man.” Aisling made a face. “He’s going to pick Mexican. I wanted seafood pasta.”

      “Well, he’s my favorite today so he gets to choose.” Cormack’s expression was contemplative. “I do have a special something for you, though.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Aisling brightened. “What is it? Tell me it’s better than tacos.”

      “How would you like the opportunity to torture Angelina?”

      “I don’t need your permission for that.”

      “No, but Zoe and Izzy will be using their magic to help you.”

      Aisling’s smile grew so wide it practically swallowed her entire face. “Sign me up.”

      Cormack chuckled. “Something told me you were going to say that.”

      

      SINCE IT WAS UNLIKELY ANGELINA WOULD fall for the bait – no matter what it was – and willingly come to Grimlock Manor, Aisling placed a few calls and found she was hosting an open house in St. Claire Shores. Aisling drove because she was familiar with the area, and Zoe marveled at the lakefront view as we crossed into Macomb County.

      “This isn’t so bad,” she said. “I keep picturing this area as completely urban but there’s a lot more down here.”

      Once we arrived at the house, Aisling took the lead and headed straight inside without knocking or announcing our presence. I was a bit leery of giving her so much power but Zoe seemed happy enough to cede the dominant position.

      “It’ll be fine,” she reassured me as we crossed into the comfy living room. “She knows what she’s doing. They’ve been tangling for years.”

      That’s exactly what I was afraid of.

      Angelina was already squawking like an angry chicken by the time we tracked them down in the kitchen.

      “What are you doing here?” She jabbed a finger in Aisling’s direction and flapped her other arm. “I’ll call the police if you don’t leave right now.”

      Aisling remained calm, which I hadn’t been certain was possible, and offered up the friendliest smile in her repertoire. “The sign outside says ‘open house.’ I thought that meant the house was open for people to look at.”

      “It’s an open house for potential buyers. It’s not an open house for people like you. You’re not buying a house.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because you live in a townhouse with that poor man you managed to bamboozle into marrying you. I know you bought and aren’t renting because I checked the selling records when I heard the news through the grapevine. By the way, you paid ten grand over market value, so ha, ha.”

      I rolled my eyes. Angelina was nothing if not predictable.

      “I’m not looking for a house for myself,” Aisling supplied. “Izzy is looking for a house. She and Braden are going to move in together.”

      I balked at the statement. “I think it’s a little soon for that.”

      “Quiet, you,” Aisling warned, although her gaze was dubious when it locked with mine. “And who are you kidding? You and Braden already practically live together. You just split your time between two houses.”

      “One of which is his father’s house,” Zoe noted. “I thought kids were supposed to move out of the house when they hit a certain age. Sami isn’t going to live with us forever, is she? That’s really going to put a crimp in our plans for naked Sundays ... and Thursdays ... and every other Monday.”

      I was torn between amusement over Zoe’s worry and annoyance at Aisling’s mouth. I went with the latter. “We don’t ‘practically live together.’ We’re just dating.”

      “Oh, right.” Aisling rolled her eyes and turned back to Angelina. “We’re here for altruistic reasons. Izzy wants a house and we’re going to trick Braden into getting it for her.”

      Oh, I didn’t like the sound of that one little bit. “Don’t tell her things like that,” I complained. “She’ll spread the gossip around town and then your brother will hear. I don’t want your brother thinking I’m pressuring him.”

      “Oh, you are like zero fun,” Aisling complained. “I mean, like absolutely zero.”

      “I don’t care why you’re here,” Angelina argued. “This is my open house. That means I can kick people out if I want ... and I don’t like any of you.”

      “So much for Aisling handling things,” I muttered under my breath.

      Zoe shot me an amused look. “I thought it would be more fun, too. I guess that means we can just skip to the end if there’s not going to be any hair-pulling.”

      “I haven’t ruled out hair-pulling,” Aisling countered.

      “Me either.” Zoe strode to the spot directly in front of Angelina. “We need information on Adam Grimaldi’s party. I’m assuming you’re not going to willingly give me that information.”

      “You assume right,” Angelina sneered.

      “I thought so.” Zoe gestured for me to join her. “Peel open her head.”

      Angelina’s horrified expression matched the one haunting my heart. “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah, excuse me?” Angelina echoed. “Nobody is peeling open my head.”

      “You won’t find anything in there anyway,” Aisling offered. “All you’ll find is tumbleweeds and a complete working knowledge of every episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians.”

      “That’s a good show,” Angelina hissed.

      “I don’t mean to literally peel open her head,” Zoe countered. “You’re heavy on mind magic, though. You can look inside and figure out what’s going on in there. We need to see and you’re the best one to be in charge of the tour.”

      “Oh.” I realized what she was asking and felt a bit sheepish. “I can do that.”

      “Then do it.” Zoe grabbed Angelina by the shoulders before the other woman could take off. “I don’t want to spend one more second with this woman than is absolutely necessary, so make it snappy.”

      “I’ll call the police,” Angelina warned. “I will ... sneak into your houses and replace all your pants with ones that are one size down so you think you’ve gained a bunch of weight.”

      “Oh, you’re sick,” Aisling muttered.

      “I won’t do it to you,” Angelina shot back. “You’re a fat cow since you had that baby so you don’t need my help to feel bloated.”

      I’d seen Aisling pregnant. At the end, she looked like she’d swallowed a beach ball. I’d also seen her get scary skinny after giving birth because Lily was wearing her out. She was nowhere near fat, although I had no doubt that was simply an insult the two women threw at each other on a regular basis even though it seemed unnecessary. Still, it grated.

      “Aisling is beautiful,” I groused as I slapped my hands on either side of Angelina’s head, causing the woman’s eyes to go wide. “You’re just jealous because she has a husband and a baby and a father who spoils her rotten. You don’t have any of those things.”

      “I don’t ... .” Whatever Angelina was going to say died on her lips as I dove in and pressed the mute button on her mouth. I wasn’t great when it came to finding people’s secrets, but Angelina’s head was an open book ... and a spotty one at that.

      “Huh.”

      “What is it?” Aisling asked, drifting closer to me. “Do you actually see tumbleweeds in there? I bet you see a bunch of tissue paper, too. She totally stuffs her bra.”

      The Angelina presence trapped in her mind protested but no sound came out of the woman.

      “No tumbleweeds,” I replied. “There’s a big room dedicated to an older woman here, and she seems mean. She keeps saying horrible things to Angelina. I’ve muted her.”

      Aisling frowned. “Is she wearing a blue housecoat?”

      “Um ... in some of the memories.”

      Aisling’s frown deepened. “That’s her mother. She was a horrible woman. Honestly, it’s her fault Angelina turned out as obnoxious as she is. She never really had a chance.”

      It was weird to hear Aisling take up for Angelina, even in a mild sense, but it was also nice.

      “That’s terrible, but we’re looking for Adam Grimaldi,” Zoe prodded. “What do you see about him?”

      “He’s over here.” I wandered through Angelina’s memory space and moved into the small spot where she kept her interactions with Adam. He stood in the center of a tiny closet and stared blankly into nothing. Everything surrounding him had to do with the party. Compared to the hodgepodge of Angelina’s other memories, the space was almost brutally clean.

      “What do you have?” Zoe prodded.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “There’s nothing out of the ordinary here ... except for the fact that everything surrounding Adam in Angelina’s head is too shiny.”

      “What does that mean?” Aisling queried. “Is she even dumber than we thought?”

      “No, it means somebody messed with her memories.”

      “But why?”

      “Probably because Grimaldi figured we would do this,” Zoe volunteered. “We should’ve dived in when she first brought the invitation. Now we can’t know if he modified her memory before or after that meeting.”

      “He probably went in to see what she thought about us, too,” I noted.

      Aisling’s eyes widened. “Wait ... can you go into her head and see what her memories of me look like? I bet that would be fun.”

      “I can, but it’s generally frowned upon.”

      “That doesn’t bother me.”

      I glanced at Zoe, hopeful. I was in no mood to involve myself in a twenty-year-old sniping contest. “You want to leave, right?”

      She shrugged. “Five minutes of poking around can’t hurt.”

      Ugh. That was not what I wanted to hear. Apparently Zoe and Aisling were a bad influence on each other. I should’ve seen that coming. Still, I gave in. “Okay, but only five minutes.”

      Aisling hopped from one foot to the other, excited. “It’s going to be like a compilation of my greatest hits. I can’t wait.”
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      “My room was the biggest one in her head,” Aisling proudly announced as we settled around the table for dinner that night. She’d been riding high for hours, which meant she refused to shut up. “Izzy said there were hundreds of memories in there.”

      “And I bet you looked good in all of them, baby,” Griffin reassured her, dropping a kiss on her head as he pushed her chair in to get her settled.

      “Oh, no.” Aisling shook her head. “I look like a righteous jerk in all of them. I couldn’t see or anything, but Izzy described them to me. In her head, I’m the bad guy.”

      Griffin’s expression was hard to read as he got comfortable next to his wife. “Do you think that’s odd?” he asked finally.

      “Of course I think it’s odd. She was obviously the bad guy in our relationship.”

      “Yeah, but ... .” Griffin shifted his eyes to Cormack.

      “You’re on your own,” Cormack offered as he placed Lily on his lap and glanced around the table, his forehead creasing after a beat. “There’s nothing here Lily can eat.”

      “She’s not supposed to be eating real food anyway,” Aisling pointed out. “Although, the doctor did say she’s old enough to start mixing in some baby food.”

      “Really?” Cormack brightened at the suggestion. “That sounds fun. What sort of baby food should we get? I’ve read there are local places that make organic baby food. Maybe we should look into one of those.”

      Aisling blinked several times in rapid succession and then flicked her eyes to Griffin. “Um ... I was thinking Griffin and I would have that discussion as soon as this most recent catastrophe is behind us.”

      “I don’t see why we can’t discuss it now,” Cormack countered, giving Sami a smile as the girl plopped down next to him. “What sort of baby food Lily gets to eat isn’t going to change the course of our revenant fight.”

      “No,” Aisling agreed, although she looked distinctly uncomfortable.

      Braden was the one who pointed out the obvious problem. “I think Aisling is saying that she and Griffin want to research the best food for Lily and decide what to get her.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Yes, but they want to decide together,” Braden pressed. “Just the two of them. You know, because they’re her parents.”

      Cormack was silent for a beat and when he finally spoke it cracked my heart. “Oh.”

      “You can have an opinion,” Aisling offered hurriedly. “I mean ... you take care of her more than we do sometimes.”

      Griffin shot his wife a quelling look. “I thought we talked about this.” He was firm. “You can’t always cede every decision to your father.”

      “I’m not ceding every decision,” Aisling groused. “I’m just asking for help on this one. I can barely feed myself. I mean, I looked in the baby food aisle when I was there getting formula the other day. Do you know how many different types they have? Flavors? I bet they’re all gross, too.”

      Her reaction was enough to make Cormack smile. “I think Griffin is right. You guys need to make this decision on your own. Whatever you choose, I’ll abide by it.”

      “Says the guy who gave Lily so much sugar she was bouncing off the walls at her doctor’s visit the other day,” Griffin muttered.

      Cormack straightened. “That was an accident.”

      “We told you to stop doing it.”

      “I ... .” Cormack glanced between faces, clearly conflicted. Ultimately, he held up his hands. “That was probably wrong,” he conceded. “She’s just so cute.”

      “She is,” Griffin agreed. “I’m guilty of spoiling her, too. The thing is, Aisling and I have been talking, and we don’t want her to grow into a tyrant.”

      “Actually, that was your concern,” Aisling countered. “I was a tiny tyrant and it worked out well for me.”

      “No, you lucked out and somehow stumbled across the most patient man in the world when you married me,” Griffin countered. “Lily might not be that lucky. Besides, your father is way more indulgent with her than he is with you. He at least pretended to have boundaries when we started dating. Sure, he turned into a big marshmallow when you fake cried, but he held strong a time or two.”

      “Usually when it involved you doing perverted things with our sister,” Redmond offered.

      Griffin pinned him with a dark look. “If I didn’t do perverted things with your sister, that baby you all love so much wouldn’t exist. Besides, she was an adult ... and she was the one who suggested ninety percent of the perverted things. I was an innocent bystander.”

      Multiple men at the table snorted as Griffin turned an imploring look toward his father-in-law. “You know how your daughter is.”

      Cormack cleared his throat and shifted on his chair. “I don’t think this is a conversation we should be having in front of guests. Why don’t we table it until after the gate threat is handled?”

      “That was my philosophy but somehow we ended up talking about it anyway.” Aisling stared at Lily for a beat. “What kind of baby food did I like?”

      “I believe you were a fan of the fruit and hated the meat.”

      Braden, who was sipping his cocktail, practically choked. “It’s a good thing that wasn’t a thing for your whole life, huh, Ais? If so, you wouldn’t have that baby.”

      It took me a moment to realize what he was saying and I had to press my lips together and look away to keep from laughing.

      “You’re not going to be my favorite for a week if you say something like that again,” Cormack warned, his eyes flashing. “We have an impressionable young girl with us. She doesn’t need to hear gutter talk like that.”

      “It’s okay,” Sami countered, handing Lily her pacifier. She seemed unfazed by the conversation. “I know all about perverts. My dad made me take a class.”

      Cormack cocked his head. “A class?”

      Sami nodded, blasé. “He was the teacher, so it wasn’t a real class, but I did get graded. He made this big board and he put up pictures of Hollywood stars — like Leonardo DiCaprio and Ben Affleck — and then he made me go through the reasons they were likely dirty perverts.”

      “I see.” Cormack’s lips quirked. “Was that a well-received lesson?”

      “I don’t get a lot of it,” Sami admitted. “I mean ... he picked all old dudes.”

      “Leonard DiCaprio and Ben Affleck aren’t old,” Aric argued. “They’re my age.”

      Sami snorted. “Get out. You’re old, too. It’s not as if I have a crush on you.”

      “I think you should,” Aric countered. “I know we’ve had this discussion before and you’ve made your opinion clear, but it’s normal for girls to have crushes on their fathers.”

      “Don’t be gross,” Sami warned. “I hate it when you’re gross.”

      Apparently Aric wasn’t about to give up. “I’m not being gross. It’s a fact of life. Ask Cormack. I’m sure Aisling had a crush on him when she was younger.”

      Aisling made a horrified face. “Did we land in some backwoods horror movie with inbred mountain freaks or something and nobody told me?”

      Aric shot her a dirty look. “I don’t mean a romantic crush. Fourteen is too young for romantic crushes anyway. All I’m saying is that fourteen-year-olds should simply want to spend all their time with their fathers. That’s normal, right?” His expression was earnest when he locked gazes with Cormack.

      “Oh, well ... .” The Grimlock patriarch was clearly uncomfortable because he was suddenly focused on his granddaughter.

      “You have to let it go, Aric,” Zoe chided. “She’s fourteen, and not a nun. She’s going to develop crushes on people. Her lady bits will demand it.”

      “I don’t like it when you say stuff like that,” Aric complained. “She’s my baby.”

      “She’s going to be an adult in four years.”

      ‘No.” He shook his head and focused on Lily. “Don’t you remember when she was that size and we would curl up on the couch together and nap all day when it was thundering and raining ... and sometimes snowing?”

