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      Wynona wasn’t much of a cussing woman, but right now she wanted to shout every expletive she’d ever heard. Each one would be directed at her insane Uncle Arune.

      He does deserve it, Violet, Wynona’s familiar, muttered. But just think of what you’ll be able to do with your powers if you keep following his instructions.

      Wynona gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. “You want me to do what?” she ground out. Her knees were already shaking and her thin T-shirt was soaked, sticking to her skin with an uncomfortable suction. They’d been practicing her magic for several hours already, but his next orders were absolutely over the top.

      Uncle Arune straightened his sleeves, tugging on his cufflinks. He didn’t look the least bit ruffled from their time together and that only made Wynona’s frustration worse. “I want you to port yourself and the house a hundred feet down the field.”

      She gaped at him. “You can’t be serious. You want me to port the house? How is that even possible?”

      Arune raised a single eyebrow. His flippant manner drove most people nuts and Wynona usually went to bat for her family, but not this time. This time she’d get a pitchfork herself if he didn’t back down. “If it wasn’t possible, I wouldn’t have asked you to do it,” he said coolly. “Now stop acting like a naïve two-year-old and get to work.”

      Wynona sputtered.

      “The idea isn’t to be as well trained as your father,” Arune continued. “It’s to be better than him. If you’re deadlocked, you won’t win. He’s too old and has too many other resources, not the least of which is a conscience which no longer cares if he cheats or who he hurts in his quest for power.”

      Arune’s black eyes glittered with rage and Wynona couldn’t blame him. He’d not only been cursed because of her father, he’d suffered for decades and his soulmate had lost her entire reputation under her father’s rule. If Arune was capable of killing President Le Doux by himself, Wynona knew her uncle would have done so ages ago.

      But he couldn’t do it himself. President Le Doux was too strong and the only creature alive who could fight him was Wynona. Which was why she was currently training and not managing her tea shop.

      She sighed and nodded. “I get it. I just think—”

      “Don’t think. Do.”

      Wynona closed her eyes and took another deep breath. She could do this. She could. She’d worked a long time to stay out of her father’s way and out of the limelight, but the time had come to change all that and if she didn’t step up to the plate, then their whole town was in jeopardy.

      Tensing every muscle in her body, Wynona stomped to the house and put her hand on the side of the tiny cottage. It had always been a refuge for her, but right now it felt more like a burden.

      Concentrate, Violet scolded, her tail slipping along Wynona’s neck.

      Wynona huffed and closed her eyes again. Okay…she was going to move her and the house down the field.

      And the mouse.

      Wynona internally rolled her eyes. And the mouse.

      Better. That tail whipped again.

      Wynona sent the familiar tingle of magic to her outer extremities. Her hands buzzed and her legs strengthened with the pressure of the power starting to pour through her. As carefully as possible, she let more power out. Her magic often felt like a dam that she had to control the flow of or she’d drown everyone within a ten-mile vicinity, but she knew she was going to need a lot more than the normal trickle if she was porting something as big as a house.

      Sweat began to drip down her forehead as she struggled to contain the flow. It needed to be strong, but she still needed to be the one wielding it. The magic began to thrash in her hold, wanting to be let free.

      Her muscles tensed and her sweat became a river.

      Hold it, Violet warned. You’re in control. The magic belongs to you, not the other way around.

      Wynona couldn’t give the energy necessary to answer her familiar as the flow of magic turned into a tsunami. She could feel her hold becoming tenuous, but she still didn’t feel like she had enough of it available yet to move a whole house.

      Come on, Wy…hold on.

      Wynona screamed both internally and externally as her magic burst out of her in a blast that threw both her and Violet across the yard.

      She landed with a thump on the ground and curled into herself for protection. She couldn’t get in enough air and her chest heaved with the effort. “Violet?” she whispered hoarsely. “Violet, are you okay?”

      A small squeak came from Wynona’s left side and she let her head flop in that direction.

      Next time you decide to blow us up, give me a warning, huh?

      WYNONA! Rascal bellowed in her head.

      Uh-oh, Violet intoned. You woke the wolf.

      Wynona groaned. She couldn’t lift any of her limbs, her arms and legs were both numb and her energy was utterly depleted. She wasn’t sure she could call on her magic even if it meant saving her life. This was a whole new level of exhaustion.

      You realize he’s coming, right? Violet grumbled.

      “Yes,” Arune answered, walking over to them. His shadow fanned out over Wynona’s face. “Niece, tell your husband to stay put. He’ll interfere with our practice.”

      She tried to move her mouth, but nothing came out except a raspy moan.

      Arune sighed. “Your father isn’t going to care if you’re tired,” he snapped. “Now heal yourself and get up.”

      Violet twitched her tail and climbed up onto Wynona’s shoulder. Go ahead. Heal yourself. Then we can kick the ex-brownie’s scrawny backside.

      Wynona wanted to laugh, but she didn’t have the energy for that either. She tried to wiggle her fingers, but they were too numb for her to know if it worked.

      That’s it. You don’t need much. Violet snickered. But you’re going to need a bit for the house. It’s, uh…how do I put this? You have a new doorway.

      There came that desire to curse again. It wasn’t a very ladylike desire, but Wynona felt anything but ladylike at the moment.

      She went for the fingers again and tried to relax her body. Violet curled into her neck and Wynona used that touch to help ground herself. Ever so slowly, she was able to distinguish the zing of her magic. She put every ounce of concentration she had into that feeling and began to direct it around her body.

      Her magic felt sluggish and by the sounds Arune was making, it was taking much longer than it should have, but Wynona didn’t care. After this, she was through for the day. She wasn’t even sure what she was going to do about the house, but today…she needed sleep and a shower.

      Maybe two showers.

      The ground began to shake underneath her, a light rumbling at first, but soon it was enough to have her whole body trembling and she could feel the individual poundings of very large paws and knew she only had a moment before Rascal burst onto the scene.

      Whether he tore Arune to shreds or not was anyone’s guess. His alpha “becoming” was getting more aggressive by the day and he didn’t handle it well when Wynona got hurt…even if it was at her own hand.

      Growling joined the thudding of feet and Wynona pushed her magic harder, or at least tried to.

      When Rascal’s howl sent a shudder up her spine, Wynona knew her time was up.

      Wolfy is about to devour Uncle, but wait… Violet began giving a play by play. Uncle has his hands up. You’re missing it, Wy. We’re going to have a real fight on our-

      Wynona jerked herself upright and gasped, her lungs filling with air for the first time in several minutes. “I’m alright,” she tried to shout, but her body was still struggling. She pushed out the words mentally. Rascal…I’m here. I’m alright.

      Rascal was pacing around Arune, who, for the record, didn’t look worried, but Wynona knew that this was a disaster in the making. The stronger Rascal’s alpha powers got, the less he was affected by witch magic. Arune didn’t have as much of the upper hand as he thought.

      “Rascal!” Wynona shouted, but her voice came out as a whisper.

      Heal your vocal chords, Violet suggested. I’m actually worried that Wolfy will win this time…and he’s playing for blood.

      Wynona pushed herself up on shaky legs and shifted her magic into her knees to lock them, then she followed Violet’s suggestion and sent a small burst to her neck and throat. “Rascal.” Thank goodness her voice was stronger now. “Rascal, please.”

      His golden eyes glanced her way, but it was so short that she knew he hadn’t really seen her.

      “Rascal, I’m fine. Please don’t make me intervene.” Wynona tried to take a step, but she was still tired and her knee tried to buckle. Her magic responded and her next step was better. It was such a catch-twenty-two. She needed to heal to have the energy to respond to the situation, but she needed energy to create the healing.

      Magic is messed up. Violet snorted. This is why it pays to be a mouse.

      “Violet,” Wynona whispered. “Would you please get Rascal’s attention?”

      Violet hesitated. Really? Any way I want?

      Wynona scrunched her nose. “Yes.”

      Cackling better than Celia, Violet rushed into the stand-off. Her tiny, purple body ran right up to Rascal’s thick, furry paw and she bit him right on the toe.

      Rascal yelped and lifted his foot, his concentration on Arune broken.

      Wynona immediately put up a shield in front of Arune, knowing he would take advantage of Rascal’s distraction.

      Arune spun, giving her a glare. “Apparently, you’re ready for more training,” he said wryly.

      Wynona let her arm drop, hoping no one noticed just how much her hand had been shaking. She had managed to heal herself enough to stand up and use a bit of magic, but not enough to be ready for round two. “I think I’m done for the day.”

      Arune huffed. “Your father won’t care—”

      She held up her hand. “I’m aware, thank you, Arune. But if we keep pushing me so far past my limits, I’ll never recover enough to get stronger.”

      He rolled his eyes. “The clock is ticking, dear niece. He’s coming…and you can’t wait until your magic is stronger to fight him. We don’t have the luxury of waiting to train on a more convenient schedule.”

      Wynona nodded. “I understand. I really do. You know I want to help, but I need sleep.” She put her hand on Rascal’s head as he walked over and pushed his nose into her side. “Why don’t you shift back?” she asked.

      He whined and rubbed against her legs.

      “I know.” She sighed. “I’m still shaking. But you still should shift back.”

      Rascal growled, his eyes going back to Arune.

      “I mean it, Rascal,” Wynona said. “No fights. We’ve been over this.”

      Rascal looked at her, not the least bit pleased with her argument. With a snort, he shifted back, his fists clenched and his jaw tight. “She can’t learn if you kill her before the fight ever happens,” he spat at Arune, then turned to Violet. “And really? You had to bite me?”

      Violet cleaned her whiskers. Maybe if you’d learn to listen we wouldn’t have to take such drastic measures. She looked up hopefully. Do you think I can bite Dear Old Dad? I’ll even sharpen my teeth! She snapped her mouth a few times, causing Wynona to smile.

      Arune’s huff interrupted that conversation. “Fix your house and I’ll let you go for the evening.”

      “Fix the…” Rascal looked around and his eyes widened.

      Wynona followed his gaze. She hadn’t looked yet, but she knew it was bad from the way Rascal’s jaw was going slack. “Oh…” She winced. “I, uh…” She turned to Rascal. “Sorry. I was trying to port the house.”

      “Port. The house.” Rascal shook his head, then his body, just like he did in his animal form. “Why would you do that?”

      Wynona’s eyes flashed to her uncle and Rascal caught it.

      He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t want to know. I really don’t want to know.”

      “I’ll fix it,” Wynona assured him.