      “No.” Zoe shook her head. “I hate to break it to you but that only happened in your mind. When Sami was that age, she cried all the time and we used to play a game called ‘whoever touched her last changes her.’ Do you remember that?”

      A slow smile made its way across Aric’s handsome features. “Actually, I do.” He flicked his eyes to Sami. “You left the most distressing scents for us in your diapers.”

      Sami’s mouth dropped open. “What are you even talking about? You can’t say things like that in front of people.”

      “You’re romanticizing things in your head,” Zoe pressed. “I’m not saying we didn’t have good times when she was a baby, but we were also exhausted every single day ... and hyper vigilant. Do you remember when the security system alerted and I went out to check it and I was so tired I thought an eagle was attacking us?”

      Aric nodded. “Yeah. You singed the eagle’s feathers and then had to track it down to heal it. He was really mad and bit you and then you had to heal yourself. Then, when you got inside, Sami kept sneezing because of the feathers and you had to take a shower ... and then you passed out in exhaustion in the shower and only woke up when the hot water ran out.”

      Zoe nodded. “That’s a great story to tell now but it wasn’t exactly fun when it was happening.”

      “I don’t remember that,” Sami countered. “Are you sure that happened?”

      “Absolutely sure,” Zoe confirmed with a head bob. “There were several months in there when all you did was crap and cry.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Sami argued. “I think you’re making that up.”

      “Oh, no. There was one time when you had such explosive diarrhea it ran all down your legs and I threw up because of the smell when I lifted you. And then, because he’s a sympathetic puker, your dad threw up, too.”

      Sami’s cheeks turned red. “What are you doing?” She darted a look toward Redmond, who seemed to be enjoying the conversation. “Are you trying to ruin my love life?”

      “You don’t have a love life,” Zoe countered. “You’re fourteen. I’m not going to be able to talk your father into letting you date until you’re sixteen, and even then he’s going to follow you everywhere threatening any potential suitor’s life.”

      “You’re not really going to do that, are you?” Sami asked her father.

      Aric shrugged. “In my head, you’re not dating until you’re forty.”

      “That was my plan,” Cormack offered as he shifted Lily so she could fall asleep with her head on his shoulder. “Now I’m a grandfather. I don’t really mind, though. I like being a grandfather. It allows you to do things like get a baby sugared up and then saddle her parents with the cleanup.”

      “Oh, so funny,” Aisling muttered, although she offered her father a smirk. “I do remember you threatening me that I wasn’t allowed to date until I was forty. You raised it to fifty when you caught me out with Andy Summers that one night when I was sixteen.”

      Cormack’s expression darkened. “You mean the boy who disappeared and was never heard from again?”

      “He didn’t disappear. His parents decided to send him to boarding school because ... .” She trailed off, her eyes narrowing. “Wait, were you the one behind Andy being sent to that military school in Maryland?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Cormack replied evenly. “I raised my children and left others to raise theirs.”

      “Yeah, but ... Andy had been laughing earlier that week because he said his parents wanted to send him away to school but didn’t have the money.” Aisling folded her arms across her chest and ran her tongue over her teeth. “When he got sent away, he was a crying mess. He said his parents were almost gleeful and wouldn’t tell him where the money came from.”

      Cormack’s expression never changed. “I have no idea what you’re whining about. That boy was trouble. His parents wanted to send him away because they couldn’t control him. That has nothing to do with me.”

      The gleam in his eyes told me otherwise.

      “Unbelievable,” Aisling groused. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “I’m pretty sure things worked out well for you,” Cormack countered. “If Andy Summers had stuck around, who’s to say you would’ve found your handsy cop?”

      “Oh, so I should thank you for my wife and child,” Griffin noted. “Good to know. I’ll remember that when my three-year-old is screaming for whipped cream on her pancakes.”

      Cormack smirked. “It’s always good to be remembered.”

      “You know, I’m really glad we got to know you folks,” Aric offered, giving Cormack an appraising look. “It’s turned into quite the educational experience.”

      “Don’t you even think about it,” Sami warned. “If any of my boyfriends go missing, I’ll know you did it.”

      “You’re not dating until you’re forty, so I have plenty of time to plot.”

      “Or I’ll just marry Rafael. You can’t send him away to boarding school.”

      Aric scowled. “Keep it up. I’ll take your phone away again.”

      “Who is Rafael?” I asked, trying to change the subject. The conversation was quickly veering out of control. I’d heard the name before but hadn’t followed up properly and I was desperate to find a topic that everybody could engage in rather than poke one another.

      “My friend,” Zoe replied. “He’s been with us since Covenant College. Sami has a crush on him.”

      “Oh, well, now I don’t feel all that special,” Redmond groused. “I’m just one of the masses.”

      “He’s a vampire,” Aric added. “I’ve tried telling her that dating a vampire never works, but will she listen? Of course not.”

      “Son, they never listen,” Cormack supplied. “Aisling once brought home a carnival worker.”

      Aisling rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t tell that story. I hate that story. I didn’t bring home a carnival worker.”

      Cormack arched an eyebrow. “Did he or did he not collect tickets at the bottom of the Ferris wheel?”

      “He did that like once.”

      Amusement flitted through Griffin’s eyes as he regarded his wife. “It’s probably a good thing I came along, huh? You were one step away from dating a professional clown, I’m guessing.”

      Aisling involuntarily shuddered.

      “Speaking of clowns, where is Bob?” Zoe queried, glancing around the table. “I haven’t seen him all day.”

      “He left yesterday,” Cormack replied. “He said he had things to check on. I didn’t figure it was my place to tell him what to do.”

      “Maybe we should look for him,” I suggested. In truth, Cernunnos’ disappearance had been making me antsy. “He’s supposed to be part of the team. We’re working together. I don’t think it’s a good sign that he just disappeared. He could be in trouble.”

      “He’s not in trouble,” Zoe countered. “We’ve been over this. He’s only here to try to point us in the direction he wants. He won’t actually join us in a fight.”

      “How can you know that?” Cormack queried as he rubbed Lily’s back. The baby hadn’t moved for several minutes, telling me she’d conked out.

      “I’ve met him twice before,” Zoe explained. “The first time we were heading out to take on a cult of crazies because they had my parents.”

      I nodded. “That’s why Paris contacted you. One of our crazies happened to have ties to one of your crazies.”

      “Yeah. We had to hike to this compound to make sure we got there unnoticed,” she continued. “We were in the woods and we found this ring of mushrooms.”

      “Paris said it was called a fairy ring,” Aric volunteered.

      “I don’t really care what it was called,” Zoe groused. “All I know is I was minding my own business and then, suddenly, I’m zapped into a hole in the ground. I’m not kidding when I say that. It was an actual hole in the ground, with snakes and bugs and a filthy god who wanted to offer me the chance to abandon my husband and friend and take off with him.”

      “You obviously didn’t do that,” Cormack countered.

      “No. I told him I had what I wanted. He spouted nonsense about seeing multiple possibilities for me. I told him I knew where I would end up, what I needed to be happy. I said I wanted Aric and my life with him and that’s it.”

      Aric smirked. “I’ve always had a way with the ladies.”

      Zoe shot him a look, although there was little bite to the expression. “Keep in mind, we’ve done the math since, and I was pregnant when he made the offer.”

      “Even though they weren’t married,” Sami offered. “Dad says I can’t even look at a boy until I’m forty but he knocked up Mom before they were married. Heck, they weren’t even engaged.”

      Aric jabbed a finger at her. “That’s neither here nor there.”

      “We were kind of engaged,” Zoe countered. “I knew he had a ring. He just wouldn’t give it to me.”

      “Oh, don’t say it like that,” Aric complained. “It makes me look bad. You got an outstanding proposal.”

      “Which is not the point of the story,” Zoe noted when she glanced at Cormack and took in his frown. “The point is, he was willing to take me away from Aric even though I had no idea Sami was on the way. He was willing to take her from her father so he would never know what happened, or the true scope of what he’d lost.”

      “I don’t want to make excuses for him, but he doesn’t understand human emotions,” I argued. “He wasn’t trying to be cruel. He’s just pragmatic to a fault.”

      “He is,” Zoe agreed. “The second time he showed up we were fighting for our lives. He gave us a cryptic warning. Then, the next day, I was shot by an old roommate.”

      Aric’s expression twisted. “I don’t like this story,” he groused.

      Zoe ignored him. “I was dying on the pavement and he did insert himself into the situation, but just enough to give Sami a nudge. He’s not a bad guy — I’m not saying that. He’s also not going to think out the best solution for everyone involved. We need to do that ourselves.”

      Cormack cocked his head, considering. “What do you suggest?”

      “I don’t know. I need to think. It’s obvious we need to go to that party. That’s where the answers are going to be. They’re expecting us, which means it’s going to be a trap. We have to upend their trap and set one of our own.”

      “That means we’re all going to have to work together,” Cormack noted. “That means you need to work as part of a team instead of acting as if you’re the queen of the world.”

      Zoe offered him a rueful smile. “I’m well aware. I won’t let what happened earlier happen again. You’ve got my word.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      The table drifted into silence as everybody started grabbing taco fixings and burritos. Sami was the one who broke it.

      “If you ever tell that diarrhea story again, I’m going to throw piranha in your hot tub when you’re not looking,” she warned her parents.

      They shot her twin smiles of adoration.

      “That’s the best threat you’ve come up with in weeks,” Zoe said. “Good job.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “That’s what makes it such a good threat. Now, eat your dinner. I might want to pick that demented brain of yours later.”

      Sami brightened. “I am good at torturing people.”

      “You have a unique ability,” Zoe agreed. “Dinner first, though.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. One day, just you watch, I’m going to eat ice cream for dinner and there’s nothing you’re going to be able to say about it because I’ll be an adult.”

      “Won’t that be a fun day?”

      “You have no idea.”
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      Everyone moved to the game room after dinner. The Grimlock boys immediately launched a pool tournament — Aidan and Cillian versus Braden and Redmond — and the trash-talking was out of control. Griffin planted himself with Aisling and Jerry on the round couch in the middle of the room and helped Aisling pick songs for the jukebox on her phone, and Zoe and Aric played darts.

      That left Cormack, Sami, and me to talk at the bar, with Cormack doling out drinks and serving as entertainment for the teenager.

      “What will it be, little lady?” he asked Sami with the tip of an invisible hat.

      She giggled, amused, and then glanced around. “What can I have?”

      “Juice,” Aric called out from the board as he collected the darts, swooping in to give Zoe a kiss as they whispered and giggled. They were apparently feeling romantic because there was a lot of hair stroking and small touches. Seeing them so in love with one another so deep in their marriage made me happy. They had the sort of relationship that most people could only dream about.

      “They’re so gross,” Sami said darkly when she realized I was watching her parents. “Do you know they dance in the backyard when they think I’m asleep? Aunt Paris calls it foreplay. I think it’s disgusting.”

      Cormack chuckled as he filled a glass with ice and added 7-Up. He topped it off with three splashes of grenadine and several maraschino cherries before pushing the drink to her. “You’re going to learn to relish what they’ve taught you at a certain point.”

      “And what’s that?” Sami sipped from her straw and then grinned. “Um ... yum. Can I get drunk off this?”

      “Just a sugar high.”

      “That’s the same thing. I’ve seen my mom drunk and she acts the same way she does after she’s eaten an entire pint of Phish Food ice cream. My dad thinks she’s funny.”

      “They love each other,” Cormack noted. “Why doesn’t that make you happy?”

      “Because they’re gross. Everyone in my class makes fun of them. Two summers ago they were watching me at summer camp — there was this zombie thing that was happening — and they totally did it in the car.”

      Cormack didn’t bother to hide his chuckle. “Did what?”

      Her expression turned cloudy. “You know.”

      “How do you know I know?”

      “Because you’ve got a million kids running around this house that look just like you. You definitely know.”

      “Ah.” He laughed harder. “How do you know what they were doing?”

      “Because all my friends turned into zombies and attacked and they had to rush in to save me — although I’m pretty sure I could’ve taken care of that situation myself — and when we got back to the truck Mom’s underwear was in the backseat. She didn’t even think it was gross.”

      “Well ... .” Cormack tilted his head and scratched his chin. “I’m not sure what to tell you. Perhaps they had a good reason for doing that.”

      “They were bored.”

      “Well, that’s a good reason.”

      “They should’ve brought books ... or board games.”

      Cormack laughed again. His delight in Sami was something to behold. I was certain he showed the same loving attitude with his children at the same age, although how he grasped what being a good parent meant — given how his parents had undoubtedly raised him — was beyond me.

      “I’m going to tell you something.” Cormack rested his elbows on the bar and stared directly into Sami’s eyes. “You’re going look back on these moments with your parents and be happy. You won’t be embarrassed. You’ll be thrilled, because you’ll realize that they loved each other so much that you became a person through that love, and you’ll be glad they have each other when you start your life as an adult.”

      “That doesn’t mean they have to be gross.”

      His shoulders shook with delight. “You really are amazing. You’re also an only child. You’re used to getting things your way. Life won’t always be as easy as your parents have made it for you.”

      “My life isn’t easy,” Sami countered. “You’ve met my dad. He says I can’t date until I’m forty.”

      “I said the same thing about Aisling. She’s nowhere near forty and she’s married and has a baby.”

      “I don’t want a baby. Lily is cute and all, but that diarrhea story scared me off babies for life.”

      “You’ll likely change your mind one day. Even if you don’t, you’re always going to remember this.” He inclined his head toward Aric and Zoe, who had turned the darts into some sort of competition because Aric was mock-beating his chest as Zoe rolled her eyes. That probably meant the mage had lost.

      “They’re really embarrassing,” Sami muttered, shaking her head. “I just ... .” She didn’t finish what she was going to say, instead snapping her head to the left and completely abandoning the conversation as her body went rigid.

      “What is it?” I asked, instantly alert.

      Before she could answer, an alarm started blaring throughout the entire house.

      Aric and Zoe jerked away from one another and instantly descended on Sami as Aisling and Griffin raced for the door.

      “What is that?” Zoe asked, confused.

      “It’s the house alarm,” Cormack replied, all trace of mirth gone from his features. “Someone is trying to breach our security.”

      “Lily,” Griffin barked, racing through the door.

      It was no surprise that Aisling was right behind him. What did catch me off guard was that Zoe kicked in and chased them. Aric grabbed Sami around the waist and hauled her to his side as he moved to follow.

      “You stick close,” Aric ordered his daughter. “If anything comes at you, kill it.”

      There was no fear in Sami’s eyes. “Can I blow stuff up?”

      Aric hesitated and then nodded. “Yeah. If those things come at you, blow them up. I’ll pay to have cleaners come in here if I have to.”

      Getting to Lily was the first order of business. The baby was screaming when Griffin landed in her room. He immediately pulled her from the crib and reached for one of her carriers ... and then he looked between Aisling and himself, as if debating.

      “I want her with me,” Aisling said. “I know you probably want her with you but ... I just ... .”

      He nodded as Cillian pulled the harness over her head. “It’s okay. I kind of want her with you, too. I need to get my gun from your room.”

      “Will a gun even work on them?” Aisling asked, her eyes wide. “I mean, I know stabbing them works, but will a gun even help?”

      “I’m not certain,” Cormack replied, gesturing toward the hallway. “I think swords are better than guns. If it is revenants — or wraiths for that matter — they’ll attack any police who show up, and gunfire will definitely have the neighbors calling the cops.”

      Griffin hesitated and then nodded. “Swords it is.”

      “You have swords?” Aric looked intrigued. “Are they close?”

      “Yes.” Cormack took the lead. “Stay close. We’ll arm up and then head downstairs.” He briefly stilled and looked back at Aisling. “Maybe we should lock Aisling, Jerry, and Sami in one of the upstairs rooms.”

      Aric immediately started shaking his head. “That’s a bad idea. I get why you think it’s acceptable, but you don’t want them separated from us. You’ll spend all your time worrying.”

      “I think I’m going to worry regardless,” Cormack argued. “That’s my granddaughter.”

      “And me,” Aisling reminded him.

      “And me,” Jerry muttered huffily.

      “Sami is staying with us.” Aric was calm but firm. “She can help. She’s also my child and I won’t be separated from her. If you stick Aisling, Jerry, and a crying baby in a room, it’s going to draw enemies ... and leave them vulnerable.”

      Cormack considered the statement and then nodded. “You’re right. We’re stronger together.”

      “We are. We also have my wife. Whoever this is — whatever it is — she’ll make them wish they were never born.”

      “She sounds terrifying.”

      “She is ... and yet I still have to protect her from bees. She’s a weird woman.”

      “She’s a weird woman losing her patience,” Zoe snapped. “Let’s get the swords and get moving.”

      “Yes, dear.” Aric winked at her but kept a firm grip on Sami. It was clear he had no intention of losing sight of the girl.

      For her part, Sami looked poised and ready for action, her eyes keen as she scanned for signs of movement.

      Cormack led everyone to the weapons room. His children selected what they wanted within seconds, leaving Griffin and Aric to pick through the leftovers. Aric opted for a light sword, something that looked as if he could jab quickly, while Griffin picked something wider. Then we headed for the stairs.

      “Keep Aisling and Lily in the center of the group,” Cormack ordered. “Don’t let anything near them.”

      “Don’t forget about me,” Jerry hissed.

      “And Jerry, too,” Cormack said. “As for whatever is down here, I’ll go first.”

      Zoe gave him a dubious look and pushed through the group. “Actually, I would like everybody to stay up here for about a minute,” she countered.

      “And why is that?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Cormack wrinkled his nose. “Do I trust you’re a badass? Yes. Do I trust that you always make the best decisions? No. I don’t think you should separate from the group.” He looked to Aric for backup but the shifter was impassive.

      “I’m not separating,” Zoe reassured him. “I’m simply taking the lead ... and making sure I can get off a round of magic without worrying about hitting a member of our group. If all goes as planned, I should be able to stun at least some of them.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then we lop off their heads. It’s going to be messy. You’re definitely going to need a cleaning crew.”

      “I don’t care about that,” Cormack said. “I just don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      Lily, who was pressed against her mother’s chest, continued to wail. The emotions of her family were too much for her.

      “I’ve got this,” Zoe promised, her hand shooting out and landing on Lily’s back. She dosed the baby with a burst of blue magic, which didn’t seem necessary because Lily wasn’t in physical pain, but the infant immediately stopped crying and lifted her glassy eyes. “It’s okay, little one. I guarantee this will be over fast.”

      With those words, Zoe vaulted over the crook in the staircase, dropping about four feet and unleashing a brilliant magical assault as she turned to cover every angle. When she was finished, she tilted her head and managed a cocky smile that was purely for our benefit ... and then the revenants attacked.

      “Crap.” Aric followed his wife over the railing, leaving Sami with us. I was surprised until Sami’s hands caught fire and she aimed her magic at the bottom of the stairs, to where a large revenant was trying to lumber up.

      “Say goodnight, hotshot,” Sami barked as she fired three blasts of magic into the creature in quick succession. Unlike the first revenant she took out, this one didn’t explode. Instead, it made a strange face — as if it had somehow swallowed something nasty — and caught fire before vanishing.

      Lily laughed.

      “Seriously?” Aisling gave her daughter a stern look. “You’re a morbid little thing.”

      “She was picking up on my emotions,” Braden replied, hurrying around Sami so he could descend the staircase. “Aidan, stay up there with Sami and Aisling. Everybody else, let’s do this.”

      It was a funny war cry, something I was convinced only a Grimlock could utter, but it was effective. Aidan didn’t offer up as much as a single word of complaint as he moved to flank Sami.

      The rest of us poured into the foyer.

      Zoe, true to her word, was relentless as she fired magic into the revenants. I didn’t know if it was a good or bad sign that we only had to fight one set of monsters, but the wraiths were nowhere to be found.

      Redmond, Braden, and Cillian were solid fighters and they effectively hacked at incoming enemies, tireless in their determination to keep the most vulnerable members of their family safe. I blasted as many as I could with my magic and lost count of how many I managed to take out. It seemed we were winning — and handily so — and then I heard a familiar hiss.

      From the hallway that led to the dining room, a wall of wraiths appeared. My heart sank when I saw them. I knew the damage they could wreak. I was about to suggest moving back to the stairs when Sami, out of nowhere, let loose a string of curses that would’ve made a sailor cringe. She launched herself from the landing, letting loose a tidal wave of fire magic. It barreled into the wraiths like a tsunami and bowled them over, freezing them in their place for a moment before their heads snapped up at awkward angles ... and then poofed into ash. By the time she landed, the first four were gone and the following wave looked unsure.

      “Bring it on, you horror movie rejects,” she taunted, her eyes on fire.

      Aric grunted as he sliced the head from a revenant and turned to face his wife. “She gets that from you.”

      Zoe nodded, wiping her forearm against her sweaty brow. “Yeah, because it’s awesome.”

      Two of the wraiths stepped forward but the others shrank back. They were going to run, I realized. They understood that Sami wasn’t to be trifled with.

      Sami flicked her fingers and froze the advancing wraiths, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth as her father slashed them both with one sword swipe, causing them to crumble from a single blow. Then, without taking a breath, she moved to chase the others.

      “That will be enough of that.” Zoe caught her by the back of the shirt and dragged her back. “I think we’ll let the boys wrap it up, huh? We don’t want them to feel left out.”

      Cillian gave her a salute before disappearing down the hallway with Braden and Redmond. I took a moment to bend over at the waist and catch my breath, and when I glanced to Cormack, I found he was doing the same.

      “I guess that could’ve been worse, huh?”

      He held out his hands and shrugged. “It’s honestly not the way I would’ve preferred to spend the evening, but everybody is okay.”

      “I’ll make sure of that,” Zoe said as she handed Sami off to Aric and headed for the hallway the brothers had disappeared down. “I’ll be right back.”

      Aric nodded as he drew Sami close, smiling at me as I chased his wife. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her — I simply didn’t want to miss out on the final smackdown. By the time I caught up, Zoe and the boys were in the back garden. Three wraiths remained standing but they were cut off from the exit.

      “Let us go,” one of them hissed.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” Zoe glanced between faces. “Kill those two,” she instructed, gesturing toward the ones farthest from her. “I’m going to play with this one.”

      Redmond and Cillian dispatched the wraiths with quick sword thrusts, not wasting a moment to potentially give one of the creatures the upper hand, which only left the one in front of Zoe.

      I didn’t know what she was going to do. I assumed she was going to question it. She didn’t, though. Instead she strode forward, slapped both hands on either side of the wraith’s head, and dove in.

      “No!” I raced toward her. She didn’t understand. She hadn’t dealt with wraiths before joining our team, and the ones in the house hadn’t touched her. Even when she’d touched them, there had been clothing between her skin and them.

      She swooned almost immediately, falling back. Redmond swooped in and caught her before she could hit the cobblestones. Braden was already swinging when she dropped, causing the final wraith to explode in a ball of dust. I dropped to my knees next to Zoe, terrified she was already gone, but her eyes popped open when Redmond brushed her hair away from her face.

      “What was that?” she asked on a croak.

      “They suck life from people,” I explained, absurdly relieved that she was alive. “You can’t touch them.”

      “Oh. Somebody probably should’ve told me before I did that.”

      “Yes, well ... .” I glanced over my shoulder. “I’ll call for Sami to heal you.”

      “No.” Zoe shook her head, firm. “I don’t want her upset.” She lightly placed her hand on her chest and let loose the blue magic, blinking several times – and gasping as the pain grew – before pushing herself to a sitting position. The color was back in her cheeks and she looked like her old self.

      “That’s handy,” I noted on a grin.

      “Yes, until you come to rely on it and let your guard down at the wrong time.”

      “Have you ever not been able to heal yourself?” Redmond queried.

      “Just once.” She took on a sad expression and then got to her feet. “I’m okay. It’s good to know that touching the wraiths is a bad idea. I guess that’s why you haven’t infiltrated their minds to get a look at their plans.”

      “Pretty much,” I agreed, turning to see Cormack and Aric joining the fray. “Everything okay inside?”

      “We’re pretty sure we got all of them,” Cormack confirmed. “Are you guys okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Zoe reassured him before I could speak.

      “Should I call the home office to get a cleanup crew out here?” Braden queried. “The wraiths don’t leave much of a mess but there are like fifteen dead revenants in there.”

      Cormack shook his head, catching everyone by surprise.

      “No?” Redmond furrowed his brow. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to draw attention to this,” Cormack replied. “I don’t want word to spread at the home office. That might put innocent people in danger if they start asking the wrong questions of the wrong people.”

      “I know somebody who can help,” Aric offered. “My father has cleanup crews at his disposal. They’ve helped us more than once. I can call him. In fact, I think he might be in the area right now for work.”

      Cormack hesitated. “Are they discreet?”

      “Have you ever heard about Zoe being accused of wiping out entire packs of rampaging werewolves?”

      “No.”

      Aric shrugged, causing Cormack to smile.

      “Call your father,” the Grimlock patriarch encouraged. “We’ll take all the help we can get. While we’re waiting for them, I think I need a drink.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Sign me up. I want whatever you made Sami ... only with liquor.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”
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      James Winters brought an army with him to clean up the mess left behind by the attack. The man, who looked like an older version of his son, merely arched an eyebrow as he strode through the door, ultimately focusing on his daughter-in-law.

      “You can’t even take a week off without getting into trouble, can you?”

      Zoe shot him a challenging look. “You know how I feel about being normal.”

      “Yes. It’s essentially the cooked carrots of life.”

      “Pretty much,” she agreed.

      He smiled as he leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You look okay. Obviously the battle wasn’t too bad.”

      Zoe hesitated and then shrugged. “It could’ve gone better. Apparently you’re not supposed to touch the wraiths. Who knew?”

      Aric shot her a sidelong look — one that was full of questions — but he kept his mouth shut, instead giving his father a hug by way of greeting. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course. You’re lucky I was close. I had a business meeting in Detroit today and ended up staying over because it got late.”

      “Some things are meant to be.” Aric grinned at his father. “As for this ... .” He glanced around at the mess.

      “Yes, this is quite lovely,” James agreed, shaking his head. “What are these ... things?” He used his foot to nudge a nearby revenant. “They look like horror movie monsters, almost made up.”

      “They’re definitely real,” Aric countered. “In fact ... .”

      Whatever he was going to say was drowned out by a screeching Sami as she hurried down the stairs and directly toward her grandfather. “Grandpa!” She threw herself into his arms, causing James to stagger back as he caught his only grandchild.

      “Hello.” He kissed Sami’s forehead and stroked back her hair so he could study her face. “You look okay. Obviously you weren’t hurt in this.”

      “I was fine. I kicked ass.”

      James frowned and darted a dark look toward Zoe. “Do you really think it was wise to involve her in a fight of this magnitude?”

      “We both wanted Sami with us,” Aric argued. “We didn’t want to be separated from her just in case. That meant she was involved in the fight.”

      James didn’t immediately respond, instead keeping his gaze on Zoe.

      “I’m not sorry,” Zoe said finally. “She blew up a couple of them. She’s a badass when she wants to be ... and it’s important that she learns about proper battle technique from Aric and me. She held her own.”

      “I ruled,” Sami agreed, flexing her bicep and making to kiss it.

      James stared at his daughter-in-law a beat longer and then blew out a sigh before turning back to Sami. “You frighten me. You know that, right?”

      Sami nodded. “You wish I was a quiet and demure flower.”

      James’ lips curved down. “I don’t believe I’ve ever used those words.”

      “No, Mom does, though,” Sami replied. “I heard her and Dad talking once and she said you have antiquated beliefs about what girls can do and that you’re going to have to get over it eventually because otherwise she’s going to pull the stick out of your ... um ... behind. Oh, and then there was something in there about beating you to death with the stick.”

      Zoe’s smile was so big it threatened to swallow her entire face as James pinned her with an annoyed glare. “I think she’s paraphrasing.”

      “I am not,” Sami shot back. “You and Dad said it when you were on the balcony one night. I was supposed to be in bed but I was trying to find your chocolate stash because I wanted some and I was eavesdropping so I wouldn’t get caught.”

      Zoe extended a finger. “I knew you got into my stash. What happened to those mint ball things? Those were my favorite and suddenly they were gone.”

      “That’s on you.” Sami didn’t look bothered by her mother’s tone. “I think those are gross, and same with those chocolate-covered cherries you like. I only ate the peanut butter cups, and Dad replaces those once a week so you don’t realize we’re constantly eating your candy.”

      Aric made a groaning sound and rubbed his forehead. “This is why we can’t go on secret missions together, Sami. You have a big mouth. You inherited it from your mother, so you come by it naturally, but it’s still annoying.”

      “Whatever.” Sami rolled her eyes until they landed on her grandfather. “How is Trouble? Does he miss me? I miss him. It’s like I’ve barely seen him in the past month.”

      “Trouble is fine,” James reassured his granddaughter. “I walk him every night – or when I can’t, the butler does – and one of the valets walks him during the day. He’s taking over your grandmother’s garden, peeing on all of her roses and being a general nuisance. I think he’ll be happy to see you in a few days.”

      “Yeah.” Sami momentarily looked sad and then brightened considerably. “I found new boys to drive Dad nuts with.” She gestured toward Redmond, Cillian, and Aidan as they stood in the corner, their heads bent together, and whispered. “Dad says I can’t go out on a date until I’m forty but I’m going to wear him down.”

      James chuckled and smoothed Sami’s hair. “That sounds fun. You should remind him that he fell in love with your mother when he was way too young to commit to someone and it somehow worked out for him.”

      “Oh, I use all the ammunition you’ve given me on a regular basis,” Sami reassured him.

      “And it doesn’t matter,” Aric countered. “You’re not dating until I’m ready ... and it’s never going to happen. That’s a conversation for a different time, though.” He pressed his hand to Sami’s back and nudged her toward the boys. “Go and hang out with your future boyfriends, okay? I need to talk to your grandfather in private.”

      Sami glanced between their faces for a moment, debating, and then nodded. “Okay, but I already know what you’re trying to hide from me. The fact that the revenants and wraiths are working together is some big deal. It might even tear the very fabric of our lives apart forever.”