      He opened his eyes and stepped closer, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Are you sure you’re up for it? Maybe we should just get a hotel for the night. You’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “If you coddle her, we’ll never win,” Arune snapped.

      “And if you push her, she’ll destroy Hex Haven before she can save it,” Rascal shot back.

      Wynona stepped out of Rascal’s arms, feeling the sting of his words. “I’m working on it,” she defended. “I’m still learning.”

      “I know that, honey, but—”

      “Wynona. Time to fix the house,” Arune interrupted. “Push your petty marital arguments back and focus.”

      Rascal’s eyes began to glow again and he growled, slowly spinning.

      Wynona clapped her hands. “Stop!” she shouted, and both Arune and Rascal froze. Refusing to let herself feel bad for it or let the men see just how badly her hands were trembling, she bent down, picked up Violet and walked to the house.

      Her temper was boiling and Wynona let the emotion drive her behavior. She’d worked her whole life to keep from being like her parents and giving into emotions like anger and cruelty, but sometimes drastic measures were called for.

      Her fingers twitched, and Wynona put up her hands, forcing a sharp burst of magic to shoot for the hole in the house. Her anger gave it a sour flavor, but Wynona ignored it.

      The house reformed with a snap and Wynona stumbled back a step when it was finished. Straightening her shirt, as if she hadn’t just barely kept herself from falling on her backside, she faced the men, her chin in the air, and snapped her fingers, letting them go.

      “I’m taking a shower,” she declared. “Good night, Uncle Arune. Rascal, I’ll see you after work.” Without another word, she went inside. The men could take care of themselves. Right now, Wynona was done.

      With all of it.

      Saving the world could wait one more day.
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      It took a good hour for Wynona to calm down, but she was grateful that neither of the men in her backyard had followed her inside. Rascal’s presence had disappeared, telling her that he had gone back to work and Arune’s had popped out in a split second.

      He ported home to Rayn, Violet said with a sniff.

      Wynona nodded, her focus on the mortar and pestle in front of her. She was working on pounding and creating different tea mixtures rather than sitting around stewing over the events of the day.

      The fact of the matter was, no matter how hard she trained and no matter how amazing her powers became, she’d never really be able to overcome the fact that her father had decades of experience and learning under his belt.

      Wynona had been held back from any type of further education when her parents had thrown her aside at birth. She’d had access to the family library and had made liberal use of it, but she’d received no practical education in magic itself.

      “Being cursed does that to a creature,” she muttered, shoving the pestle against the mortar a little harder than necessary.

      I don’t think that tea did anything to you, Violet offered. Or maybe macerating it makes it taste better?

      Wynona sighed and dropped her tools, shoving her hands into her hair. “I don’t know what to do, Violet. They’re expecting a savior, but I’m not one. I realize we’ve seen glimpses that I have this all-amazing power, but I don’t know how to use it. I nearly took out the house today trying to let out more than I can hold onto.”

      Violet raised herself on her back legs, her nose twitching. Have you considered that maybe you aren’t supposed to hold onto it?

      Wynona snorted. “You really think I should let it go free? Have you seen the destruction it could make?”

      Violet’s head ticked back and forth. Maybe it goes crazy because you’re holding on too tight. The magic is yours. It knows it’s yours. Give it some credit and perhaps it will be willing to work with you instead of against you.

      Wynona forced her breathing to slow down. “I understand what you’re getting at,” she said softly. “But how can I risk the entirety of Hex Haven and every life in it on an experiment that has the capacity to go very, very wrong?”

      Violet nodded. I get it. I was just thinking.

      Wynona nodded back. “I know, and I appreciate it. I just…”

      You’re scared.

      Wynona chewed on her bottom lip, procrastinating in answering, but there was little way to argue. “Yes.”

      No one can blame you for that, Violet offered. But we both know you won’t be able to live with yourself if you don’t give this a real go. If there is anything you could have done more, you’ll beat yourself up until the end of time.

      Wynona closed her eyes and hung her head. Her familiar was right. If Wynona’s dad took over in the way they were expecting him to, then Hex Haven as they knew it would become nothing but slaves and she wouldn’t be able to handle it. If her powers were enough to fight him, then she needed to do that, even at the risk of her life.

      Easy, Drama Queen. No one’s dying today.

      Wynona gave Violet a look. “Maybe not, but unless I get in the kitchen, no one’s eating today either.”

      I take it back, it’s possible I might die of hunger. Let’s go.

      Wynona laughed softly. “Let me wash my hands and we’ll go get dinner ready. I’m sure Rascal will be back soon.”

      Wynona went over to her little sink in the greenhouse and washed up, enjoying the scent of herbs and soap mingling. It made her want to luxuriate in a bath instead of head to the kitchen to cook, but life went on whether she wanted to participate or not.

      Coming back to the main table, she picked up Violet and headed back home. As she walked, her eyes went to the line of forest, closer than it had been before. There was magic in the Grove of Secrets and Wynona had recently gotten a small glimpse.

      She preferred to never deal with it again.

      The spirits that were trapped in the grove were hungry and desperate and didn’t listen to reason, making them unpredictable. They were neither good nor evil, they simply existed and Wynona had already ticked them off a couple of times.

      Yeah…stay out of there unless your life depends on it.

      Wynona grimaced. “If I went back in there, my life would be forfeited anyway.”

      Maybe they have short memories?

      Wynona looked down at her shoulder where Violet was curled up. “Are you serious?”

      Violet grinned. Nope. But isn’t that what nice creatures say when they’re trying to placate someone?

      “Since when have you been a nice creature?”

      Violet snickered. Yeah…being nice is no fun. I’d rather bite someone’s toe.

      “I’m aware.”

      Wynona jumped and let out a small squeal before putting her hand to her chest. “Rascal!” she scolded. “How in the world did you get here and I didn’t notice?”

      He smirked and sauntered out of the dark corner of the house, coming to stand right in front of her.

      He looked utterly delicious and Wynona couldn’t help but let her eyes roam. How she’d landed such a handsome wolf, she wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t complaining either.

      “You were too busy arguing with Little Miss Mischief,” he teased, tucking a piece of Wynona’s dark hair behind her ear. He leaned in slightly, upping the electricity between them. “You need to be better aware of your surroundings or someone might take you by surprise.”

      “Like a husband with too much time on his hands?” she shot back.

      His hands went around her waist and he tugged her into his chest, dropping his mouth to her neck. “Like a wolf who wants to devour you.”

      Ugh. You two are nasty. Violet scrambled down Wynona’s back and raced to the back door. When you’re done being stupidly twitterpated, give me a call.

      “We’ll see you in a couple hundred years then,” Rascal called over his shoulder, chuckling at the familiar’s disgust of anything loving. He turned back to Wynona, still smiling. “She’ll come around. She’s just jealous.” He bent down and kissed her and Wynona found herself doing the exact same thing she always did when her husband and soulmate kissed her.

      Hanging on for dear life.

      There was something about their soulmate connection that sent her nerves into overdrive and her knees to jelly, and it made their marital life one of utter bliss.

      Except when he comes over and threatens your uncle while you’re trying to train and then has the audacity to claim you’re not strong enough for Arune’s practicing, let alone taking on your father.

      Violet might as well have splashed them with water from a nearby river.

      Wynona pulled back as the events of the afternoon penetrated her Rascal-filled brain.

      He groaned and threw his head back. “Traitor!” he shouted, but Violet only laughed in response.

      Wynona stepped back out of his arms. “She’s right though,” Wynona stated bluntly. “You know that I have to do some dangerous things. I’ll never have a chance otherwise.”

      Rascal grumbled and stepped away, his hands going to his head.

      Wynona’s stomach fell the longer she watched him. “Or maybe you don’t think I can do it,” she said softly. “Maybe that’s why you’re pushing so hard.” It was such a conundrum. Wynona, herself, wasn’t sure she could do it, which meant she needed others, like Rascal, to believe in her. She needed someone else to help hold her up when she couldn’t do it herself.

      When his eyes whipped to hers and began to glow, she knew he felt the turmoil of emotions storming through her system. Another soulmate perk, though Wynona usually tried to keep her feelings to herself. Sometimes it was harder than others.

      “You have to know that I believe you’re capable of anything,” he said hoarsely. “I have no doubt that you’re more powerful than your dad, but…” He growled and stormed away a few feet before coming back. “That witch has a history of destroying anyone who challenges him, Wy. You’re new to your powers. You might have more, but you’re lacking experience and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “Which is exactly why I need to practice,” she responded as calmly as she possibly could under the circumstances. She was desperately trying to rebuild her mental wall to keep him from knowing everything she was feeling and thinking, but with her emotions so out of control, it was a slippery slope.

      “Arune is pushing you too hard,” Rascal argued.

      “I don’t have a choice but to be pushed hard,” Wynona snapped. “Like you said, I’m fighting experience. If I don’t gain some of my own, and quickly, I’ll never stand a chance.”

      Rascal’s chest heaved for a moment as he took in a deep breath, then he rushed her, gripping her upper arms tightly, but not hurting her. “What if we ran away?” he asked, his voice low and dark. “What if we left all this behind? What if we simply let him have Hex Haven and found a place, a safe place, where we could live out our lives in peace?”

      Tears built in Wynona’s eyes and she felt the tension in her begin to drain. Rascal was just as afraid as she was. What a pair they made. Two terrified adults, both of whom had powers beyond any normal creature, and yet neither of them wanted to have to step up and use them.

      She raised her hand to his stubbly cheek. “I’m scared too,” she admitted thickly.

      Rascal’s jaw clenched.

      “But we can’t run, Rascal. You know that.” Her hand dropped to his chest, settling over his beating heart. “You know if we don’t fight, Hex Haven will be destroyed. The people enslaved and with an entire town at his disposal, there won’t be a safe place anymore. There’ll be nowhere to run or hide and since I’m the only one who can possibly give my dad any kind of challenge, he’ll never stop coming after me.” Her hand went back up to his cheek and she brought up her other hand as well, cupping his face. “I won’t live like that. I won’t condemn the future of the paranormal world to his reign.”

      Wynona swallowed hard. “We might manage to hold him off for a time,” she whispered. “But I won’t ask my children…our children…to take this on instead. I can’t. They deserve more than that.”

      Rascal hung his head, his eyes falling closed. “You’re right,” he admitted. “I know it…” He looked back up. “But I’ve barely had you in my life…in my arms. Losing you would kill me.”

      Wynona stretched up on tiptoe and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Then let me train,” she whispered against his neck. “And we’ll make sure it won’t come to that.”

      Rascal’s growl was low and rumbly, but there was a distinct sound of defeat in it, letting Wynona know they had finished the argument…for now. It seemed to pop up at least once a week, so Wynona knew they’d probably have to talk about it again, but there really was no way around it.

      Her father was out of control.

      Only she could stop him.

      Their futures were in the balance whether they wanted them to be or not.

      Time to prepare and then take action.

      “What do you want for dinner?” she asked, walking the last few steps to the back door.

      It’s about time, Violet grumbled as they walked inside. I’ve lost ten pounds waiting for you.

      “You don’t even weigh ten pounds,” Rascal said wryly, bending down to grab the mouse.

      Fooled you, Violet shot back. She nestled into the pocket of his shirt, her second favorite place in the world.

      Rascal chuckled and followed Wynona to the kitchen. “Steak?” he asked hopefully.

      “You realize you eat more red meat than a mountain lion?”

      “Wolves live on red meat, thank you very much,” he said with a grin as he headed toward the fridge. He paused. “You look tired, sweetheart. Want me to cook tonight?”

      Wynona shook her head. “No, but I’m thinking it’s a magic cooking night.”

      Rascal grinned. “I don’t know why you don’t just do that every night. You have the ability. Why bother doing mundane work you don’t have to?”

      “Because that mundane work relaxes me…usually,” Wynona replied. “I like doing things by hand, but sometimes I’m too tired. Like tonight.” She blew him a kiss and wiggled her fingers, getting some meat out of the freezer and some vegetables out of the fridge.

      Rascal made a face as the vegetables floated past his face. “I hope those are for you.”

      “Even wolves need to eat their greens,” Wynona sang.

      “If predators were meant to be grass eaters, they’d have been born that way.”

      “I plan to keep you around for a lot longer than your red meat diet wants to allow,” Wynona said over her shoulder.

      Rascal came up behind her and rested his chin on her shoulder. “That makes two of us,” he whispered, kissing her cheek.

      Not again. Violet groaned. I’m hungry. Focus, Wy! There are more important things than smooching.

      “I really can’t think of any,” Wynona said with a grin.

      Rascal smiled as well and looked down into his pocket. “I think you should count yourself lucky that you have a front-row seat to love like this. Not many creatures get to see it in action.”

      Wynona tuned out the expletives that Violet was grumbling and shook her head. Wynona tried to be a lady, Violet…not so much. “How was work today?” she asked, changing the subject and getting the food arranged.

      Rascal walked to the table and sat down with a huff. “Same ole, same ole. Stupid creatures think they can break the law and smart cops show them otherwise.”

      Wynona laughed as she brought their plates to the table, the meat steaming and the vegetables smelling roasted and buttery. Sometimes her magic was life-changing. “I’m glad to know you’re one of the smart ones.” She kissed his cheek, ignored Violet and sat down to eat.

      Rascal hesitated, then opened up a dangerous line of conversation. “Your father has been quiet lately.” He glanced at her from under his dark brows. “I’m not quite sure if that’s good or not.”

      Wynona pursed her lips and nodded slowly. “I know. Ever since Alpha Marcel was found dead, I think he’s been trying to keep his name out of the limelight.”

      Rascal growled low. “I wish we could pin that one on him. I know he’s involved.”

      “Agreed, but unless something new pops up, we’re going to have to let it sit in the unsolved file.” Wynona sighed and leaned back in her seat. “Let’s just be grateful that I haven’t had to come in and help you at work, huh? I’m not sure how I’d manage all the practice, keeping the shop alive and trying to solve a murder.”

      “I can do that.” Rascal picked up his fork and knife and dug in with gusto. “This is amazing,” he said around a mouthful.

      Wynona shook her head and handed him a napkin. “Sometimes you’re more of a child than Violet is.”

      Rascal grinned, swallowed and wiped his face. “And that’s why you love us so much.”

      She laughed, but couldn’t deny it. The future was unsure, but moments like this helped her remember what she was fighting for. Life was worth living and Wynona would continue to push herself to the brink to preserve it.
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      “Nona!”

      The front door slammed against the wall as it was thrown open and Wynona sighed. She loved Prim. But someday she needed to be able to come into a building without creating holes in the wall.

      “I’m back here!” Wynona called, setting aside the jar she was mixing. She waited the split second it took for Prim to run through the house.

      Prim was smiling from ear to ear and shaking her head. “Have you heard? Have you gotten your tickets yet?”

      Wynona frowned, completely confused. “Ummm…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Prim rolled her eyes. “Don’t you watch the news? Or follow social media at all?”

      Wynona shrugged. “Not really.”

      “He,” Prim clarified, “is only the biggest sensation to hit the paranormal world since…” Prim paused. “Well, since I don’t even know. But he’s big. Like, really, really big.”

      “Prim,” Wynona warned. “Just say what you need to say.”

      “Navarre Zumyra,” Prim said in a low, dramatic voice.

      Wynona waited. And waited some more. “Am I supposed to know that name?”

      Those bright pink eyes rolled again. “Nona, seriously! Sometimes I think you live in a cave instead of next to the woods.” Prim put her hands on her hips. “He’s only the world’s premiere entrancer.”

      “Entrancer?” Wynona made a face. “Why are you so excited about him, then? What does the flower business have to do with an entrancer?”

      Prim rubbed her hands together and laughed with dark glee. “He does shows,” she said, her eyes flaring. “He entrances creatures from the audience and makes them do stupid things they wouldn’t normally do. It’s supposed to be utterly fascinating!” Prim cocked her head. “As long as you’re not the one being entranced, I suppose. That might be embarrassing.”

      Wynona smiled and shook her head. “Sounds like you’ve been following him for a while.”

      Prim’s hair bounced as she nodded vigorously. “I have. And guess what?” She plowed on before Wynona could bother to offer a suggestion. “He’s finally coming to Hex Haven!”

      Wynona kept her smile, but didn’t offer anything more. Being made to do embarrassing tricks or watching others be tricked didn’t sound like a fun evening to her.

      “You and I are going to have a girl’s night,” Prim continued. “We’ll have dinner, maybe get our nails or hair done and then we’re going to sit right up front. That way he’ll have to pick one of us!”

      Wynona’s eyes widened and she put her hand up. “Whoa, whoa,” she interrupted quickly. “Prim…I’m…not going to his show.”

      Prim scowled. “What do you mean you’re not going?” Her tiny fists went on her hips. “Of course you are. We’re going together. Didn’t you hear me say girl’s night?”

      Wynona shook her head again. “Prim, I’m serious. A girl’s night is fine, but I have no desire to go see a witch perform.”

      “Oooh…” Prim smiled knowingly. “You missed the best part.” She waited and Wynona knew it was to make the response more dramatic. “He’s not a witch.”

      Okay, that caught Wynona’s attention. “Of course he’s a witch. You said he was an entrancer.”

      “He is,” Prim assured her friend. “But the most amazing part about what he does, is the fact that he shouldn’t be able to do it.” She widened her eyes. “Zumyra is an elf.”

      “That…” Wynona thought on what Prim had said. “That makes no sense. Elves don’t have those kinds of powers. Mind powers are exclusive to witches.”

      “They were…” Prim said slowly. “But somehow, he does it.”

      Wynona folded her arms over her chest and leaned her lower back against the counter. “Maybe it’s a trick. Does he use someone behind a curtain to do the actual magic? And he just stands on the stage?”

      “Not that anyone has been able to prove,” Prim said. “And believe you me, they’ve tried.”

      After a minute, Wynona shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I still don’t have a desire to go see his show. Take Daemon with you, if you want, but I’ve got other things to do.”

      Oddities happened in the paranormal world all the time. The Cursed Circus was an example of abnormalities going very, very wrong and Wynona shivered a little as she recalled working on that case. No…she’d seen enough of the weird and unique to last her a lifetime. Her time would be much better spent in training or handling things for her business.

      “Nona…” Prim whined. “You have to go with me. It’s a girl’s night!”

      “Then make it a date night,” Wynona said with a laugh, turning back to her mixtures. “Seriously, Prim, I really don’t want to go.”

      “You are absolutely no fun,” Prim said, her bright pink lips poking out with a heavy pout. “I thought we were best friends.”

      Wynona raised an eyebrow and looked over her shoulder. “Don’t play that card. I’ve fallen for it too many times.”

      “Why do you think I keep using it?” Prim countered with a smirk.

      Wynona laughed and screwed the lid on her tincture. “I’m not falling for it anymore.”

      Prim came up to her side and leaned against the counter, watching Wynona work. “I’m not giving up,” she declared. “But I’ll give you a break for a moment. How goes the practice?”

      Wynona made a face.

      “That good, huh?” Prim mimicked Wynona’s look. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Wynona shook her head. “No. I just need to quit complaining and get on with it.”

      Prim rested her elbows on the counter and put her chin in her hand. “Somehow I don’t think complaining is your problem, Nona. You complain less than anyone I know, and I’m including myself in that assessment.”

      Wynona shrugged.

      “Do you feel like you’re making progress?”

      Wynona shrugged again.

      Prim frowned. “I’m serious. What’s going on?”

      Wynona ticked her head back and forth. On one hand, she really wanted to talk to someone. On the other, she knew that talking to Prim was a gamble. Good bits of news were dangerous in a fairy’s hands. They could be hoarded like a precious treasure or thrown like confetti at a new year’s eve party.

      Wynona never quite knew what she was going to get if she spoke to Prim, but she didn’t blame her best friend. Fairies were famous for their ability to know everything coming down the grapevine, but Wynona wished she knew how Prim would react to her own problems ahead of time.

      Prim got serious. “I’ve been practicing with Daemon,” she said softly. “I won’t share anything, Nona. He keeps reminding me I’m not like other fairies, which means I don’t have to choose to behave like other fairies.”

      There was the tiniest hint of bitterness in Prim’s words and Wynona’s heart immediately went out to her friend. Just like Wynona had been born without magic, Prim had been born without wings. It had originally drawn them together, but Wynona had managed to overcome her curse and now had the skills she’d been lacking, too much so. Prim, however, wasn’t cursed. She’d never receive her wings and that had to be a heavy pill to swallow.

      Wynona bent down and hugged her friend. “Prim, I love you. I love that you’re not like other fairies. You wouldn’t have caught my attention otherwise.”

      Prim chuckled darkly. “You always know just what to say.” She reached up on tiptoe and hugged Wynona back. “I’m learning,” she said tightly. “I’ve spent my whole life wanting to be like the others. It’s new to try and not care.”