      Aric made a face and poked Zoe’s side. “She says things like that because of you. This overly-dramatic thing she has going is all you.”

      “Says the man who’s trying to keep his daughter from dating until she’s forty,” Zoe drawled.

      “That’s a smart move,” Aric argued. “There are perverts out there, and teenagers are the absolute worst. Do you want your daughter dating a perverted teenager?”

      Zoe snickered. “I hate to break it to you, but you were a perverted teenager when we started dating.”

      “No, I was twenty.”

      “Oh, well, there’s a lifetime of living in that year, huh?”

      “That’s neither here nor there.” Aric was firm. “Everything cute she does she gets from me. All the rest comes from you. It’s time to get on board with the ‘Sami isn’t dating until she’s forty’ plan because I refuse to back down.”

      “Right. You keep telling yourself that.” Zoe patted his arm and then tilted her head at Sami, clearly indicating the girl should remove herself from the situation.

      Sami stared back at her mother for a long beat and then let loose an exasperated sigh before nodding. “Fine. You’re not hiding anything from me, though. I know all and see all.” She tapped the side of her head for emphasis. “There’s no outsmarting me.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together as she watched Sami stalk off and then turned a rueful smile toward Aric. “She definitely gets that little bit from me.”

      “Uh-huh.” Aric rolled his eyes but slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders as he regarded his father. “I’m sorry we had to call you for help like this but ... it seemed the most prudent way to get things done.”

      “I’m not upset as much as curious,” James said. “I thought you guys were down here visiting Paris and introducing Sami to the city.”

      “We are,” Aric reassured him. “We’re also helping new friends with a revenant problem.”

      “I don’t know what that means.” James slid his eyes toward an incoming Cormack, his forehead wrinkling. “Wait, I think I know you.”

      “We’ve met at a few functions,” Cormack confirmed. “Several fundraisers over the years and a few political dinners.”

      “Right.” James bobbed his head. “You’re Cormack Grimlock. I couldn’t immediately place you. Now I remember.”

      The two men shook hands.

      “I appreciate you swooping in like this,” Cormack said. “I planned on taking care of it myself but ... well ... we’re trying to keep things quiet. Usually I would call the home office on this but I thought it best to leave them out of things this go-round.”

      “And why is that?” James folded his arms across his chest.

      “Because we’re not certain who in my office has a hand in this entire mess,” Cormack admitted ruefully, shifting his arms to accept Lily from a passing Aisling. The Grimlock daughter looked exhausted, although she headed for the parlor rather than to bed. “Everything is up in the air right now. We’re not sure about anything.”

      “I understand.” James looked grave. “I’m happy to help. It shouldn’t take us too long to clean this place up.” He cocked his head and regarded Lily. “And who is this?”

      “My granddaughter,” Cormack replied, rubbing the infant’s back. “She’s a little younger than your granddaughter, but they’re both spitfires.”

      “Clearly.” James instinctively reached out and touched Lily’s soft hair. “Remember when Sami was this little?”

      “Oh, geez.” Zoe rolled her eyes. “I think you guys have convenient holes in your memory for that time. Sami was a complete and total tyrant who ruled us with a tiny iron fist. We were all sleep-deprived and could never figure out what day of the week it was.”

      “Yes, but she was so cute and cuddly.” James let loose a sigh. “What was I saying again?”

      Zoe pinned him with a pointed look. “I’m going to tell you exactly what I told your son. Don’t get attached to that baby. We’ve only got four years of parenting left and then we can go back to being selfish jerks. That’s the life I’m looking forward to.”

      Aric snorted. “Baby, I hate to break it to you, but you never stop being a parent. We might be able to spend entire days in bed without getting up but we’re still always going to have Sami to worry about.”

      “Please.” Zoe rolled her eyes. “She’s going to cut us out of the decision-making at eighteen, just like I did to my parents. She’s going to find a mountain of trouble and then try to solve it herself. She’ll only call us in when things get really out of hand. I’m looking forward to those days.”

      Aric frowned. “I don’t like that idea. I think you should cast a spell to keep her this age forever.”

      Zoe made an exaggerated snorting sound. “That sounds absolutely hellish. I think I’m going to pass.” She turned her attention to James. “Why don’t you come into the parlor with us and have a drink and we’ll fill you in while your men are cleaning up? There’s a few things you should know before you go.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” James darted his eyes to Lily as Cormack fell into step with him as we crossed the foyer. “Can I hold her and pretend Sami is that little again?”

      Cormack nodded. “There’s nothing better than a sleeping baby.”

      “Except me,” Sami called out as we passed. “I’m way better.”

      Cormack winked at her. “You definitely have your moments.”

      

      I WAS DRAGGED INTO THE DREAM ON the other side of the gate again when I finally managed to pass out. I should’ve expected it — my defenses were down thanks to fatigue, after all — and I immediately found myself arguing with a petulant Emmet again. I couldn’t get away from him fast enough, and plunged into the woods surrounding the stark dream landscape.

      There was nothing there. There were no answers, only more questions.

      I felt restless when I woke, my eyes immediately going to Braden’s sleeping form. He snored lightly next to me, his arm draped around my waist, and he looked criminally attractive with his morning stubble and soft smile.

      As if sensing me staring at him, he shifted slightly and wrenched open one eye. “Good morning.”

      I grinned at him. “Good morning to you.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      It was an expected question, although I wasn’t certain how to answer. “I dreamed of Emmet again.”

      His fingers moved to my forehead so he could brush my hair back. “Was it the same dream?”

      “Kind of. It was a little different. I ran into the woods to get away from him.”

      “Was he trying to hurt you?”

      “No, he just wouldn’t shut up.”

      Braden smirked. “That’s how we were as kids. We used to hate when they visited — luckily, that didn’t happen very often — and we would hide in the back gardens to keep away from them when they did bother to come. Sometimes we would hide in the basement, too, although Aisling whined when we did that because she was afraid of the fake snakes.”

      “That was actually a torturous thing to do,” I acknowledged as I snuggled closer to him, resting my cheek against his chest. “She’s still traumatized by the idea of snakes in the basement. Have you ever watched her when we go down there? She tiptoes and uses a flashlight to check every corner. She hates it down there.”

      “That’s good. We didn’t want her down there. That was the only place we could get any respite where she was concerned.”

      “She just didn’t want to be left out. As the only girl, I’m sure that was a real fear for her.”

      “I’m sure it was, too.” Braden was matter-of-fact but a touch of smugness lurked at the corners of his eyes. “I know you look at Aisling and see this wonderful wife and mother who can do no wrong, but there were times she was a horrible sister. She was a total tattletale and got us in trouble all the time.”

      “First off, I’m not blind to Aisling’s issues,” I argued. “I get that she was a pain in the butt. That’s a little sister’s job. She couldn’t help herself. Still, she had to feel like an outsider at times because she was the only girl.”

      “Dad spoiled her rotten so she made up for it in other ways.”

      “Geez. You guys are rough.” I tapped his chin and grinned as he smiled down at me. “What did you think of James Winters? He said he would do some research and get back to us. I’m hopeful he might be able to come up with information we somehow missed.”

      “He has a good reputation,” Braden replied. “I’ve never heard anything bad about him in conjunction with his job. He seems fond of Sami, too. I’m not sure how his relationship is with Zoe, but even if they hate each other, they make it work.”

      I thought back to the interaction I’d witnessed the night before. “They don’t hate each other.” I was certain of that. “They respect each other. They love one another. They simply won’t kowtow to one another.

      “I think James has that shifter mentality where men are supposed to be strong and take care of the women,” I continued. “He probably doesn’t understand how Aric can sit back and let Zoe put on a magical display the way she does. I mean, he was the one to stay back with Sami last night, and Zoe raced off to be involved in the final battle.”

      “I noticed that.” He combed his fingers through my hair. “You raced off to the final battle, too, though.”

      “Yeah, but that’s my first instinct. Your first instinct is to be in the thick of things, too. I would guess that’s Aric’s instinct but Sami takes priority. Given how strong she is, that means the traditional gender roles in their house often get blurred. Aric had to protect Sami, so he did. Zoe had to make sure the threat was eradicated, so she did. Children change everything.”

      Braden pursed his lips, considering. “You’re right, of course. Aisling used to be in the middle of trouble at every turn but she’s taken a step back since having Lily.”

      “Your sister was involved in a huge fight when she went into labor and got sucked through the gate not long after giving birth,” I pointed out. “She’s hardly sitting on the sidelines.”

      “No, but she would’ve inserted herself into the fight further last night if it weren’t for Lily. You’re right about children changing things.” He angled his chin so he could slide in close and give me a soft kiss. “Do you ever think about it? Kids, I mean. Do you want to have children one day?”

      It seemed like a serious conversation for so early in the morning, but I understood why he was asking. We’d intertwined our lives to the point of no return. If we didn’t want the same things, it would be painful moving forward.

      “I wouldn’t mind a kid or two,” I said. “I don’t want them now or anything, and I can’t see having an entire brood like your family, but one or two would be nice ... after.”

      He held my gaze. “After you find answers on your parents?”

      I nodded. “After the revenants are gone and we can slip into some semblance of a normal life. I don’t want to bring children into a world where there’s constant fear.”

      “I can see that.” He snuggled me close. “I think one or two kids is a good idea. Before Lily came into our lives, I thought I might want five or six. That was a fluffy dream, though. The reality is, we have one baby in this family and it takes all of us to keep her changed, bathed, fed, and happy. There’s no way we could do that with six kids.”

      “Not and have time for each other,” I agreed.

      “And I’m going to want to spend oodles of time with you.”

      “Oodles?”

      “Oodles,” he confirmed, tickling my ribs and making me gasp. “In fact, I might want to spend a little time with you right now. How do you feel about that?”

      “I think that can be arranged.” I laughed, breathless, as he rolled me so he could land on top. “I need a good jolt to wake me up anyway.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking. A little bit of time for us before we greet the day and have to start thinking about the trouble at hand.”

      “Just you and me before the waffles,” I suggested.

      He lowered his mouth to mine. “You read my mind.”
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      I had to stop back in at the gate. I’d been lax in my duties, which made me feel guilty. Oliver was used to me taking off, but Paris had to pick up some of the slack, which didn’t seem fair since Zoe was her best friend.

      The mage went with me, asking for a tour of the island when we landed. I gladly took her around, pointing out all the hotspots. When we arrived at the conservatory, I asked if she wanted to go inside. She declined, especially when it became obvious that Collin and Claire were screaming at one another on the side patio.

      “I don’t think your plan worked,” I noted as I watched the merrow jab fingers and glare. “They’re not meant to be together.”

      “It wasn’t technically a plan,” she countered. “It was an experiment. I’ve always been interested in the relationships of others.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I was amused despite myself. “Does that include your friends?”

      “You mean Paris?” Her smirk was sly. “She’s always had absolutely tragic taste in men. I don’t know how to explain it. In college, she dated this guy. Mark.” Her expression darkened at the memory. “He caused us a lot of trouble. Then, years later, she was dating a cult leader when she popped back into our lives.”

      Since she’d opened the conversational door, I opted to walk through it. “You guys seem close, although Paris mentioned that she went years without seeing you after college. How did that happen?”

      She hesitated and then shrugged. “It was my fault. Er, well, I guess nobody was truly at fault. It was more that we wanted peace. I mean, after college, all Aric and I wanted was to be able to build a life together. We lived together in an apartment for a year and then he built our house. We moved in, had a security system installed, and then shut ourselves away from the rest of the world.

      “It wasn’t a conscious choice,” she continued. “We didn’t set out to cut ties with friends. It just ... happened. I talked to my friend Kelsey occasionally on the phone but it was like we believed trouble couldn’t find us if we stayed hidden. Paris’ return proved how very wrong we were.”

      It was rare to see her so serious but I wanted the insight on her friendships. “Paris mentioned that when she came back she made some mistakes. She seemed upset about whatever happened. That’s about the time you met Cernunnos, right?”

      “Yeah, that all happened within a few weeks,” she confirmed. “Paris showed up with a book, trouble wasn’t far behind, then we thought my parents died ... it was a whole big thing.”

      The statement niggled something in the back of my brain. “Was it The Archimage?”

      Her smile was rueful. “I figured you weren’t going to let that go. It was The Archimage, though. If you ask her, she was angry at the time because she believed I shut her out of my life. Like I said, it wasn’t intentional. It did happen, and in hindsight we all made mistakes.

      “Paris got involved with a magical cult because she was feeling lost, looking for a place to settle,” she continued. “When she realized the cult was up to no good, she sought us out. I was so happy to see her at the start I didn’t grasp she might have ulterior motives. Aric did. He was watching her ... and then there was a shifter attack.

      “In the aftermath, I had to heal Aric because he rushed in as we were fighting. Paris disappeared and we found her trying to flee the house with the book. It all spilled out then.”

      I tried to imagine the Paris she was describing and came up empty. “That doesn’t sound like her. She’s always been stalwart since I met her.”

      “She’s a good person,” Zoe reassured me. “She was never a bad person. She just makes the occasional stupid decision.”

      “We all do that.”

      “We do, but her bad decisions are almost always wrapped around a man. Mark was the first. He was working with the Academy and gathering information. Then he took our vampire captive. We didn’t see him for months because he was being starved.

      “That’s the thing you have to worry about with zealots,” she continued. “Mark wanted to belong and he allowed his belief system to be twisted. I think — at least at the very start — he was a normal guy trying to figure stuff out. They turned him into what he became, though.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Evil.” The answer was simple, succinct, but her dark gaze sent chills up my spine. “Mark was taken into custody during the big fight right before I graduated. I made the decision to have him locked away because I wasn’t comfortable ordering the death of a man I once considered a friend. That turned out to be a mistake.

      “He showed back up at my engagement party.” She took on a far-off expression, as if remembering something that distressed her. “He set off a bomb and people were killed, including a guy I went to college with who ultimately made the right decisions and helped us. I was furious.

      “That was the first time we went back to Covenant College. When we arrived, we found Mark was engaged to our roommate from freshman year,” she explained. “Brittany was one of those people who just wanted to belong. She was insecure and acted out because of it. I’m the reason she turned bad.”

      I was surprised by the admission. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t think people are born inherently bad or good. Well, some are, I guess, but others turn, whether out of necessity or experience. Brittany was the latter. She wanted to fit in with our group, but I didn’t like her because she was uppity and emotionally needy. I didn’t have a lot of time for that.

      “Over the years, her desire to fit in turned into bitterness,” she continued. “She hated me, and in hindsight, she had reason. I was not a good person where she was concerned. The more our antagonism dragged out, the more her hatred grew.

      “The first time we returned to Covenant College, she was engaged to Mark and he’d messed with her mind. Before graduation, we cast a spell to relieve her of some of the pain she was feeling. We thought it was what was best for her. She’d been dating my ex-boyfriend at the time and we sacrificed him to Rafael’s hunger when we got him back. It wasn’t a great loss for me — he wasn’t the man I believed him to be — but she took it hard.”

      It was all so fascinating and I found I had a million questions. “Did you cast the spell?”

      She shook her head. “Paris did, along with a little help from her mother.” She turned to face me. “You have to understand, in this instance, we honestly weren’t trying to hurt her ... or even mess with her. We wanted to give her peace, maybe a chance to move forward. By casting the spell, Mark had the opportunity to move in and take advantage of her.