      Wynona straightened. “Don’t think of it as not caring. Think of it as embracing who you are. Why be like everyone else? I love you because you’re you. So does Daemon. He didn’t want to date any other fairies, just you.”

      Prim’s porcelain cheeks went pink and she squirmed a bit. “True.”

      “Being wingless and having an amazing ability with plants is only part of what makes you wonderful.”

      Prim snorted and wiped at her eyes. “Enough. You’ll make my head bigger than my tiny body.”

      They laughed for a moment and Wynona relaxed against the counter.

      Prim grew serious quickly. “You sure you don’t want to go to the show? We’d have so much fun.”

      Wynona shook her head. “I really don’t.” She felt bad for turning Prim down. Other than herself, and Daemon of course, Prim didn’t have a lot of creatures to call friends. If Wynona didn’t go to the show with her, odds were, Prim wouldn’t go at all. “Tell you what, you can show me a couple of videos. I’m assuming there’s some online?”

      Prim scoffed. “Some? Are you kidding? If you kept up even the tiniest bit with the media, you’d know this guy is more famous than movie stars in the human world.” She grabbed her phone out of her pocket. “You grab the tea, I’ll get the video and I’ll cast it to the television.”

      “Don’t have one,” Wynona reminded her.

      Prim tsked her tongue. “Oh my word, you live like cave creatures.” Huffing, she stuffed her phone in her pocket. “At least get out your computer. The screen is too small to really enjoy what he’s doing.”

      Wynona grinned. “Fine. I’ll get the laptop. But that means you’re grabbing the tea.” She began to walk toward her bedroom.

      “Are you sure you want me in charge of the tea?” Prim teased. “I might burn something.”

      If it hadn’t happened before, it would’ve been funny. Wynona snapped her fingers without looking back and grinned to herself when Prim cackled with delight at the mugs and tinctures moving on their own to create a concoction that was actually edible.

      Within a few minutes they were curled up on the couch and Wynona took a long smell of her lemongrass-lavender brew. Just what she needed. Sitting here was much better than running around a crowded city, dealing with the crowds and sitting in the front row of a show where people let the presenter make fools of themselves.

      “Ready?” Prim asked, her perfectly white teeth on full display with her excitement.

      Wynona smiled back. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Prepare to be amazed…” Prim waved a hand through the air and turned the screen so they could both see.

      Wynona didn’t really expect to be amazed, but the break was certainly nice. She and Prim hadn’t done anything together in a long time and with training on the schedule almost twenty-four-seven, this moment might be all they had for a long time yet.

      Wynona was only half watching the show, her focus more on her teacup, but when several people on the stage began to walk around bawking like chickens…she paid closer attention.

      “See what I mean?” Prim announced triumphantly. “He’s so good! But no one can figure out where he gets his magic from.”

      Wynona frowned and tilted her head, thoughts swirling through her brain. “Huh. They really do seem to be under some kind of spell.”

      “Not a spell,” Prim reminded her. “He says he’s an enchanter.”

      Wynona took a sip of her cup. “That doesn’t make sense though. Elves have glamor magic, not enchanting. They can’t affect people’s minds.”

      Prim shook her head, her eyes glued to the computer. “I don’t even care where he got it from. It’s awesome and he’s really good at it.”

      Wynona glanced at her friend, who almost seemed like she was under a spell, then watched the screen again. I wonder… Blinking several times, she turned on her vision where she could see magic, but the screen simply looked black and gray. “That didn’t work,” she muttered to herself.

      Did you really think it would? Violet asked, scurrying under the back door.

      “Where have you been?” Wynona asked, putting her hand down to let her familiar climb up.

      Violet sniffed. I don’t have to tell you everything.

      Wynona raised her eyebrows. “Really? That’s new.”

      Violet stuck her tongue out and Prim giggled. Violet growled at Prim and Wynona tsked her tongue.

      “Enough. No fighting.” She looked at her mouse. “You were gone for hours. I was worried about you when you wouldn’t answer.”

      Violet began cleaning her fur. I was busy and didn’t need you interrupting.

      “Violet, you gotta see this,” Prim said, ignoring the fact that the mouse didn’t like her. “Watch what he makes the audience members do.”

      Violet rolled her eyes, but Wynona turned her around and they both watched the screen. Zumyra was tall and elegant, like all elves. His long, golden hair glowed in the stage lights and Wynona wondered if he had glamor magic in addition to the enchanting, because there was no way his hair was normal. Nor were his blindingly white teeth and perfectly straight nose.

      He’s probably a troll under all those spells, Violet snickered.

      “Watch,” Prim whispered excitedly.

      Moments later, a woman began strutting around the stage, one hand on her hip and the other swinging like she was a model on a catwalk. She strutted right up to the showman and planted a kiss directly on his mouth, before strutting off into the audience.

      Wynona blinked. “Uh…was that part of the act?”

      Prim nodded, giggling like a school girl. “Yeah. He can make women fall in love with him.”

      “You mean he can make them think they love him,” Wynona corrected. “If he only enchants, then he doesn’t actually cast a love spell, just mixes up their thoughts.”

      Prim waved a hand through the air. “Tomatoes, tomahtoes. The point is, no one is safe when Navarrone Zumyra is performing.”

      Wynona looked at Violet, who was also frowning.

      I don’t like how that sounded, Violet said.

      Wynona slowly shook her head, making sure Prim was still focused on the screen. Me either. The last thing we need is a big issue in town with creatures’ wives and girlfriends trailing this guy like a bunch of groupies.

      Violet snorted.

      Hopefully, he does his show and gets out quickly, Wynona thought. I’d hate for anything to happen right now with all the stuff from my dad hanging over our heads.
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      “You have to…” Prim whined.

      Wynona closed her eyes and prayed for patience. “No…I really don’t,” she told her best friend through the phone speaker. “Prim…I really don’t want to go.”

      “But this is totally a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Prim declared. “He’s only here for two nights. If we don’t go now, we might never be able to see him again.”

      Wynona clenched her jaw. “Prim, please, stop. I really don’t want to go.”

      Rascal walked by and grabbed a cookie from her tray.

      Wynona glared silently at him.

      He grinned and kissed her cheek. “Just go. She won’t give up until you do and we’ll all be happier,” he whispered.

      “See!” Prim screamed, making Wynona pull the phone away from her ear. “You need to get out of that house. Arune has you practicing so much, I’m sure you’re down ten pounds.”

      “If only, if only,” Wynona muttered, looking at the treats she’d been baking.

      “Might as well show off that amazing figure,” Prim wheedled.

      Rascal growled. “No showing off anything.”

      Wynona shook her head. “Like I’d ever do that.”

      He continued to scowl and shoved the entire cookie in his mouth.

      Wynona made a face. “Did you even taste it?”

      He shrugged and grabbed another. “It’s sugar. Isn’t that all that matters?”

      Wynona huffed and put her free hand on her hip.

      “Nona…just come!” Prim shouted again.

      Rubbing her aching forehead, Wynona grumbled. “Fine. When is it?”

      “Tonight. Seven sharp. See you at the theater!”

      The sneaky little fairy hung up and Wynona stared at her device. She turned to Rascal. “Did you know the show was tonight?”

      He shrugged. “Probably. But I didn’t pay attention.”

      “I don’t know why she wants to go so badly,” Wynona muttered. “And where’s Violet?”

      Rascal pointed to the outer wall. “She went out back.”

      Wynona waited. “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Rascal. Where did she go? She’s not answering when I call her.”

      He stood from the couch and walked toward her with his hands out. “Maybe she has a date,” he said with a grin, coming close and slipping his hands around Wynona’s waist.

      Wynona smacked his chest playfully. “That’s not funny. I’m serious. She’s been disappearing like crazy lately. I want her to come with me tonight.”

      He shrugged and bent down to kiss Wynona’s neck. She knew he was trying to distract her and dang it, if it didn’t work. “She’ll be fine,” he murmured against her skin. “Vi’s got skills, remember? If anyone messes with her, she’ll bite their face off.”

      “She is a bit on the bloodthirsty side,” Wynona agreed. She hummed in contentment. “Are you sure you want me to go tonight?” She ran her fingers into his hair.

      “Nope,” he said quickly, his hold tightening. “Leaving is a terrible idea. The worst idea you’ve ever had.”

      “It wasn’t my idea,” Wynona whispered.

      “Worst idea Prim has ever had.” He kissed Wynona’s ear.

      “Uh-uh…” Wynona continued. “Wasn’t Prim’s either.” She waited until he looked at her with a frown and tapped the end of his nose. “It was yours.” Stepping back, she gave him a jaunty salute and walked away.

      Hearing him start to growl, Wynona knew he’d chase her down and she wanted to let him, but maybe it was time to give him a taste of his own medicine. Giving just the quickest wink over her shoulder, she snapped her fingers, mostly for dramatic affect and ported into the bathroom to get ready.

      “Wy!” Rascal shouted. “That’s an unfair advantage!”

      “You have no one to blame but yourself!” she called back with a laugh. Shaking her head when she heard him growl again, she looked at the mirror and sighed. Magic kind of was an unfair advantage, but if the state of her hair was any indication, she desperately needed it.

      An hour later, Wynona walked into the Hexmoon Inn lobby, her heels clicking on the tile floor, and nearly slipped when she heard a squeal.

      “Nona!” Prim rushed up and grabbed Wynona’s hands. “Oh my word, you look gorgeous!”

      Wynona’s eyes widened. “Wow, Prim. So do you. I’ve never seen you so dolled up.”

      Prim grinned and pretended to fluff her hair. Her pink locks were pulled back in a fancy knot at the back of her head. Only a few wisps caressed Prim’s fine-boned face. Her lashes were thick and dark tonight and her lips were thick and pouty. Daemon probably hadn’t wanted her to leave any more than Rascal had wanted Wynona to go.

      “I had to do something to punish Daemon for not being willing to come,” Prim said with a giggle. She was in her human form tonight, making her taller than Wynona, but Wynona’s heels nearly evened the two women out.

      Wynona laughed. “Yeah…Rascal regretted pushing me to go as well.”

      “Men,” Prim said with a tsk of her tongue. “If I didn’t like him so much, Daemon would be far too much trouble.”

      Wynona put her hand over her mouth, but the laughter spilled over anyway. Of any of the creatures that Wynona was friends with, Prim was by far the one who created the most trouble, but Wynona loved her anyway. The two of them had been through a lot and had been outcasts together. That kind of bond never truly went away, no matter how dramatic one of the creatures was.

      A flurry of excited voices caught their attention and Wynona and Prim spun to see a crowd of ghost reporters and hotel security getting into an argument.

      “Back up!” One of the security men growled at them, showing the fact that he was clearly a shifter of some kind.

      “Mr. Zumyra!” a voice cried. “Over here, please!”

      Flashes were going off like a crazed disco ball and Wynona blinked a few times, stepping back into Prim. “Oh!” She quickly moved to the side. “Sorry.”

      Prim waved her off, stepping around Wynona with her eyes glued to the chaos. “I can’t see him.” She raised up on tiptoes, but there were too many heads for the women to pick out a single one.

      “What do you think about being called a fraud!” a reporter shouted.

      “Can you back up your magic?” another cried. “How did you get it?”

      “Make way!” another guard shouted, pushing at the air, but apparently not making much headway.

      Prim grimaced. “Ah, man…they’re not even going to let him pass.”

      Wynona bit her lip. She wondered if she should do something. She had the ability to see ghosts and could help the security get Mr. Zumyra through the crowd safely, but interfering would draw attention to herself and that was the last thing Wynona wanted.

      “They need more guards.” Prim whimpered, pulling back as the fight continued to grow.

      Wynona sighed when a scuffle broke out and a camera went flying. Voices grew higher, many accusing Mr. Zumyra of being a liar and others wanting the ghost reporters to get out of the way.

      The sound of flesh hitting flesh was the last straw and Wynona closed her eyes and whispered, “Freeze.”

      The room stilled. Blinking until her ghost vision came through, Wynona cautiously approached the crowd. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she moved several of the reporters back, clearing a space for the guards to let their charge through.

      It wasn’t until she arrived at the very center of the group that she recognized Mr. Zumyra. Wincing when his eyes darted her way, Wynona shrugged. “Sorry. Just give me a minute and we’ll get you out of here.” She knew her glowing purple eyes could be intimidating, but she was only trying to help.

      A few minutes later, the reporters had all been moved to the entrance of the hotel and Wynona built a purple wall in front of them before whispering, “Go.”

      Chaos ensued and Wynona had to fight the desire to cover her ears.

      Wy…what did you do? Rascal growled in her head.

      “Miss?”

      Wynona ignored Rascal and looked behind her. A large security guard was coming her way, but Mr. Zumyra caught the creature by the arm.

      The elf was handsome, Wynona had to give him that.

      I don’t, Rascal growled.

      Get out of my head, she sang mentally.

      Not a chance! he sang sarcastically back. I can’t believe you did that in public.

      “Excuse me,” Mr. Zumyra said silkily.

      Wynona held back a shiver, and not a good one. This guy was good looking, but…oily.

      Prim popped up next to Wynona’s shoulder, shaking with an excitement that Wynona definitely didn’t feel.

      Unfortunately, the enchanter’s eyes only gave the newcomer a brief glimpse before coming back to Wynona.

      “Navarre Zumyra,” he said with a very practiced smile. The elf held out his hand and Wynona hesitated just long enough for Prim to grab it instead.

      “So pleased to meet you,” Prim gushed. “I’m Primrose Meadows, and this is my best friend Wynona Le Doux…I mean Strongclaw.”

      The performer’s eyebrows shot up at the name. “Le Doux? As in…President Le Doux?”

      “Sorry,” Prim mouthed, shrinking back a bit.

      Wynona sighed quietly, only slightly wishing the ghost reporters would break through her wall and disrupt this conversation. “Yes. The president is my father.”

      The smirk that followed that statement was a little too pleased. Mr. Zumyra clasped his hands. “I’m feeling generous tonight. One moment.” Stepping to the side just enough so that he could address the reporters behind Wynona, the elf held up his hands until the reporters finally calmed down enough for him to speak. “My dear media,” he began.

      I’m going to gag, Rascal muttered through their link.

      Be nice, Wynona scolded, though she secretly agreed. The guy should have been a snake shifter instead of an elf.

      “Thanks to my dear friend, Ms. Le Doux-”

      “Strongclaw,” Wynona said quickly, but the elf ignored her.

      “I have decided to host a pre-show tonight! A private showing in my hotel suite.” The gasps that followed that statement nearly sucked the air from the room.

      Wynona stepped back. Something about this sounded shady.

      “Oh. My. Word…” Prim whispered. She gripped Wynona’s arm tight enough to bruise.

      “You’re wondering about my background,” Mr. Zumyra continued. “My pedigree and my access to magic that my people don’t normally have.” He glanced sideways and smiled at Wynona, as if the two of them held a secret. “Well, tonight I’m willing to finally tell the story.”

      The shouts and cries only lasted until he put his hand back up for silence.

      “This is a once in a lifetime moment, so please don’t waste it.”

      The group remained silent.

      “As many of you know, I’m renowned for my ability to erase memories after enchanting a creature.” He inclined his head as if acknowledging applause that wasn’t there. “Therefore, I’ll make you a deal. I will allow ten reporters into my suite, along with Ms. Le Doux.”

      Wynona opened her mouth to correct him again, but Prim squeezed her arm.

      “Ms. Le Doux can bring a friend of her choice.” Mr. Zumyra inclined his head for a moment toward Prim, who looked as if she was going to faint. “The twelve will be treated to every secret I hold. And all are invited to share what they learn.” He held up a finger. “If they can remember it. Twenty minutes sharp.” Smirking again and glancing once more at Wynona, the elf gave a short nod and spun on his heel, marching toward the elevator.

      The room watched him go, no one daring to breathe as he disappeared from view. But once the doors had closed, absolute chaos broke loose.

      Wynona let the reporters go, wrenched free of Prim and began to march out the door.

      “Nona!” Prim shouted, rushing after her. “Nona! What do you think you’re doing?” She grabbed Wynona’s arm and pulled her to a stop.

      Wynona threw up a quick shield, knowing that if she stopped, the reporters would be on her like brownies on a dirt speck. “What?” she asked wearily.

      “Why are you leaving?” Prim asked incredulously.

      Wynona made a face. “Why do you think?” She waved an arm toward the hotel, then lowered her voice when she remembered they had an audience. “I’m not going to his room. This whole thing smells worse than a crushed skunk cabbage leaf.”

      Prim rolled her eyes. “You won’t be alone,” the fairy insisted. “I’ll be there, and ten reporters.” Her eyes flared. “This is amazing! We’re going to get a private showing with the Navarre Zumyra!”

      Come home, Wy, Rascal growled. I don’t like this.

      “I don’t either,” Wynona replied out loud.

      Prim frowned.

      Wynona shook her head. “Talking to Rascal. He doesn’t want me in there either.” Wynona leaned closer. “Did you see how he reacted to my name? And by going in there, we’re agreeing to let him use magic on us.” Wynona slowly shook her head. “It’s a suicide mission.”

      “Nona…he’s a showman. He has to make things dramatic. But it’s all in fun!” Prim argued. “Come on. You can’t turn something like this down! Please! For me!”

      Don’t, Wy, Rascal continued. Just come home. Or I’ll come get you.

      Wynona rubbed her forehead. “Prim…if I don’t go, Rascal’s going to come here.”

      Prim threw up her hands. “Can’t he let you have any fun?”

      Wynona gave her friend a look. “Prim. You’re going too far. I didn’t want to come in the first place, but I’m here and now you’re trying to get me to go to a place where I don’t feel safe. It’s not right.”

      Prim deflated and she popped down into her fairy size. “I know,” she said in a low tone. “I’m sorry. I was just so excited. I thought this was finally a chance for something good to happen.” Her pink eyes looked up, filled with tears. “I wasn’t trying to run over you like a troll on a rampage.”

      Rascal muttered something Wynona didn’t care to understand.

      She chewed the inside of her cheek. I’m not going in, she told Rascal.

      I don’t like the sound of that sentence.

      “Prim. I’m not going into his room,” Wynona said. “But if this means so much to you, I’ll walk you up to his room and wait outside the door. If anything goes wrong, just yell and I’ll use my magic to keep you safe.”

      Prim’s eyes widened. “Do you mean it?”

      Wynona nodded.

      I’m coming down.

      That’s probably a good idea anyway, Wynona sent back. I don’t like this guy at all. He was much more interested in me than Prim, or I wouldn’t let her go in, even if she won’t be alone, but still, I wouldn’t mind you being here.

      Rascal didn’t respond and Wynona assumed he was leaving the house. If he ran in his wolf form, he’d only be about fifteen minutes or so.

      Prim wiped at her eyes. “We gotta hurry,” she said quickly. “Or we’ll miss the starting time.”

      Wynona nodded and dropped her shield. The mass of reporters were now crowded at the other end of the hotel, all trying to make it up the elevator, each wanting their spot in the lineup.

      “Let’s take the stairs,” Wynona said, pointing to the side.

      “Can’t,” Prim declared. “I just heard someone say he’s on the twentieth floor. Do you really think we can walk that high in these heels?”

      Wynona looked at their feet and grimaced. “You’re right. Elevator it is.” The crowd to the elevator was every bit as uncomfortable as Wynona had expected. Bodies were crushing against each other and half the time Wynona couldn’t see them to know where to avoid.

      The security guard at the elevator finally bellowed. “If you want up, you have to become corporeal! Otherwise you won’t be admitted entrance!”

      The room felt much more crowded when every reporter blinked into existence, but the movement of the line stayed the same. Apparently, they were handpicking reporters at the door. One woman was using her fairy wings to fly up and the others kept pulling her down so she couldn’t skip to the front of the line. Another was a large shifter and he was definitely using his size to his advantage. Others shouted and clambered at each other, trying to shove their way into the elevator.

      The titan guard in charge was shouting and pushing creatures around, while two guards waited in the elevator to escort those allowed in to the top. One, another troll, stood stoically, his hands clasped and clearly completely unaffected by the fight, while the other, an ogre, kept twitching as if he wanted to help the one in charge, but was afraid to leave his post.

      Wynona had no idea what the criteria was for who was chosen, but those being turned away were not happy about it.

      Finally, the elevator closed and the engine hummed.

      “No!” Prim cried, grabbing Wynona’s arm and pushing her way forward. “We were supposed to be on that!” she cried.

      The titan frowned. “Why weren’t you on the first load?” he grumbled, turning to punch the button. “I’m sorry, Miss Le Doux, but you’ll have to wait until it comes back down. I thought you went up with the first group.”

      “It’s fine,” Wynona said, patting Prim’s shoulder. “We’ll get there when we get there.”