      “When we returned to Covenant College and found them together, we were understandably confused,” she continued. “They’d grown up in the same town but had never been close. We had to remove the spell from Brittany’s mind, and when everything came back, she was … well … ‘not happy’ would be an understatement.”

      “Do you blame her?” I countered. “No matter your intentions, you still stripped part of who she was from her.”

      “We did, and I believe that’s why she came back in the end.” Zoe held out her hands and shrugged. “She’d willingly aligned herself with the bad guys that final go-round. She wanted to make us pay, especially me. In the very end, she’s the one who shot me.

      “I’d been expecting a magical assault, so it never occurred to me to fear a mechanical weapon. She was willing to die to end me and she did everything she possibly could to make it happen.”

      “And that’s when Sami had to save you,” I mused. “I suspect Paris was making better decisions by then.”

      Zoe smirked. “She was. She’d just given birth a few months before. She came with us to end things despite that, and I was glad because she’s always had a good relationship with Sami. When our petulant teenager needs to vent, Paris is always willing to listen.”

      “Oh, I know.” I was amused despite myself. “Sometimes Paris has the conversations on her tablet out in the open because she’s working. I felt as if I knew Sami before you guys even arrived. You were the mystery, though, despite our conversation a few weeks ago.”

      “I like being a mystery.” Zoe winked and then went back to staring out the window. “I didn’t tell you this to make you question Paris. She’s loyal and will do whatever it takes to protect you and do the right thing. She learned her lesson when it comes to choosing bad men.”

      “But the cult leader almost ended your friendship, right?” I prodded.

      She tilted her head, considering, and then shrugged. “I want to think our friendship would’ve survived anything, but it’s impossible to say. Things converged on me back then. I was likely pregnant, although it was too early to know, and then there was the book.”

      My interest was officially piqued. “Why did you destroy the book?”

      “It wasn’t technically destroyed, and now that I know about these other books that are in existence, I have to wonder if I would make the same decision again.”

      I frowned. “You said the book was gone.”

      “It is gone. That doesn’t mean it was destroyed as much as ... absorbed.”

      And there it was, something I’d been wondering about ever since I witnessed her eyes going black. “You absorbed the book.” It was a statement rather than a question, and it made sense given her reticence to talk about The Archimage.

      “I did.” She bobbed her head. “Quinn — that was the cult guy — wanted to trade the book for my parents. I was afraid to give him the book because it was so powerful. I also couldn’t just let my parents die ... so I absorbed the book.”

      “And what happened?”

      “I kicked his ass.”

      I snorted. “I figured that. What happened to you?”

      She held out her hands and shrugged. “I guess it depends on how you look at things. I became more powerful. There’s no doubt about that. The magic calls to me all the time, wants to be let out. I’m careful, though. I only engage the extra powers if I have no other choice.”

      “Why? Is the magic evil?”

      “I don’t know that I would call it evil. It’s more that it’s ... consuming. That’s the best word I can use to describe it. I hold the magic at bay, because it’s never truly been a part of me. I can use it, tap into it, but I prefer being myself.

      “Sami doesn’t have that luxury,” she continued. “Remember when I said I was likely pregnant with her at the time I absorbed the book? Well, from the math we’ve done, it seems likely she was in there. How much of the magic did she absorb?”

      That hadn’t occurred to me. “You don’t think she could turn bad, do you?”

      “I’m her mother. Of course I don’t believe it.”

      “But ... ?”

      “But nothing.” Zoe’s smile was wan. “She’s a good girl ... at least for the most part. She has a good heart. She doesn’t hear the whispering like I do. Since I compartmentalize my magic, the book often wants to get out, escape, run free. Her circumstances are different, though. The book fused with her. Everything she is has coalesced into one mouthy teenager. I have two natures.”

      “Your eyes briefly turned black in the Poletown house,” I offered. “I was confused ... and also awestruck by how much power you were wielding. It was over almost before it began.”

      “The good news is that I barely tapped into those powers. They’re still there for us to use. The bad news is, I’m not certain any magic can take down those gates. We’ve yet to figure out how to do it and that concerns me.”

      “What about Sami?” I queried. “You said it yourself that her magic is more fully formed. Maybe she can take down the gate.”

      “Maybe,” Zoe agreed. “We’ll never know, though. I won’t let her in that basement.”

      “But ... .”

      “No.” Zoe shook her head, firm. “She’s my daughter and it’s my job to protect her. You saw how she was last night. She’s gung-ho and willing to jump in to take out whatever enemy she sees fit. She’ll go through one of the gates and I can’t allow that to happen in case she can’t come back … or is attacked. You have to understand that.”

      And, because I did, I nodded. “I know. I shouldn’t have suggested it. I’m just so worried about what those gates could mean. We need to figure out a way to take them down.”

      “We do,” she agreed without hesitation. “There’s absolutely no doubt about that. However, you might be the one with the power we need to do it. Have you considered that?”

      The question caught me off guard. “I ... not really. You’re the most powerful mage in the Midwest.”

      “That’s a reputation I like to embrace,” she agreed. “I want people to fear me because that’s another layer of protection for Sami. That doesn’t mean my magic is the key to eradicating the gates. You’re the one who grew up next to them. You understand them better. When I fire on them, it’s as if I’m throwing magic into a void because I don’t understand the intricacies of them. You’re different, though. That means you’re likely to figure out what we need.”

      “Oh, well ... .” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Part of me hopes that’s not true,” I admitted. “It’s a lot of pressure to carry around.”

      “Welcome to my world.”

      “The other part of me hopes it is true because that means the gates will come down eventually, no matter what.”

      “Positive thinking is the way to go.” She leaned back in her seat. “Now, let’s go back to the tour. You have a casino here, right?”

      “We do.”

      “I want to see that.”

      “What about the gate room?”

      “It’s been there for centuries, right? That means it’ll be there in another hour. We can wait.”

      Since she was right, I gave in to her demands. A stop at the casino couldn’t possibly hurt.

      Well, probably.

      

      SAMI WAS WAITING FOR US WHEN WE returned to Grimlock Manor that afternoon and she was a screechy teenage mess.

      “You’re not the boss of me!” she yelled at Zoe as we crossed into the foyer.

      Zoe, surprisingly, remained calm. “I see your father told you the good news.”

      One look at Aric’s hangdog expression told me something had indeed gone down in our absence.

      “I told her she won’t be coming to the party with us tonight,” Aric confirmed. “I explained our reasoning for wanting her to stay here but she disagrees that it’s a good idea.”

      “Of course she does,” Zoe said dryly as she shrugged out of her light coat. “She gets that from you.”

      Aric shot his wife a dirty look. “No, she gets that from you. I’m willing to take the credit for some of her crap — like that crazy thing she does during the full moon where she runs around the yard yelling at all the trees for being too loud — but this is all you.”

      Zoe looked as if she wanted to argue but ultimately she shook her head and focused on Sami. “There’s a rational reason for you staying here. Would you like to hear it?”

      “No, I don’t want to hear anything you have to say.” Sami folded her arms across her chest. “You’re going to need me. I heard Mr. Grimlock talking. He thinks the whole house is going to be full of enemies. You need someone who can fight.”

      Cormack was rueful as he padded into the room behind Sami. The look he shot Zoe was apologetic. “She heard me talking with Redmond and Cillian. We thought she was with Lily in the game room but ... well ... it turns out she wasn’t.”

      Zoe waved away the apology as if swatting at gnats. “This was going to turn into a fight regardless. It’s not your fault she sneaks around eavesdropping. We’ve warned her it’s going to come back and bite her eventually if she’s not careful.”

      Aric snorted. “She gets the eavesdropping from you, too. Need I remind you of the engagement ring fiasco? You were eavesdropping then and assumed I was going to run off and marry some pack member and try to keep you on the side. You’re the reason our kid is nuts.”

      Zoe pinned him with a dark look. “We’re both high-strung sometimes. Not all her bad behavior is because of me.”

      “Nobody cares which one of you gave me my really loud voice,” Sami snapped.

      “That was your mother,” Aric offered.

      Sami ignored him. “I need to go with you. More importantly, you’re going to need me. It’s a mistake to leave me behind.”

      Zoe shook her head. “You can’t go, and it doesn’t matter how much you whine, you’re staying here. We need you here.”

      “Because you think I’m a baby.”

      “No, it’s because Lily is a baby and we want her protected. Your father is going with me. Izzy is going with me. The Grimlocks are strong but not magical. They need you.”

      “Yeah, but ... .”

      “Sami, you have to keep the people who are remaining behind safe.” Zoe was matter-of-fact. “That’s your job. We all have jobs if we expect to pull this off, and that’s yours. Izzy’s aunt is coming to help. She’s magical, too. If something happens, and this Grimaldi guy decides to send another army to move on this house, you’re going to be needed here. That’s all there is to it.”

      Sami cocked her head and I could tell she was running the statement through her mind. Before she could speak again, Aric joined in to double down on her.

      “Aisling, Griffin, Jerry, and Maya are going to be here with you,” he said. “All of you are going to work together to protect Lily. She’s too little to protect herself. It’s absolutely necessary that you stay here. If someone attacks, you can protect everybody under a dome until help arrives.”

      Sami’s shoulders drooped. “But ... what if you can’t take down the gates without me?”

      “Then we’ll have to figure it out,” Zoe replied. “We need you to protect the people who aren’t going into the Grimaldi house. That’s your job and I expect you to carry it out.”

      Sami heaved out a defeated sigh. “Fine. I want to be ungrounded, though. I’m pretty sure you can’t leave me in charge of everyone and still have me be grounded.”

      Zoe’s lips quirked. “If you do as instructed and keep everyone safe tonight without causing any problems, you can be ungrounded.”

      “Really?” Sami brightened considerably, all earlier misgivings about being cut out of the action disappearing. She jutted out her hand. “I agree to your terms. I’m going to want one of those omelet bars for myself when we get home as a reward, too.”

      Cormack chuckled. “If everything goes as planned, I promise you’ll get an omelet bar here tomorrow. You just need to hold it together for a few hours.”

      “I can do that.” Sami’s smile was sly. “Maybe we can even have an ice cream bar with the omelets. I know those two things don’t usually go together but I think it would make a worthy experiment.”

      Cormack’s grin was expansive. “You’re definitely my favorite today.”

      “I have a way about me,” Sami agreed.

      “If this works, you can have both bars. You have my word.”

      “Then I will willingly stay here and be the babysitter.”

      “You’ll be the protector,” Aric corrected. “If something gets in this house, we need you to promise you’ll get everybody together and put a dome over them. No heroics. No running around on your own. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got it.” Sami rolled her eyes. “I know what I’m doing. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Well, you are your mother’s daughter,” Aric teased.

      “Keep it up,” Zoe warned. “I’ll make you two listen to me sing along with the radio the whole way home if you’re not careful. It’ll be all hair-band stuff, too.”

      “Oh, geez, way to threaten us,” Sami groused. “I’ll be good. You have my word.”
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      Cormack called a local designer and asked that she bring in dresses for us to try on for the party. No matter how we expected things to go, he said, we had to look our best for what was to come.

      He spared no expense.

      “I can’t even believe this dress.” I stared down at the beaded black dress I wore and shook my head, dumbfounded. “I’ve never seen a dress like this in real life.”

      Aisling, who seemed a bit sad she wasn’t selecting a dress for herself, chuckled as she moved to stand next to me. We’d taken over one of the second-story rooms — I had no idea what it was used for under normal circumstances — and there were at least fifty fancy dresses available for Zoe and me to try on.

      “It looks good on you,” she noted, running her hands over the sides of the dress. “Under different circumstances I would say I’d like to see you in a bright color, but you don’t want to stick out too much. The black is nice.”

      “Yeah.” I studied my reflection for another stretch and then shifted my attention to her. “Are you sad you’re not going?”

      She worked her jaw and then tilted her head, ultimately shrugging. “I don’t like being left out — you know that — but it feels right this time.”

      “Because of Griffin?”

      “He’s afraid of the gates.”

      “Are you?”

      “I don’t want to be afraid of them.” She offered up a rueful smile. “It used to be that I didn’t think I was afraid of anything. I thrived on fighting with people ... and finding trouble. Now it’s different.”

      “It’s the baby,” Zoe offered from her spot in front of another mirror. She’d selected a dark purple sheath that showed off her legs and left her arms free should she need to wield magic, which seemed like a foregone conclusion. “Once you’re responsible for taking care of another human being, it’s impossible not to change.”

      “You’re going, though,” Aisling pointed out.

      “My baby is fourteen and capable of leveling a house if she puts her mind to it. Your baby is completely vulnerable ... and you’ve recently gone through a terrible ordeal. I can’t imagine how hard it was for your husband when you disappeared through that gate. Up until that point, you assumed no one would be able to cross back over, right?”

      Aisling nodded, her expression hard to read. “When I woke up on the other side I was too frightened to allow myself to think about not returning. The only thing going through my head was that I’d been ripped off and would never get to see Lily grow up.

      “I knew Griffin would take care of her, be a wonderful father and give her everything she could possibly need, but I didn’t want to miss out,” she continued. “I also didn’t want him eventually getting over me and finding someone else … even though I would’ve tried to spin it so I was magnanimous in the aftermath. The idea of him being with someone else really ticked me off.”

      Zoe laughed. “I understand that feeling. When I died — or came close to death, whatever — that was one of the last things I wondered about. Would someone come along and take over my family? I didn’t want to imagine that but thinking of them suffering alone was too much.”

      “Yeah, I thought about the suffering aspect, too,” Aisling admitted. “Ultimately I decided I was fine with it because misery loves company. I knew I would suffer without them. Plus, all I could imagine was Angelina trying to sneak her way in and Griffin being so angry at me for leaving him that he actually started dating her.”

      That had all three of us laughing.

      “I don’t think either of you have to worry about that,” I offered, smoothing the dress down one more time. Honestly, I loved the way I looked in it. That somehow seemed shallow to think about, given what we were about to do, but there was no rule about not looking your best for a potential war. “Both your husbands seem to love you beyond measure.”

      “Definitely,” Aisling agreed, her ego on full display. Despite her bravado, her eyes were cloudy when they met mine. “Are you worried about Braden? Do you think he doesn’t love you that way? Because let me tell you something, my brother is a goner where you’re concerned. I think he fell in love with you the moment he saw you.”

      It was a nice sentiment, although not entirely truthful. “He didn’t like me when we first met.”

      “He didn’t dislike you,” Aisling countered. “He just didn’t like the feelings you stirred up in him.”

      “Much like your merrow,” Zoe added. “The opposite of love is not hate. It’s indifference. Collin and Claire are not indifferent to one another. I guarantee Braden was not indifferent to you when you first crossed paths. My guess is he was attracted and didn’t like that fact because it meant his days of playing the field were over.”

      “We did have an early connection,” I admitted, although reluctantly. “I don’t think it was love at first sight, though. Love is one of those things that has to be earned.”

      “I agree with you there.” Zoe took up position next to me so we could stand together in our dresses. “These will do.” She flashed me a smile. “As for everlasting love, I don’t think you have to worry. Some people bond for life, and Braden seems the sort who has already done that.”