      “Yeah…but will they let us in?” Prim grumbled.

      Wynona just smiled and waited. The crowd was starting to thin out now that the ten were picked, but a few reporters were still pestering anyone they could get their cameras on.

      Several minutes later, the elevator made it back and Wynona and Prim shared it with the twitchy guard all the way to the top.

      Wynona tried to ignore his staring, but the large ogre couldn’t seem to decide what he thought of the two women.

      Prim huffed. “Somehow I don’t think they pay you to stare,” she snipped.

      “Prim,” Wynona scolded softly.

      The guard chuckled and smirked. “No. I do that for free.”

      Prim gave him an unimpressed look. “Nice one. Learn that on a cereal box?”

      Wynona had never been so grateful for the dinging of an elevator as she was in that moment. Not waiting for either of the other two, she quickly stepped into the hallway and headed straight for the room with two more security guards.

      They both stiffened as the group walked closer. One looked at his watch. “You’re too late,” he stated in a gravelly tone.

      “No,” Prim whined. “We were personally invited!”

      The creature was unmoved. “Twenty minutes began two minutes ago. The door is locked from the inside and I don’t have a key, even if I wanted to let you in.”

      Wynona began to turn. “Come on, Prim. It’s fine.”

      “But I—”

      A crash sounded from inside the room and all heads swung in that direction.

      “What was that?” the lead guard muttered, stepping up to the door. He knocked. “Mr. Zumyra? Is everything alright in there?” He looked at the group when no one answered. His next knock was much stronger. “Mr. Zumyra?”

      More pounding led to no results and soon the guard began ramming his shoulder into the door.

      Wynona stepped forward and put her hand on his arm. “Let me,” she said. Putting her hand out, she sent a blast of magic at the door and it burst open, swinging loosely on its hinges.

      The guard from the elevator gawked, but the other two rushed inside, only to come to a standstill within a few feet of the door.

      Wynona peered around one of them and her jaw dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she whispered.

      “Oh, no.” Prim gasped, her hands going to her mouth. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Lying face down on the floor, and very clearly dead, was Mr. Zumyra. If the puddle of blood wasn’t enough to know for sure, Mr. Zumyra also had a large, glowing knife in his back. Ten creatures in chairs and two bodyguards standing behind the chairs were frozen in place, their eyes distant and clearly under a spell.

      During the few seconds they all took in the scene, the knife’s glow pulsed three times, then burst into ash, the dust floating away in the breeze from a broken glass door at the back of the room.

      Wynona closed her eyes. So much for things being quiet. “My husband is on his way,” she told the guard in front of her. “And he’s with the police.”
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      Prim sidled up closer to Wynona, her tiny body shaking. “What’s wrong with them?” she asked, pointing discreetly at the creatures lined up in chairs.

      Wynona shook her head. “I’m not sure.” Hurry, Rascal.

      “Are they breathing?”

      Wynona glanced at the bodyguard, who was listening to their conversation.

      He looked at the too-still creatures, down at the body, then back at Wynona. “Should I check?” he asked, his voice low and gruff.

      Wynona was impressed they weren’t more panicked about the fact that their boss was dead, but perhaps in his line of work he’d learned to keep a steady head in these types of situations. She pressed her lips together. “Yes, but be careful. We don’t want to mess up anything the police might need for evidence.”

      The bodyguard gave a stiff nod and walked a wide circle around Mr. Zumyra. The blood was soaking into the carpet and starting to slow down, and Wynona knew they needed to get things taken care of quickly if they were going to have any chance of figuring out what had happened in here.

      “Hey!” the bodyguard shouted, waving a hand in front of a small woman. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun and her lips were pointed down in a frown, while her eyes remained distantly focused. She looked like the type who should have jumped to have such a large creature shouting at her, but the woman remained perfectly still, not reacting to the bodyguard’s voice at all.

      The bodyguard straightened and looked over his shoulder. “I can see their pulses, but no one’s responding.”

      Wynona looked down at Prim. “Is this what it looks like when Mr. Zumyra does one of his enchanting spells?”

      Prim’s pink eyes widened. “Yeees!” she shouted, then covered her mouth, cowering behind Wynona again. “Whenever he does one of his enchantments, the people always go completely still. Once he’s done giving his instructions, he wakes them up. Like they were asleep, or something.”

      “Or something,” Wynona muttered before taking a deep breath. She had a feeling this was going to make things very, very difficult for the investigation. They had ten very still witnesses, plus two bodyguards and a dead body. But would anyone actually have anything to help the case?

      “Wy!”

      Wynona spun once she heard her husband’s voice. A scuffling in the hallway let her know he was shoving his way through, rather than explaining that he was the deputy hief of the department.

      She would have rolled her eyes if the situation wasn’t so serious. Stepping out into the hallway, Wynona called out, “This is Deputy Chief Strongclaw of the Hex Haven Police Department, and my husband.” The other guards who were trying to detain Rascal glanced her way, then let him go.

      Rascal growled as he lunged the last few steps. “Idiots,” he muttered.

      “They’re probably not from around here and you didn’t exactly announce your status. Oof!” Rascal caught her up against his chest, squishing her lungs until she couldn’t breathe.

      “What is it with you and murders?” he growled against her neck.

      “I have no idea,” Wynona wheezed back.

      Rascal eased his hold and she took a gasping breath. Huffing and straightening, he put on his official voice. “Show me the crime scene.”

      “I was just about to call the chief.”

      Rascal nodded. “I sent a text.”

      Wynona had a thought and looked inside his pocket. “No Violet?”

      Rascal shrugged. “She’s around.”

      She’s right here. Scrambling out of an air vent along the floorboards, Violet raced across the carpet, narrowingly missing being stepped on.

      “Careful!” Wynona shouted automatically, then winced. “Sorry. That’s my familiar.”

      The guard scowled, but stepped back, folding his hands over his chest. “Any other rodents I should be aware of?”

      Wynona chose to ignore his sarcasm and waited for Violet instead.

      Nice guy, Violet muttered as she climbed Wynona’s leg. Remind me to send him a Christmas card.

      “Enough,” Wynona scolded quietly. “Come look at this.” She led them inside the door and Violet groaned.

      Why do you always get the exciting dates?

      “Date? You were on a date?” Wynona asked.

      Violet clenched her tiny jaw and refused to speak again.

      “What killed him?” Rascal asked, kneeling next to the body and staring at the wound.

      “Knife,” the bodyguard grunted.

      Rascal looked up. “And where is it now?”

      “It was spelled,” Wynona offered. “It flashed a few times after we broke in, and then disappeared.”

      Rascal looked over his shoulder. “It disappeared?”

      Wynona nodded.

      Prim’s eyes widened and she used her hands to create a silent explosion.

      Rascal rubbed his forehead. “That’ll sound good in the daily news.” He looked at the still bodies. “And the audience?”

      “Enchanted…we think,” Prim offered. “Mr. Zumyra had offered to tell them his story, then was going to enchant them to forget and anyone who remembered could share his stuff in the news, but…” She waved around. “I don’t even know how we can get them working again, let alone get anyone to share.”

      Slowly, Rascal stood, his dark brows furrowed as he looked from creature to creature. “I think someone needs to start from the beginning.” He looked pointedly at Wynona. “Someone who actually makes sense.”

      “Hey!” Prim shouted, putting her hands on her hips. “Everything I said was the absolute truth.”

      Violet scoffed, but Wynona ignored her.

      “She was telling the truth,” Wynona said. “But the story is slightly more complicated than that. Maybe we should wait for Chief Ligurio so we don’t have to tell it more than once.”

      “I like that plan,” one of the bodyguards at the door said eagerly, then ducked outside when Rascal growled.

      The elevator dinged and voices picked up in the hallway, letting Wynona know that the rest of the police team had arrived.

      Rascal stepped back through the doorway. “Sollix! Heskill! Get in here and start taking notes. This one’s gonna be a doozy.”

      Wynona stayed off to the side as the room flooded with creatures of all shapes and sizes. Chief Ligurio came last, pausing at the doorway and turning his head toward her. “Ms…Mrs. Strongclaw.”

      Wynona gave him a weak smile.

      “You seem to have a knack for finding bodies.”

      She winced. “Sorry.”

      Chief Ligurio took a long breath through his nose. “What can you tell me?”

      “Rascal only got here a minute ago, so we better include him in this conversation.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Strongclaw!”

      Rascal finished growling at whoever he was speaking to, then came back to stand by them. “Okay…spill it,” he demanded.

      Watch it, Wolfy… Violet warned.

      Rascal had the good sense to relax just a touch before his jaw hardened. “What did you see?”

      Wynona put her arm around Prim, who was shaking again, and told them everything from walking into the hotel to bursting through the locked door.

      “I’m surprised the door wasn’t spelled,” Chief Ligurio muttered, looking to his other side at the offending object.

      “I didn’t think of that,” Wynona said. “Would you like me to check?”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Skymaw’s not here.”

      “He left to go visit his cousin when I came here,” Prim offered.

      Wynona blinked, turned on her magic vision and moved away from the corner. “Huh.” She walked around the chief and studied the door. “The entire hotel is spelled,” she murmured, reaching out to run her fingers along the light blue sheen.

      “Wy…” Rascal growled.

      Wynona shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s not…aggressive, just meant to keep noises and thieves out.”

      “But you broke in.”

      Wynona nodded. “Yeah. At first the door didn’t budge when the guard was pounding on it, but then I used magic and had no trouble at all.”

      Chief Ligurio gave Rascal a significant look. “And these are the spelled creatures?” He made a face. “And each one is a reporter?”

      Wynona nodded again. “The two big guys in the back are guards.” She kept her vision on and looked at the crime scene.

      “Shengis and Kazko,” the guard from the door said. He shrugged when everyone looked his way. “They were assigned to keep the reporters from getting out of hand.”

      Wynona nodded and went back to studying the room. “I can see the enchantment,” she offered. “There’s a green spell around them.” Her eyes kept moving and she gasped.

      What? Violet immediately shouted.

      “The knife…” Wynona crouched down, but didn’t reach out this time.

      “Any day, Mrs. Strongclaw,” Chief Ligurio snapped.

      Wynona shook her head. “The place where the knife was is black.” She looked over her shoulder. “And I have no desire to touch it. It’s almost…smoking.”

      Rascal pushed a hand through his hair. “The leftover spell?”

      Wynona nodded. “I would assume so.”

      “If we touch him, will my men get hurt?”

      Wynona slowly shook her head. “I have no idea. It doesn’t look pretty, but I can’t tell if it’s still alive either.” Wynona stood and studied the creatures again. She’d unraveled curses before, but this wasn’t a curse. Could a spell be taken care of the same way a curse was?

      Rascal came up right behind her and whispered in her ear. “I want you to take Prim home and then lock yourself up in the house. Add a few layers of protection…please,” he added, as if an afterthought.

      Wynona stared. “What do you think is going to happen to me?” she whispered. “This was clearly an attack on Mr. Zumyra. I just happened to be there.”

      “I know, but…” Rascal ground his teeth. “I don’t feel good about it.”

      Wynona studied his handsome face, finally noticing the bags under his eyes and the tight lines around his mouth that were new. His skin color was paler than normal and Wynona wondered if he’d even lost a little weight. “Rascal…” she breathed.

      He shook his head. “I’m just stressed,” he whispered harshly. “It’ll be fine. Especially after we get you out of danger.”

      Her shoulders slumped. The only way for her to be out of danger was for Wynona to take over Hex Haven…and that would bring its own set of challenges that Wynona wasn’t quite ready to discuss yet. But easing her husband’s burden for the moment? Yeah…she could do that.

      “Come on, Prim,” Wynona said. “Let’s leave the officers to their jobs.”

      Chief Ligurio’s eyebrows went up and he quickly looked at Rascal.

      “What?” Prim cried. “You can’t be serious.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Wynona offered, ushering her friend toward the door. Wynona was in such a hurry that they almost ran into the coroner. “Ooh, sorry,” Wynona said, quickly stepping aside.

      Azirad huffed and pushed his glasses up his nose. Shaking his head, he went around them.

      “Mrs. Strongclaw?” Chief Ligurio said wryly.

      “Hm?”

      “Would you mind sticking around for just a moment more?”

      Wynona looked at Rascal’s scowling face. “What did you need, Chief Ligurio?”

      “I’d like you to protect Azirad when he examines the body, and…” Chief Ligurio glanced again at Rascal. “I’d like you to try and bring the creatures out of their…trance.”

      Wynona hesitated and Rascal immediately began to growl threateningly.

      “That isn’t her job,” he said to his boss. “She’s going home.”

      Chief Ligurio stood his ground, which was impressive, considering how Rascal was reacting. “Deputy Chief…I’m telling you to stand down. Mrs. Strongclaw is on my payroll and right now I’m asking for her particular expertise in a matter of importance.”

      Rascal’s skin was starting to ripple and Wynona knew they were in trouble. If he shifted… Hhis strength was getting almost uncontrollable…even for him.

      “Rascal,” she whispered with a warning.

      His nostrils flared and his muscles clenched, but he wasn’t moving.

      “I’ll help tonight,” Wynona said carefully. “But then my interference will have to end.” She dared to look away from her husband and made eye contact with Chief Ligurio. “Alright?” She couldn’t walk away from people if they needed help, but she also understood Rascal’s concern and truthfully, Wynona was too busy to take on another job. Training and her tea shop were enough as it was.

      Chief Ligurio let out a short, harsh sigh. “Accepted.”

      Wynona watched to make sure Rascal was able to calm himself before she nodded her agreement to the chief. As her husband got himself under control, his back straightened and the glow in his eyes receded until finally, Wynona was able to take a deep breath.

      “Okay,” she said softly, sending him good vibes through their mental connection.

      Time to take stock of the blood, Violet cackled.

      “Thanks for that,” Wynona muttered. “Very helpful.”

      I know.
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      “First things first,” Azirad said, clearing his throat and looking at Rascal nervously.

      Rascal gave him a reassuring nod.

      “Hang on a sec,” Wynona said, stepping up behind the small redcap. “Let me get a good handle on the situation before you touch anything.”

      Azirad nodded and leaned back on his heels.

      Wynona blinked on her magic vision again and studied the body more carefully. It was still smoking slightly and she knew she needed to hurry or vital clues could be disappearing, but she wanted to try and understand what she was dealing with before she used her magic to protect the coroner. Using the wrong magic had the ability to make things worse and she desperately wanted to avoid such a situation.

      Her study showed a light sheen of green over the whole body, but otherwise the wound was the main point of worry. The green looked slightly familiar, but Wynona couldn't quite place why, so she brushed it aside for now. It would come to her in time.

      “As far as I can tell, the stab is the only real dangerous part,” she offered. “I’m going to build a shield around you until we get a better feel for what’s going on. I’m hoping what I’m seeing is simply residual magic from the disappearing knife, but I won’t know for sure until we poke at it a bit.”

      “Will I still be able to feel?” Azirad questioned.

      Wynona shrugged. “Probably not much, but as soon as I can, I’ll back off so you can test the temperature and such.”

      “I’ve got ways of reading it,” he told her bluntly. “I’d rather keep my fingers.”

      “Understood.” Wynona brought up her hand and brushed it around him and herself and then created a bigger shield around the entire body. If something went wrong, there was a layer between the two of them and the body, but there was an extra layer between the rest of the room and the four in the middle.

      “Wy…” Rascal said in a pained tone.

      She looked his way. “We’re fine,” she assured him. “We’re gonna be just fine.”

      Violet’s tail twitched across Wynona’s neck. I’ve got her, Wolfy. Chill.

      Rascal’s fists clenched and unclenched several times and Wynona finally had to look away. She couldn’t concentrate with how frustrated and upset he was.

      Dad said the Becoming would make him moody, Violet grumbled. He’s more like a cat than a wolf and I’m ready for it to be over.

      Wynona put her concentration on the scene. Violet had a point, but it wasn’t going to help to talk about it right now. “Okay, Azirad. Go ahead.”

      The room collectively held their breaths while he reached out and began examining the body, eventually coming to the wound hole. His perusal slowed, but eventually it couldn’t be ignored. Azirad pushed at the skin, pulled back the shirt and examined it more fully and all the while, Wynona watched the wound continue to smoke, but none of it reacted to Azirad’s touch.

      “I think we’re safe,” she finally announced to the room. “The black isn’t reacting to him at all… In fact, I think it’s becoming less all together. It really should be just residual from the actual spell.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded and the room shifted on their feet as if to break through the tension that had built up. “Azirad?”

      The redcap sighed and scratched just above his ear. “It looks cut and dried as far as I can see. Stab wound to the back. Nothing else looks out of place, but I’ll take Ms. Le Doux’s word for it that there was a spell involved. I can’t see that, but will test for it after getting back to the lab.”

      “Mrs. Strongclaw,” Rascal snapped.

      “Time of death?” Chief Ligurio continued on as if Rascal hadn’t spoken.

      Azirad pursed his lips and slowly shook his head. “Not long. Within the hour, probably.  I can feel the warmth without using anything, but I’ll get something more accurate in a bit.”

      Chief Ligurio’s red eyes came to Wynona. “That lines up with what you said.”

      “It couldn’t have been much more than that,” she told him. “We personally saw him alive just before he came upstairs. Even if he was killed previous to the noise, that was only twenty minutes ago.”

      Azirad nodded then leaned forward to examine the wound again. “Knife appears to have been large, sharp and went straight through to the heart.”

      The redcap pulled at the shirt to reveal more and Wynona forced herself to watch without wincing. The bodies had always been the toughest part of an investigation for her.

      Man up, lady. If you’re going to lead a revolution, you’re going to have to deal with a few spots of blood.

      Rascal glared and stormed toward the door, barking orders.

      Wynona stepped back, allowing several officers to come in with the body bag and move Mr. Zumyra onto a stretcher and wheel out of the room.

      “I’ll let you know if I find anything else,” Azirad said as he left. “I have several tests to run and maybe we’ll get lucky with something.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded then turned to Wynona when the men all left. “Mrs. Strongclaw?” He waved at the creatures still sitting like statues. “Think you can do something?”

      Wynona pinched her lips together and shrugged. “Honestly? I’m not sure. The magic isn’t shaped like a curse, so I don’t really know where to start.”

      “Our eye witnesses are sitting in this room,” Chief Ligurio responded tightly. “I’d like to speak with them.”

      Wynona nodded. Walking over to the nearest chair, she let her fingers dance along the magic emanating from them. It was green, like the magic she’d seen on Mr. Zumyra’s body. Apparently, that was his color.

      “I wish Daemon were here,” she murmured.

      He’d be handy for sure, Violet agreed. But this time you’re on your own. Look for connections. There has to be a way to get rid of it.

      Wynona decided to do her testing on one of the bodyguards. He was large and strong, making it less likely that she would hurt him if she had to try a few things. She walked over to the troll she’d seen on the elevator, then glanced back. “Which one is this?”

      The door guard responded quickly. “Shengis.”

      “Right. Thank you.” Carefully, Wynona reached out, taking the troll’s arm and lifting it up to examine the underside. “I just…” Wynona grunted in frustration as she put the limb down. “I don’t see a beginning or an end. It’s one solid block.”

      “Can you break into the block?” Chief Ligurio suggested.

      Wynona poked at the magic, but it bounced back like a piece of rubber. Without telling the group what she was up to, Wynona put another shield in place, then brought her magic to her finger.

      “Wy!” Rascal shouted, skidding up to her shield.

      She put up her free hand, but kept her attention on the guard’s arm. “I’m not going to hurt anyone, Rascal,” she told him. “You know I can’t stand that, which means I won’t be hurt either.”

      She could feel his heart racing and the desire in him to protect her. It was all consuming and Wynona wondered how he handled it day in and day out.

      Let it go, Wy, Violet argued. He’s got extra right now. Let him handle it. You and me, we got other things to take care of. Break the spell, let these idiots say who killed the elf, and let’s get home in time for dessert.

      Wynona shook her head and slowly brought her finger down. There was a light sizzling sound as she drew a line of her magic down the spell, but after several seconds, it was apparent that it wasn’t doing anything.

      More? Violet asked.

      Wynona pursed her lips and upped the amount of magic in her finger. She’d been telling Rascal the truth when she said she didn’t want to hurt anyone. If the guard ended up wounded, it would break Wynona’s heart. She thrived on helping, so she was hesitant to push too far.

      The sizzling sound grew and sparks began to flip into the air, but it still wasn’t enough. With a sigh, Wynona pulled back. “Ouch,” she muttered when the movement caused a shock, like static electricity being released. “Oof.” Rascal had lunged at her as soon as the shield was down and was holding Wynona in a vice grip. “Sweetheart,” she wheezed. “It’s alright. Let me go.”

      “Strongclaw!” Chief Ligurio snapped.