      Her steadfast gaze made me queasy. “That’s a little freaky to drop on me before a big party, one where monsters are likely the guests of honor.”

      “That doesn’t make it any less true. Braden will be your rock forever if you let him. The question is, do you want to open that door?”

      I knew the answer without a moment’s consideration. “I’ve already opened the door.”

      Her smile was warm. “I know. I was curious if you knew or not. I was an idiot when Aric and I were getting together. I didn’t realize he’d already won the war until after we’d been separated for almost a year. I’ve never been smart when it comes to certain things. Thankfully, Aric realized that and made allowances for my idiocy.”

      “And now you have the perfect relationship,” I noted.

      “No relationship is perfect,” she countered. “Although ours feels perfect for us.”

      “You even have a mouthy kid to show for it,” I teased.

      “Yes, well ... .” She trailed off, her eyes going to the door as Sami pushed her way in.

      “Omigod!” Sami’s face flushed with annoyance. “I can’t believe you’re getting all dressed up and I have to stay home in this.” She gestured toward her track pants and T-shirt. “Life is so unfair.”

      Zoe refused to get dragged into a potential argument. “One day you’ll have your own party of monsters to look forward to. This is my party. Well, technically it’s Izzy’s party. I’m her sidekick for the night, though, so I get to play along, too.”

      I was uncomfortable with her terminology. “I didn’t think you ever allowed yourself to be a sidekick.”

      She smirked. “Not generally,” she agreed. “I happen to believe you’re the key this evening. That means you’ll be the focus. I’m just along to supply the firepower ... and mouth.”

      “Oh, I can’t believe I don’t get to supply the mouth,” Sami groused. “That’s totally my superpower.”

      Zoe grinned as she smoothed Sami’s flyaway hair. “Which you definitely get from me.”

      

      CORMACK WASN’T KEEN ON PARKING AT THE Grimaldi house for a number of reasons, the main one being that he didn’t trust whoever was working with the dark faction of the reaper council not to plant bombs under our vehicles to make sure it was impossible for us to get away.

      I hadn’t really considered that as a possibility, but as soon as he mentioned it, I was keen to jump on his “professional driver” plan. He hired a driver he’d already vetted and we all piled into a stretch limo. Options for weapons were limited, but all the men carried daggers inside their coats. As for Zoe and me, we were weapons of a different sort.

      “The plan is to stick close together but still look around and gauge our enemy,” Cormack intoned as the driver shuttled us to the party. “I don’t expect Adam to attack the second we walk through the door. He’ll want to draw things out — play with his food, so to speak.”

      “What about other guests?” Aric queried, his hand on Zoe’s knee. He’d been quiet when bidding goodbye to Sami but he was the sort of man who weighed a problem, chewed on it, and then went with his gut when opting for a solution. In this particular instance, he obviously figured his wife would need him more. It couldn’t have been easy for him regardless, and yet he seemed calm despite the chaos we were about to embrace.

      “I wouldn’t imagine he’s going to have innocent guests on the premises,” Cormack replied.

      “See, I think the exact opposite.” Zoe shifted to get more comfortable. “All my dealings with megalomaniacs suggest they like innocent bystanders on hand as fodder. That goes for the politician we took down, and the Academy people, and the cult members. There are always innocent people to take into consideration.”

      Cormack hesitated. “But why would he want innocent people knowing what he’s doing?”

      “He likely doesn’t want them to know,” Zoe replied. “He probably expects us to go in guns a-blazing and create a scene so he can play the victim. It’s obvious he knows we’re working for ourselves. What he doesn’t know is exactly who is working against him … or why. He couldn’t have planned for Bob or me.”

      The latter part of the sentence had me shifting. “Speaking of that, where is Cernunnos? Absolutely nobody has seen him in almost forty-eight hours. What if they’ve somehow captured him?”

      “They haven’t captured him.” Zoe sounded sure of herself. “Like I’ve told you multiple times now, he is not here to fight alongside us. He’s here for information and edification. There’s a script he wants us to stick to, and he’ll show up if he feels it’s not going to happen, but otherwise we’re on our own.”

      That made me nervous. “I still think he would’ve said something to us.”

      “You don’t know him like I do.”

      “No, but ... he inserted himself into our lives,” I argued. “He has a plan for us.”

      “He does, but he expects us to carry out that plan without him as much as we can. He’s a big proponent of free will. That’s why he didn’t push when he offered me the chance to hop between worlds all those years ago. He laid out my options and then stepped back when I told him my decision.”

      “He would’ve totally taken you if he thought he could,” Aric grumbled, his gaze dark. “I know he helped Sami save you — and I will never be able to repay him for that — but he also tried to take you from me. And, now that you mentioned it again yesterday, it’s become apparent he knew you were pregnant when he approached you in that hole and he wanted to take my daughter from me, too. I didn’t even know she was a thing. I would’ve lost you and never known her.”

      Zoe patted his knee. “That was never going to happen. You know I’m addicted to you. I can’t live without you. I wouldn’t have let him take me.”

      “He still wanted to.” Aric made a face and then forced himself to relax. “Let’s go back to planning for whatever is about to go down. I don’t want to talk about Bob. He bugs me.”

      A smile rose to my lips, unbidden, and I had to avert my gaze.

      “If Adam has innocents in his house, then we’re going to have to be very careful,” Cormack noted. “I don’t want innocent reapers dying. The problem is, we have no way of knowing who is in on it and who isn’t. Maybe we should turn around and think about this some more.”

      “I think that’s a very poor idea,” Zoe countered. “Right now, we know the bulk of the bad guys are going to be in that house. It won’t be all of them, but this wave of evil-doers wants to take us out. What they don’t realize is that we can protect ourselves in ways they can’t even imagine.

      “I don’t think he’s going to unleash revenants on the guests,” she continued. “I think he’s going to try to draw us into the basement and kill us that way. He’s going to wait until he can draw us into that sitting room — or whatever it is — and then unleash revenants from all three doors at the same time. Maybe he’ll add some wraiths into the mix somewhere, too, but the revenants are the ones calling the shots, so I’m going with them.”

      Cormack’s serious gaze lit with intensity. “And how do you know that?”

      “Because that’s what I would do, and I’m diabolical.”

      He held her gaze and then nodded. “Okay, if you’re so diabolical, how do you suggest we handle this?”

      “We go in, get the lay of the land, and then give Grimaldi what he wants.”

      Braden stirred beside me. “What’s that?”

      “Izzy. He thinks she’s the one with the power to destroy the gates. He wants her off the chessboard.”

      Braden immediately started shaking his head. “Absolutely not. I’m not sacrificing her. What are you even thinking?”

      Rather than pick a fight, Zoe smirked. “You’re so funny. You have like zero sense of humor sometimes. You need to unclench.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Braden was fired up and refused to back down. “How would you feel if we sacrificed your precious husband?”

      “I wouldn’t have much of a sense of humor about it,” Zoe replied. “The thing is, I have no intention of sacrificing Izzy. Much like Grimaldi, I think she’s the key to taking down the gates. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to play chicken with her life.”

      I balked. “I don’t know how to do it.”

      “I think you do and you just don’t realize it.” Zoe was calm, matter-of-fact. “I think Bob is here because he needs us to work together. He wants us to figure it out on our own, but he’ll show up in the last reel and give us a push if necessary.

      “He wants us to collapse these gates because at least then all he has to worry about are the gates that are supposedly under reaper control,” she continued. “He thinks Izzy will supply the strategy and I’ll supply the power.”

      “But what about the other gates?” I argued. “There’s a gate in Poletown ... and I guarantee they’ve got other hidden gates.”

      “Oh, I guarantee they do, too,” Zoe agreed. “I think once we take down this small nexus of gates, that will have the enemy retreating and regrouping. That’s what Bob wants right now. We can only take it one step at a time, and this is the first step.”

      “If Bob wants it so badly, why isn’t he here with us?” Braden queried. “If he’s so Machiavellian, why isn’t he already here and guiding you guys to what he wants?”

      “Free will,” Zoe replied simply. “He’ll show up when he figures it’s time. Until then, it’s up to us.”

      “So, what do we do?” Cillian queried. He’d been largely silent since we piled into the limo, although he was the sort of man who liked a plan.

      “We go to the basement,” Zoe replied simply. “We’ll head inside, greet everybody, and then head straight for the basement. That’s what our host wants. That’s what we need to do.”

      “But what if we go into that room and we’re attacked by revenants?” Aidan prodded. “We could be slaughtered like cattle.”

      “That’s why you have me.” Zoe offered up a sly grin. “Grimaldi has no idea who I am or what I can do. That means he thinks we’ll fall prey to him in an instant. He’s wrong. I’ve got this.”

      Aidan held her gaze. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I do. In this particular instance, I know exactly what to do. We’re the ones who will be springing the trap. Have faith.”

      “Okay.” Aidan held up his hands. “Just keep in mind, I’m getting married in a few months. It would be best if I don’t die. My fiancé will hunt you until the end of time if I don’t come out of this.”

      Zoe snickered. “Well, now I’ll definitely make sure you survive. I don’t want to be hunted by Jerry.”

      “That would probably be best.”

      

      CORMACK TOOK THE LEAD WHEN WE EXITED THE limo. He arranged us so everybody was organized by age, which meant Redmond and Cillian were right behind him, Braden and I following as a couple, Aidan trailing behind us, and Zoe and Aric bringing up the rear. Technically they didn’t match the age configuration but Zoe insisted on being the last in line in case there was an attack from the rear and nobody offered up even a word of argument.

      Cormack handed over the invitation as he reached the door, gave the butler what looked to be an imperious smile, and then motioned for us to follow him.

      I’d been in the Grimaldi house multiple times now and the first thing I noticed was that the garish painting on the wall in the foyer, the one featuring the wraiths chasing the angel, was gone. It had been replaced by a boring landscape, which somehow made the room appear brighter.

      “He’s gone all out,” Cormack noted as he surveyed the large dining room. The table that had been there before was gone and replaced with chairs along the walls. The center of the room had been turned into a dance floor. “You were right about the fodder.” He was grim as he looked at the assembled guests, no doubt doing the math in his head. “There’s no way all these people are working with him.”

      “No,” Zoe agreed, her eyes bouncing from room to room. “There have to be at least seventy people here.”

      “At least,” Cormack agreed. “I’m betting there are even more people in the backyard. He has an elaborate patio setup out there.”

      “That’s probably where he is,” Redmond noted. “He likes to smoke cigars out there.”

      “That’s not where he is,” Zoe supplied. “He’s in the basement. I’m sure he’s already been alerted that we’re here and he’s waiting for us.”

      Cormack slid her a sidelong look. “You don’t want to make him wait, do you?”

      “No. I don’t see the point in it. I’m not keen on being away from my kid too long under these circumstances. I would prefer getting straight to the heart of matters.”

      Cormack studied her face for a long time and then nodded. “I’m the one who takes the lead down the stairs. This is my co-worker. It’s my job.”

      “That’s sweet and chivalrous … and kind of out of touch.” Zoe patted his arm. “It’s also fine as long as I’m right behind you. I need to be able to see what’s happening so I know when to engage our defenses.”

      Cormack nodded in agreement. “Okay. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “I’m more interested in seeing what he’s got, but we’ll make it work. I’m more than ready to put an end to this.”

      She wasn’t the only one.
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      Zoe knew the way to the basement so she prodded Cormack to make the correct turns. Nobody was watching the door that led to the bottom floor and Cormack paused before touching the handle. Perhaps sensing his unease, Zoe reached around him and pulsed a small burst of magic at the knob, which blew the door open with minimal effort. It flew open with enough force that it bounced against the inside wall but nothing else happened, so Zoe gave the Grimlock patriarch an encouraging smile.

      “I guess that means I’m on.” Cormack returned the smile. “Let’s do this.”

      Zoe nodded. “It’s going to be okay. I’m a total badass.”

      He chuckled dryly. “Well, at least we have that.” He squared his shoulders and headed down the stairs, pulling up short when he hit the bottom floor and the gate became visible. He cocked his head, a look of wonder drifting over his features, and then he sighed. “You described it to me, yet it didn’t feel real until right now.”

      “It’s hard for you,” Zoe acknowledged. “You’ve been led to believe these gates are special, perhaps placed in certain locations by God himself. They were at the very least mystical. Now you find that the biggest loser in Loserville has access to multiple gates. It’s going to cause you to rethink everything you’ve based your life on.

      “What’s important is that you know you’re a good man and you always did the right thing,” she continued. “You can’t control what other people do, only yourself. That was a hard lesson for me. It took getting shot, maybe even dying, to realize that I am not responsible for everybody I cross paths with. The same is true for you.

      “You’ve raised good children. They’re mouthy and opinionated and altogether wacky. They’re also loyal, love openly, and tell the truth even when it’s hard to hear. That makes them the best sort of people in my book. You need to focus on that. What’s about to happen here is not on you. These people created this situation. They’ve got what’s coming to them.”

      “And are you what’s coming to them?”

      “No, that would be karma. I’m just going to be the one wielding it.”

      He was quiet for a beat and then rested his hand on her shoulder. “You are a great comfort to me, despite your mouth and attitude. You couldn’t have said anything better.”

      “Even I have my moments.”

      “You do.” Briefly, he pressed his forehead to hers and then pulled back. “I really do want to keep Sami. I’m just putting it out there in case something happens.”

      Zoe snorted. “You can’t keep her. We might be able to arrange the occasional visit, though. Now that she’s met your beefcake son, she’s never going to stop torturing her father with him. However, that’s a conversation for tomorrow. For today ... .”

      “For today we go through the gate,” he said, sucking in a breath. “I guess I can’t put that off any longer.”

      “You’re afraid,” Zoe surmised. “It’s okay. We’ll do it together.” She linked her arm through his, cast a reassuring look to Aric, and then moved toward the shimmering surface. “Whatever happens on the other side, we’ve got this. I promise.”

      Cormack exhaled twice and then patted her hand. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      We walked through the gate in formation, arriving on the other side in a small clump. The waiting room looked largely as it had the first time we visited, other than the missing shelf. The acrid smell of smoke hung heavy in the air, a remnant of our second visit. The air was close — too close, really — and one half of the room was littered with familiar faces.

      Grimaldi was an expected foe, as were the assorted faceless reaper soldiers congregated behind him. The man standing next to him, though, was more of a surprise. In hindsight, I had recognized Renley Hatfield as an enemy early on. I couldn’t come right out and accuse him, but something always seemed off. That was never more apparent than now, when he stood shoulder to shoulder with Grimaldi and offered up the worst sort of grin.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” Cormack intoned as he took his spot in the center of our group. “I expected to find you here, Adam, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed with you, Renley.”

      Renley’s grin was wide. “See, I told you.” He puffed out his chin and preened at Grimaldi. “I knew he didn’t suspect me.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Cormack countered, his gaze dark. “I certainly didn’t trust you. I had hope that you were who I thought you were, but there was always doubt.”

      Renley’s smile faded. “Is that so?”

      “Why do you think I never invited you into my inner circle?”

      “I believe I was a member of your inner circle. You called me to clean up constant messes at your house. Your supposedly dead wife wreaked havoc for a year and you always leaned on me to help you deal with it.”

      “No, I called in teams to clean up bodies because I didn’t want to deal with it myself,” Cormack countered. “I certainly didn’t tell you what was going on. I mean, what do you think happened there?”

      Renley hesitated. “I ... well ... she left and then came back.”

      “Yeah, not quite.” Cormack risked a glance at Braden and then returned to the business at hand. “That’s not important now. What’s important is what you have going on here.”

      “And what do you think that is?” Grimaldi queried. “What is it you think we’re doing?”

      Cormack didn’t immediately answer, which allowed Zoe to take the reins. I internally cringed when she cleared her throat and raised her hand.

      “Yes, young lady,” Grimaldi prodded on a smirk. “Although I don’t believe I know who you are. Cormack has told a few fibs where you’re concerned and tracking down your true identity has been difficult.”

      “I’m guessing that’s because you’ve been looking in the wrong place,” Zoe countered. “Since everything is about to come out in the open anyway, my name is Zoe Lake.”

      “Lake-Winters,” Aric corrected under his breath.

      “Zoe Lake?” Grimaldi cocked his head. “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

      Renley let loose a hissing noise and took a full step back, his eyes narrowing as he regarded Zoe with renewed respect.

      “I think Renley knows who she is,” Cormack said on a smile.

      “Mage,” Renley growled. “She’s a mage.”

      I cocked my head, confused. For some reason, Renley seemed to be kowtowing to Grimaldi and I couldn’t figure out why. Something felt very wrong with the situation.

      “Hey, I still haven’t gotten to tell you what I think you’re doing,” Zoe complained.

      Grimaldi let loose an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. If you want to continue with this farce, that’s entirely up to you. What is it you think we’re doing?”

      “Trying to live forever,” Zoe replied, not missing a beat.

      “And what makes you think that?”

      “Because that’s what all you idiots want. To live forever, or gain ultimate power so you can live forever. The end result is always the same. It’s the biggest cowards in the world, those who fear death, who do things like this. You both look like cowards to me.”

      She was baiting them. I realized that at the exact instant Grimaldi waved his hand to engage the men behind them. Zoe was expecting it, and she threw up a magical shield. When the men tried to barrel through it, they were hit with a wall of energy that caused them to go rigid as a bolt of terrible power zipped through them.

      Their eyes went wide and they fell by the wayside like planks of lumber.

      Fury washed over Grimaldi’s features and I could feel the anger radiating off him. He hadn’t expected his first assault to result in triumph, but he had expected at least a ripple of fear from our group. Instead, he got an education on what not to do when trying to fight a mage.

      “What the ... ?” Renley narrowed his eyes as he regarded the fallen reapers, but it was curiosity lighting his features more than fear. “Are they dead?”

      “Yup.” Zoe was blasé. “Who wants to be next?”

      Grimaldi raised his fist. “You can’t just kill people.”

      Cormack let loose a hollow laugh. “That’s rich coming from you.”

      “I’m not trying to kill anyone,” Grimaldi shot back. “I’m trying to save people. There’s a new world order happening, and I’m in charge. I don’t want to consider you an enemy, Cormack, but I will if you continue to push me.”

      “Is that supposed to frighten me?” Cormack’s earlier disappointment gave way to fury. “If you think I’m going to join with whatever it is you’ve got going here, then you’re sadly mistaken.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t act in your family’s best interests,” Grimaldi groused. “You’re too proud to ever admit you’re wrong.”

      “Is that what’s going on here? Am I wrong and you’re somehow right?”

      “That’s exactly what’s going on here. This plan has been in place for a century. A century!” His eyes flashed with fierce determination. “This was always meant to happen. Just because you didn’t realize it, weren’t a part of it, that doesn’t mean we’re wrong.”

      Something occurred to me. “Emmet and Mary were part of the first wave, right?”

      Grimaldi shook his head. “They were part of the second wave. They joined when you were a small child, Cormack. My parents were part of the plan, too. Unlike your parents, I was raised knowing what was to come. Your parents insisted that you be kept in the dark — something about you being a headstrong pain in the ass.”

      “I was a stubborn kid,” Cormack agreed.

      “They wanted to wait until you were an adult, until you had something to lose,” Grimaldi continued. “They were going to tell you the score when Lily died — or we thought she died, I’m still confused what happened there — but you shut them out. More than that, you kicked them out of your life.

      “We told them it was likely grief fueling you and to approach again in a few months, but they wanted to wash their hands of you. After that, we watched you for signs you would come around to our way of thinking, but that seemed unlikely.”

      “Oh, you think?” Cormack’s eyebrows practically flew off his forehead. “I don’t even understand what you’re doing here.”

      “I already told you,” Zoe grumbled. “They’re trying to live forever.”

      “No.” Grimaldi pinned her with a dark glare. “We’re trying to form the world in a new image. Don’t you understand? There were creatures here before us and this plane was supposed to belong to them. It was ripped away.”

      His chin jerked in a specific way at the final statement, setting my teeth on edge in the process. It was a tiny quirk, but it was something I recognized in my heart from previous interactions with the revenants. Before I even realized what I was going to say, the words escaped. “You’re a revenant.”

      “What?” Cormack jolted, his eyes landing on me. “What are you saying?”

      “He’s a revenant,” I repeated. “I don’t think he’s the only one either. Renley is a revenant, too.”

      Rather than deny the statement, or make a fuss, the men exchanged amused looks.

      “Why would you think that?” Renley queried finally, tilting his head in the now-familiar angle. “Why would that be your first assumption, Izzy dear?”

      I hated the condescending tone of his voice but that was the least of my worries. “It’s just what makes sense. You guys have been taken over by revenants.”

      “But how?” Braden challenged. “They don’t look like the other revenants.”

      “They’re different,” I agreed, my mind going a mile a minute. “They’re still revenants, though. They’re ... the ones that worked.” How I knew that was beyond me. It was as if something finally clicked in my head.

      “I don’t understand.” Braden’s expression was blank. “Were there ones that didn’t work?”

      I nodded. “The ones that came back through the gate. They were an early attempt but they failed, so they sent them back anyway to get them out from underfoot. Renley and Grimaldi are examples of what worked ... which means there are even more of them out there.”

      “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner!” Grimaldi crowed, triumph flitting through his eyes as he threw his hands in the air. “I knew you would be the one to figure it out. It’s fitting that it’s you, since your parents were the first experiment to actually work.”

      He threw it off as a casual statement but I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest as I took an inadvertent step back. That couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be right.

      “Izzy?” Braden moved closer, wrapping his arm around my waist to support me. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, look at her face.” Grimaldi was smug to the point of being intolerable. “She didn’t know. She thought her parents were dead, gone, locked away in the recesses of her mind. Well, little girl, this is your lucky day. Part of them lives on.”

      “I ... .” I waved a hand in front of my face to dissipate some of the heat growing there. I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience.

      Zoe was the one who moved in front of me, planted herself in the one spot I couldn’t look away from, and forced me to focus. I found sympathy reflected back at me ... and outright anger. “Don’t let them beat you,” she ordered. “This is what they want.” When she turned back to Grimaldi and Renley, it was with a clear purpose. “You guys are pretty proud of yourselves, aren’t you?”

      “Just a little,” Grimaldi replied, holding his fingers about an inch apart as he shot her a smug smile. “She was always on our list to be a partner rather than an adversary. This will ensure that.”

      “It won’t.” Zoe was calm. “She’s not going to be what you want her to be.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because I’m done listening to you, and you’re done in this world.” With that, Zoe dropped the shield and immediately fired a jolt of freezing magic into Grimaldi’s chest. Aric was obviously anticipating what she would do because he’d already partially shifted, his claws at the ready, and he swiped at Grimaldi’s vulnerable neck area with little preamble, the smug reaper’s head hitting the ground before Aric’s claws fully retracted.

      The other handful of reapers — or perhaps they were revenants, who could say — reacted out of fear and started murmuring. On the opposite side, Braden, Redmond, Cillian, and Aidan already had their weapons drawn, and they had the upper hand so it was easy to pick apart our opponents. Renley, however, was a different beast. He took one look at what was happening, sneered at Zoe, and then bolted through the gate behind him. It was located in the opposite spot from the one I’d been dragged through, but I knew I had to follow even though I had no idea what waited for me on the other side. I was almost to the opening when Zoe grabbed me around the waist and shook her head.

      “No.”

      “What? We can’t just let him go.”

      “We don’t have a choice.” Zoe was calm, rational, ice to my fire. I didn’t understand. Zoe did, though, and she was firm. “We have to close the gates. That’s the most important thing. We can’t allow these things to cross back and forth. That means we have to end this part of it here.”

      She spoke the truth and yet I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Were there really revenants running around with my parents’ faces? I needed to know. I needed to see them. I mostly needed to set them free. I had so much angst working through my brain and I could barely swallow any of it. All I wanted to do was roll into a ball and cry until I could no longer muster a tear, and that caused the rage to roll through me like a train without a brake.

      Zoe refused to let me succumb to my baser urges. “Do you feel that?”

      Confused, I shook my head. “What?”

      “That.” She pointed toward the remaining shelves, to the things that had been lodged on them and were now floating. “You’re doing that. It’s what’s inside of you. We need that to meld with what I have so we can close these gates. I don’t know how to do it. You have to draw it out of me.”

      When she said it, unlike before, I knew what she was getting at. I knew what she wanted.

      It was instinct leading me when I put my hand on her shoulder. She met my gaze, the wind in the room, emanating from a well of magic that suddenly seemed endless, whipping both our hair, and then I closed my eyes to focus.

      “Tell me when,” she whispered. “Tell me when it’s time.”

      I dug deep, tapping into magic I’d only brushed against over the course of my life, and exhaled. “Now.”

      She blasted the gate that Renley had disappeared through, unleashing enough firepower to cause the gate to implode. I noticed that, when it fell, the other two flickered. She didn’t pause before sending another burst of magic toward the middle gate, causing the third to momentarily go dark before flashing back to life as the second tumbled inward. By the time she focused on the third gate, I knew what was going to happen, and I was ready. All three gate lights had flickered out within seconds. They were gone. It wasn’t triumph that I was feeling at their fall, though.

      A groaning sound echoed throughout the room and when I turned, I realized the other gate, the one that led to the basement, was flickering.

      “Move!” Aric ordered, grabbing Zoe around the waist and lifting her.

      Braden did the same with me, and the Grimlocks tumbled through the opening quickly, ignoring the constant flickering because it was obvious that if our hesitation was too great, not everybody would make it to the other side safely. Once we were back in Renley’s basement, Zoe geared up to kill the remaining gate — but it disappeared before she could, blinking out of existence.

      I leaned over, my hands on my knees, and caught my breath. So much had happened — and yet it was almost anticlimactic, given what I had expected — that I knew my brain would take months to catch up.

      “Is that it?” Aidan queried, glancing between Zoe and me. “Are they gone?”

      “Not gone,” Zoe countered. “At least not for good. They can’t use those gates again, though.”

      “What about the other gates?” Cormack queried. “We know there are others.”

      “There’s only one I know to check,” Zoe replied. “We can go back to the house in Poletown and look to be sure, but I’m willing to bet that one is gone. Their network of gates is likely damaged, if not completely broken … but I don’t think Renley is dead.” Her eyes drifted to me. “As for potential other revenants who look human, I honestly don’t know what to tell you.”

      Cormack nodded in understanding. “We did what we set out to do tonight.”

      “Yeah.” Zoe lifted her eyes to the ceiling, to where feet pounded against the floor. “I’m not sure we’re done yet, though.” She bolted toward the stairs, throwing open the door at the top and poking her head out. The party guests were present, screaming as they raced away from incoming wraiths. There had to be easily thirty of them and they looked to be enjoying a feeding frenzy. Rather than panic, Zoe lifted her hands, ready to join the party, and then a booming voice took over.

      Cernunnos, dressed in what he probably thought was a perfectly acceptable moss green suit, unleashed a bevy of sprites to chase after the wraiths. They were tiny, only about a foot and a half tall, but they packed quite the wallop as they dragged the wraiths to the ground and then proceeded to dismember them.

      “Hello.” Cernunnos smiled as he saw us. “I understand the gates have fallen.”

      “How do you know that?” I challenged.

      “Just call it a hunch.” He winked at Zoe. “You figured it out again. You never cease to amaze me.”

      “Yeah, you and I are going to have a talk when this is over with,” Zoe snapped. “A really long talk.”

      Cernunnos merely smiled. “I’m always open for conversation with you, mage.”

      “We’ll see about that when I’m done with you.”
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      I slept hard. Once back at Grimlock Manor, Braden took me upstairs before Aisling could pounce and grill me for answers. Sami was at the front door with a myriad of questions but Aric picked her up, tossed her over his shoulder, and carried her into the parlor to give me a break.

      All I wanted was to rest my busy brain, so that’s what I did.

      Braden didn’t push me, or offer up a word of complaint. Instead he merely stripped down, climbed into bed next to me, and tugged me until my head rested on his shoulder. Then I slipped under. I have no idea when he followed.

      He was already awake when I opened my eyes the next morning, and the sympathy waiting for me in his tender embrace was enough to have my stomach churning.

      “I’m okay,” I reassured him immediately. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I love you. I’m going to worry if I feel like it.”

      His matter-of-fact response nudged a smile out of me. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he agreed, gracing me with a soft kiss, his hand automatically going to the back of my head so he could smooth my hair. “Tell me what you’re feeling.” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “I don’t know what I’m feeling.” That was true. “Do you think he was telling the truth about my parents?”

      Braden hesitated and then shrugged. “I don’t know, baby. I’m not familiar enough with the specifics of what happened at your house back then to say either way. I mean ... did they have a funeral? Were there bodies for a funeral?”

      I honestly didn’t know. “I’ll have to ask my grandfather, although that’s really not something I want to discuss with him. It seems like too much.”

      “You don’t have to do it today.” He pressed his lips to my forehead. “In fact, you don’t have to do anything today. Since my father is so fond of you, I bet he’ll arrange for food to be sent up and we can spend the entire day in bed, nobody bugging us. How does that sound?”

      Under different circumstances, I might’ve agreed. Sure, I would’ve had to call in sick to work — something that felt like shirking my duties — but I would’ve gladly hunkered down with him for twenty-four hours if I thought I would feel better when the sun rose a second time. That didn’t seem like an option today, though.

      “We can’t. The real world beckons.”

      “Screw the real world.”

      I laughed, and it felt good. I knew I would feel even better if I forced myself up and into the shower. “I want to see your father. I need to know what’s happening. Cernunnos is probably here, too. He won’t hang around forever.”

      “Yes, Cernunnos.” Braden made a growling sound deep in his throat. “Is it wrong that I hate that guy?”

      I kind of hated him, too. Of course, I also knew I needed him to provide answers. “How about this? We’ll face the day today. If things still suck tomorrow, we’ll spend the day in bed then ... but at the boat house so we don’t have to worry about the staff here thinking we’re doing dirty stuff all day.”

      He barked out a laugh. “You’re such a prude sometimes.” He poked my side before sobering. “If that’s what you want, I’ll make it happen.”

      “Great.” I leaned in and let him hold me for a full two minutes longer and then brushed my lips against his chin. “I’m hungry, so we need to get cleaned up. Knowing your father, he’s going to have an absolutely huge spread for breakfast.”

      “That is his way.”

      

      WE WERE THE LAST ONES DOWN FOR breakfast. Everybody else was already at the table stuffing their faces from what looked to be individual cast iron skillets. I couldn’t help staring over Aisling’s shoulder as she shoved potatoes and eggs into her mouth so fast I worried she would choke.

      “What are those?”

      “Heaven in a skillet,” Braden replied, practically skipping over to the chef. “I want the works ... and absolutely smother it in sausage gravy.”

      I was confused. “How come we’ve never had these before?”

      “Because Dad only whips them out on very rare occasions,” Redmond replied. “They’re like the ultimate reward.”

      “And why are we having them today instead of the omelet bar you promised Sami?”

      “Because I figured you would like them,” Cormack replied, patting Lily’s back as she sat on his lap. “There’s nothing better than comfort food after a big battle.”

      “There’s nothing better than this food no matter what,” Sami enthused, shoving a huge mouthful of eggs and hash browns into her mouth, apparently unbothered that her dream omelet bar hadn’t come to fruition. She continued to talk, although you couldn’t make out a word she said. It was simply a series of muffled words and head bobs.

      “Oh, there’s daddy’s little girl,” Aric teased, sipping his juice as he beamed at his daughter.

      Sami swallowed before speaking again. “Just remember, I was good last night. That means I’m no longer grounded.”

      “Yes, but you’re still stuck on vacation with your parents,” Aric reminded her. “We’re staying here a few days, and you’re going to spend time with your mother and Paris doing girly stuff one of those days so ... no fun for you.”

      “Hey!” Zoe slapped his knee under the table and gave him a dirty look. “I’m tons of fun.”

      “Of course you are, baby. I’m sure we’ll be back to having fun on a regular basis just as soon as we get home.”

      I couldn’t hide my surprise. “You’re leaving?”

      Slowly, Zoe let her eyes drift to me. “For now.”

      “But ... .” I didn’t know what to say. I was afraid if I told her how I really felt, I would come across as a whiny baby.

      Almost as if reading my mind, she flashed a smile. “You don’t need me. I supplied the firepower last night, but only because you were too surprised to do it yourself. You have it within you to drop those gates if you have to and you don’t need me to do it.

      “Don’t forget, the gate in the basement of that Poletown house was down, too,” she continued. “I think that means they’re all down, at least that network. The monitored ones still seem fine.”

      “I understand that, but we’re nowhere near done with this,” I argued. “The revenants are still out there.”

      “They are, and if you need me, I’ll be back.” Zoe’s voice was calm, even. “This isn’t technically our fight. We’ll help you if it becomes necessary, but we need to get Sami back home. We have another trip planned for a few months from now — we’re going to Savannah, Georgia, for a family vacation — and Sami needs a bit of normalcy after what happened in Hawthorne Hollow. When you combine that with what happened here … well … going home is what’s best for her.”

      On the surface of it, I understood that. Losing the mage was still a blow. “I guess I’m going to miss you.”

      She laughed, the sound low and throaty. “Sami calls Paris three times a week on FaceTime. I’m pretty sure you’ll be seeing me on a regular basis. We still need to go home, though. If you need us, we’ll only be a few hours away.”

      “I guess.” My stomach was suddenly upset and I had to look away from the food. “Where is Cernunnos?”

      “He disappeared sometime during the night,” Cormack replied, smiling for Lily’s benefit even as his eyes darkened. “He left a note on the foyer table, thanking me for a lovely stay, and said he would be in touch.”

      Anger bubbled up. “He said he would be here, though. He was supposed to have a talk with Zoe. He was supposed to answer our questions.”

      “He was never going to do that,” Zoe countered. “I know you haven’t been in it with him long enough to realize that, but he operates in a certain manner, and he’s never going to change who he is.

      “He got what he wanted from us, at least for the time being,” she continued. “I’m not saying you’ll never see him again — in fact, I tend to believe the opposite — but he’s not going to acquiesce to your demands. He’ll play the game as he sees fit and we have to adjust to him, not vice versa.”

      What she said made sense, loath as I was to admit it. “So, what happens next with us?” I asked Cormack. “I mean ... Renley is gone. How are we going to explain that?”

      “Technically we don’t have to explain anything,” Cormack replied. “Everyone at the party last night knows Renley was there. They also know wraiths attacked. Sure, they’re all going on and on about sprites — who knew those tiny little devils could take out wraiths in three seconds flat? — but nobody actually saw what happened to Renley. Right now, it’s assumed he and Adam fell victim to the wraiths and died.”

      “Renley could come back,” I pointed out.

      “He could, but he’ll be the one who has to explain his actions if that happens,” Cormack supplied. “We’re playing stupid just like everybody else.”

      “Okay.” I was fine with that … at least mostly. “What about the conspiracy, though? I mean ... there have to be people left on the reaper council who were part of this.”

      “I guarantee there are, but we have to play the game. That means we keep up the charade, figure things out, and move on from there.”

      “Yeah. I guess.” I rubbed my forehead. “It feels like so much.”

      Braden materialized at my side, his hand on my back. “We could go back to bed,” he suggested. “Well, after we get our skillets. My offer to spend the entire day hunkering underneath the covers still stands. I guarantee Dad can get you out of work.”

      It was a tempting offer but I knew better than to hide. “I think we should go about our day as if it’s a normal day.”

      “I don’t,” Cormack countered, catching me off guard. “In fact, I’ve made arrangements for everybody to have the day off. I thought we would take Sami — and Lily, even though she won’t know what’s happening — to the zoo.”

      Sami raised her head, her eyes wide. “Seriously?”

      Cormack nodded. “I think we all need some downtime. There’s absolutely nothing we can do about the revenants and reapers right now. There’s nothing we can do about Renley. Everybody needs to decompress and eat gobs and gobs of junk food.”

      “Totally.” Sami lifted her hand to bump fists with him. “See, I should totally live here. He gets me.”

      Aric chuckled. “We can go to the zoo today. It was on our list anyway. There will be no wandering off, though.”

      Sami made a face. “Why would I want to wander? All the hot dudes are going to be with us.”

      “The hot dudes that stir her lady bits,” Zoe added.

      Aric glared at his wife. “Why are you trying to torture me?”

      “It keeps me young.” Zoe leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek before focusing on me. “What do you say, Izzy? How about a day of worrying about nothing before we have to start thinking about saving the world again?”

      It was exactly what I wanted. “Okay, but I’m going to eat my weight in elephant ears.”

      Zoe flashed me a thumbs-up. “You and me both.”

      “I’ll eat you both under the table,” Sami promised. “I’m a professional.”

      Lily laughed so hard her stomach jiggled.

      “Everyone agrees,” Cormack said. “We’ll have a family day. The rest of it will fall into place when it’s time. We need to focus on the positive.”

      On that we could agree. “Okay.” I turned to the skillet buffet. “I need to try one of these things before we do anything else. They look too good to ignore.”

      “Heaven in a skillet,” Braden agreed. “Make sure you get extra gravy.”

      I paused for a moment, the weight of what we were facing barreling down on me, and then I pushed it to the back of my mind. Zoe said it was important to focus on the things we could control. I could control this breakfast and a day at the zoo. The rest would fall into place when it was time. “Extra gravy it is.” I flashed a smile for Braden’s benefit and found I meant it. “Where’s the ice cream you promised Sami, Cormack?”

      Sami lifted her head, intrigued.

      “Breakfast first,” Cormack replied. “Then dessert.”

      Apparently some rules could never be broken. I was okay with this one. As for what was to come, I would figure it out in time. All I knew with any certainty was that I wouldn’t be alone.

      That was more than enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      Want more? Sign up for my mailing list. It’s for new releases only, no spam.

      http://eepurl.com/Y6bkf

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who takes the time to read my novels. I have a particular brand of humor that isn’t for everyone – and I know that.

      If you liked the book, please take a few minutes and leave a review. An independent author does it all on their own, and the reviews are helpful. I understand that my characters aren’t for everyone, though. There’s a lot of snark and sarcasm in my world – and I know some people don’t like that.

      Special thanks go out to Heidi Bitsoli and Phil VanHulle for correcting the (numerous) errors that creep into a work of fiction.

      If you’re interested in my future works, follow me on Facebook, Twitter or join my mailing list. I do not believe in spam. I only announce new releases or free promotions.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        For more information:

        author@amandamlee.net

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Amanda M. Lee

          

        

      

    

    
      An Avery Shaw Mystery

      Who, What, Where, When, Die

      If it Bleeds, it Leads

      Buried Leads

      Shot Off The Presses

      The Preditorial Page

      Misquoted & Demoted

      Headlines & Deadlines

      Misprints & Mistakes

      Bylines & Skylines

      Off the Record

      Unwritten & Underwater

      Extra! Extra! Dead All About It

      On Deadline & Under Fire

      Above the Fold & Below the Belt

      Oracles & Obituaries

      New Media & Old Grudges

      Mayhem & Mistletoe

      

      A Wicked Witches of the Midwest Mystery

      Any Witch Way You Can

      Every Witch Way But Wicked

      Witching You Were Here

      Witching on a Star

      Something to Witch About

      Witch Me Luck

      Life’s a Witch

      Charms & Witchdemeanors

      The Trouble With Witches

      Murder Most Witchy

      A Witch Before Dying

      A Breath of Witchy Air

      Witch, Interrupted

      Flip the Witch Switch

      Witchin’ Around the Clock

      To Love a Witch

      

      A Wicked Witches of the Midwest Short

      Careful What You Witch For

      Wicked Brew

      On a Witch and a Prayer

      You Only Witch Once

      The Christmas Witch

      Bewitched

      A Solstice Celebration

      Witchdependence Day

      Happy Witchgiving

      Merry Witchmas

      Four-Leaf Clover

      Thistle While You Work

      Landon Calling

      I Dream of Twila

      How Aunt Tillie Stole Christmas

      

      A Wicked Witches of the Midwest Fantasy

      Witchy Tales

      A Witch In Time

      Make A Witch

      A Witchmas Carol

      All My Witches

      Close Encounters of the Witchy Kind

      

      An Aisling Grimlock Mystery

      Grim Tidings

      Grim Offerings

      Grim Discovery

      Grim Reunion

      Grim Expectations

      Grim Holiday

      Grim Rising

      Grim Tempest

      Grim Vows

      

      Grimlock Family Shorts

      Grim Like Me

      Grim & The City

      Now & Grim

      Grim & Bear It

      Grim & The Dead

      

      Death Gate Grim Reapers

      Only the Lonely

      Only the Quiet

      Only the Lost

      Only the Devout

      

      A Mystic Caravan Mystery

      Freaky Days

      Freaky Lies

      Freaky Hearts

      Freaky Games

      Freaky Places

      Freaky Rites

      Freaky Witches

      Freaky Reapers

      Freaky Fangs

      Freaky Seas

      

      A Charlie Rhodes Cozy Mystery

      The Bigfoot Blunder

      The Chupacabra Catastrophe

      The Werewolf Whoops

      The Megalodon Mix-Up

      The Undead Uproar

      The Incubus Impasse

      The Killer Clown Calamity

      

      A Moonstone Bay Cozy Mystery

      Witchin’ USA

      Witch Out of Water

      Freaky Deaky Tiki

      To Spell With It

      Hex Type Thing

      Brewing Up a Storm

      

      A Spell’s Angels Cozy Mystery

      Bad to the Crone

      No Crones About It

      No Crone Unturned

      Cut to the Crone

      

      A Two Broomsticks Gas & Grill Cozy Mystery

      Sinfully Delicious

      

      Covenant College

      Awakening

      Whispering

      Conjuring

      Waxing & Waning

      Graduating

      

      Living Covenant Trilogy

      Rising Covenant

      Dark Covenant

      Eternal Covenant

      

      Dying Covenant Trilogy

      Haunted Covenant

      Desperate Covenant

      Everlasting Covenant

      

      2019 Shorts

      Wolf on the Job

      Luke on the Loose

      Cupid in Crisis

      Millie on a Mission

      Jerry Takes Charge

      

      Elemental Witches of Eternal Springs

      Bat Out Of Spell

      Spell on Earth

      Hotter Than Spell

      Spell or High Water

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Lily Harper Hart

          

        

      

    

    
      A Maddie Graves Mystery

      Grave Homecoming

      Grave Insight

      Grave Delight

      Grave Misgivings

      Grave Concerns

      Grave Discovery

      Grave Decisions

      Grave Seasons

      Grave Holiday

      Grave Haunting

      Grave Paths

      Grave Danger

      Grave Missteps

      Grave Demands

      Grave Wedding

      

      An Ivy Morgan Mystery

      Wicked Days

      Wicked Dreams

      Wicked Times

      Wicked Places

      Wicked Warning

      Wicked Fog

      Wicked Season

      Wicked Winter

      Wicked Hearts

      Wicked Wishes

      Wicked Whimsy

      Wicked Haunts

      Wicked Delight

      Wicked Respite

      Wicked Decisions

      Wicked Reunion

      Wicked Games

      

      A Harper Harlow Mystery

      Ghostly Interests

      Ghostly Issues

      Ghostly Deceits

      Ghostly Worries

      Ghostly Images

      Ghostly Wrecks

      Ghostly Asylum

      Ghostly Tricks

      Ghostly Distress

      Ghostly Despair

      Ghostly Holiday

      Ghostly Ordeal

      Ghostly Fears

      Ghostly Charms

      Ghostly Business

      Ghostly Camping

      

      A Rowan Gray Mystery

      Welcoming Seas

      Murky Seas

      Stormy Seas

      Sunken Seas

      Choppy Seas

      Churning Seas

      Dangerous Seas

      Perilous Seas

      Raging Seas

      

      A Hannah Hickock Witchy Cozy Mystery

      The Dirty Coven

      A Fistful of Demons

      Boot Scootin’ Boogeyman

      The Monstrous Seven

      Dances With Witches

      

      A Supernatural Speakeasy Cozy Mystery

      The Hexorcist

      Witch Confidential

      Curse A Brew Streak

      

      Crossovers

      Wicked Ghosts

      Wicked Seas

      Ghostly Seas

      Grave Seas

      

      Hardy Brothers Security

      Deadly Intentions

      Deadly Intuition

      Deadly Illusions

      Deadly Proposal

      Deadly Prospects

      Deadly Ever After

      Deadly Honeymoon

      Deadly Questions

      Deadly Addition

      Deadly Vacation

      Deadly Secrets

      Deadly Storm

      Deadly Dealings

      Deadly Christmas

      Deadly Desperados

      Deadly Arrival

      Deadly Rivalry

      Deadly Memories

      Deadly Adventure

      Deadly Reunion

      Deadly Conflicts

      Deadly Payback

      Deadly Waves

      Deadly Forever

    

  

cover.jpeg
AMANDA M. LEE

A DEATIH GATE GRIM REAPERS THRILLER





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
(et your monsters running!

Scout Randall is a witch with a plan. a dark past. and a
new job with the Spell's Angels.
Monsters. mayhem. mischiefand nonstop magic await.

Laughter, love, magic.
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