      Rascal slowly, with every muscle in his body poised and pulsing, set her down and dropped his arms.

      Wynona could feel his resistance to the movement and once she was free, she spun and put a hand to his cheek. He needed her contact. His wolf needed to know she was safe.

      “Get yourself together, Strongclaw, or I’ll take you off the case,” Chief Ligurio said in a low tone.

      Rascal spun, but Wynona pulled him back. “You can do this,” she whispered, forcing him to make eye contact. “I know your wolf is growing. I know the powers are strong, but you can do this. You’re an alpha.” She waited until he nodded jerkily. “You can do anything.” She gave him a small smile. “Together, we can do anything.”

      His breathing slowed and his eyes came down from their bright glow. It wasn’t until his shoulders relaxed that Wynona allowed her own to reciprocate the motion. She gasped.

      “What?” Rascal’s eyes went right back to where they’d been.

      “Prim?” Wynona leaned around her husband.

      Prim poked her head out from around a line of officers. “Yep?”

      “I have an idea. Do you still have videos of Mr. Zumyra on your phone?”

      Prim’s eyes widened in understanding. “It can’t really be that simple.”

      Wynona shrugged. “Why not? Sometimes simple is the best.”

      Chief Ligurio’s head was jerking sharply from side to side. “What am I missing?” he demanded.

      Rascal straightened and looked over his shoulder at Prim. “Pull it up,” he said bluntly. “She’s right. Simple is often best.”

      “Explain!” Chief Ligurio shouted.

      Wynona held out her hand for Prim’s phone as she answered. “I can’t say for sure,” she explained, “but in the show that Prim showed me the other night, Mr. Zumyra always releases his spells with the same words.”

      “And?” Chief Ligurio pressed.

      Wynona scrolled through the video footage until she found what she wanted. “And I wondered if hearing his voice would be enough to release this one.”

      The room was quiet as everyone digested what she’d said.

      “You don’t think he has to do something special? Magically?” Chief Ligurio asked warily.

      Wynona shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know. But I noticed his repetitive words and it certainly doesn’t hurt to give it a try.” She turned the volume up the whole way. “When I was touching the magic, it bounced back like rubber. It’s not going to be easy to get rid of it and I’m afraid if I push much harder, it will hurt the ones that are enchanted.”

      Chief Ligurio sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Give it a try, Mrs. Strongclaw. It’s as good a guess as any.”

      Wynona held the phone out while Violet shifted on her neck.

      If this works…I’ll personally stay home for the next week.

      “You’re on,” Wynona said cheerily. She pressed the button and the sound-recorded laughter filled the room. Once it died down, Mr. Zumyra’s voice could be heard. “On the count of three, you will awake from your enchantment,” he declared.

      Wynona took a step forward, trying to make sure every set of ears could hear. “You will remember nothing. You will go about your business as if this moment in time never happened. You will return precisely to your seats and sit with your partners without remembering why you were on stage.”

      Chief Ligurio grunted.

      “One…two…three…” There was a sharp sound, as if the enchanter had snapped his fingers and sounds of creatures waking came from the small speakers.

      Every set of eyes in the room watched the creatures in their chairs and for a split second, Wynona worried it didn’t work, until one hand twitched. Then another. Vacant eyes began to blink and heads began to tilt.

      “What…” A man stood and began to walk, then stopped, his eyes catching on the room full of officers. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      More questions began to arise and soon all ten bodies and the once frozen guards were milling around in confusion.

      Chief Ligurio held up his hands. “Quiet!” he shouted. All heads turned to him. “There has been a crime here tonight.”

      The crowd shifted.

      “A murder.”

      Gasps and murmurs began to break out.

      “Each of you will be asked questions,” Chief Ligurio sharply. “Before you can leave. But any who would be willing to simply let us know who killed Mr. Zumyra immediately will be welcomed first.”

      A very short moment of quiet held before chaos broke loose in the room. Bodies were shoving and pushing, some trying to get to the door and others grasping for notebooks and cameras.

      “STOP!” Rascal bellowed.

      The room stilled and Wynona shivered. Even she had felt the strength of his alpha powers.

      “Who saw the murderer?” he asked, his tone gravelly with barely restrained anger.

      The group of reporters looked at each other, then back at the police. “I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, Deputy Chief,” one reporter stated slowly, watching the others to see if they agreed with him. “But I don’t remember anything after coming through that door.” He pointed to the suite door.

      Chief Ligurio cursed when every head agreed with the statement. Twelve witnesses, and no one knew a thing.
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      Violet shifted again. This is nuts. And I know nuts.

      “And now you have to stay home this week,” Wynona reminded her. She grinned when Violet cursed. “Naughty,” Wynona scolded at her familiar’s language.

      You haven’t heard naughty yet.

      Rascal stepped up. “What kind of spell was it?” he asked.

      Wynona shook her head. “I’ve never dealt in enchantments. They’re not quite the same as spells.” Pursing her lips to the side, Wynona considered what she’d seen. “It’s probably why I couldn’t find a beginning or an end. The entire thing was more like one of my shields, only bouncier and thicker. Like I said…rubber.”

      Rascal pushed a hand through his hair. “One thing’s for certain. With this many reporters involved, our lives are about to be purgatory.”

      Wynona patted his chest. “I wish I could reassure you it would be fine, but I think you’re probably right.”

      “Ms. Le Doux?” a voice shouted. “You didn’t make it into the room in time for the revealing.”

      Wynona watched as the small woman pushed her way through the crowd and stumbled before stopping right in front of Wynona, a little too close for comfort, actually.

      “Were you here for the murder?” the woman asked, her voice slightly breathless. Her body flashed in and out, as if she wanted to go back to her ghost form, but she was forcing it to stay corporeal. “What did you see? What did you hear?”

      Wynona shook her head. “I have no answers for you.” She backed up and Rascal stepped between them.

      “You can ask your questions to the officers,” he said in an official voice. He crowded the woman and pushed her back slightly. “Mrs. Strongclaw is unavailable.”

      The woman tried a couple more times to get around Rascal, but he was too aware of her and finally the reporter gave up and went back to shouting questions at Chief Ligurio.

      Go. Rascal sent her way. Go home and I’ll see you in the morning.

      Wynona frowned. Do you really think you’ll be out all night?

      He glanced over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows. I think I’ll be lucky if it only takes the night. This is a disaster and I don’t want you anywhere near it.

      Wynona sighed but nodded. She had agreed, after all, and she understood why Rascal wanted her far away.

      Party pooper, Violet grumbled.

      Rascal’s eyebrows slashed downward. Vi. Enough.

      Violet’s nose twitched. He was rarely sharp with her. Rascal was the easy going, cajoling one, but his wolf was barely in control. Wynona could feel it pacing inside him and she sent it soothing vibes. We’re going.

      Take Nightshade with you.

      Wynona gave him a look, but Rascal shook his head stubbornly. “Amaris?” Wynona called out, the vampire’s head snapping her direction. They hadn’t spoken much in the last year or so, after the whole of Hex Haven had gotten a good feel of Wynona’s power when she’d saved her now-husband and broken a spell. It had nearly killed Wynona and it had terrified everyone else.

      Slowly, but surely, Officer Nightshade had been coming back around and she no longer cowered when Wynona came into the building.

      “Would you mind seeing Prim and me home?” Wynona asked, her voice soft despite the chaos. She knew the vampire would hear her just fine.

      Amaris hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “This way, Mrs. Strongclaw.” Waving toward the door, Amaris followed behind Prim and Wynona.

      Vamps are dumb.

      Wynona choked a little and glared at her familiar.

      Violet shrugged and began grooming herself while they walked.

      “What did she say?” Prim asked with a giggle.

      Wynona shook her head. “It’s not worth repeating.” They waited for the elevator and Prim, surprisingly, waited as well. Once inside, however, Prim nudged Wynona’s side.

      “Come on…you have to tell me.”

      Wynona shook her head again and turned back to their escort. “Thank you, Amaris. I appreciate you taking the time to walk us through the crowd.”

      Amaris glanced sideways at her and nodded. “Deputy Chief Strongclaw would be broken if anything happened to you.”

      Wynona smiled, but her heart sank a little. When her powers had been bound, she’d been rejected by those around her. Now they were loose and she was still being rejected. Would there ever be a point when life was normal?

      You’re not normal, Rascal sent her way. You’re better than normal. And I’m never leaving.

      Wynona let the words warm her from the inside out. At least she had a few creatures she could count on.

      “So what do you think?” Prim asked, bouncing on her toes as they walked off the elevator. “The scene was weird, right? What did you see?”

      Amaris looked around, her nose flaring. “I think I should drive you back. I’m not comfortable letting the two of you leave unprotected.”

      Wynona sighed. “I can just port us,” she said. “We’ll come back for Prim’s car tomorrow.”

      Prim grew pale and swallowed hard.

      “It’s not that bad,” Wynona said with a frown.

      Prim nodded. “Right. You’ve gotten a lot better, I’m sure.”

      Rolling her eyes, Wynona took Prim’s hand. “Thanks for walking us down. Porting in a large group with residual magic lying around is never a good idea.”

      Before Amaris could say anything else, Wynona sent out a burst and took her and Prim back to the cottage.

      Prim wavered a moment on her feet before straightening. “Whoa…” She put a hand to her forehead. “You might’ve gotten better, but that’s still trippy.”

      Wynona headed to the kitchen. “Would you like some tea?”

      Prim followed. “Absolutely. I thought for sure you were taking me home, so I’m happy to drink your stuff if it means I get to stay here instead.”

      Wynona gave Prim a look over her shoulder, but Prim just smiled.

      “Just kidding. I love your tea.”

      Wynona huffed. “Wait ’til I give you some seneca root instead.”

      “I heard that!” Prim sang gaily as she rummaged through the fridge.

      She’d never know, Violet argued. Let’s do it.

      Wynona smiled and shook her head. “Be nice.”

      Nice is overrated.

      “Let me guess,” Prim said, setting some sliced vegetables on the table. “The mouse wants me to be the next victim.”

      “Don’t start,” Wynona warned. “You’ll only encourage her.” She caught Prim sticking her tongue out at Violet before both creatures stilled and pretended it had never happened. “Why do I get the feeling I’m working with toddlers?”

      “You know what they say about growing up,” Prim said seriously.

      Wynona frowned and waved the tea to the table. “No. What?”

      “That you shouldn’t do it.”

      Very original, Violet droned.

      Wynona sat down, choosing to ignore them both.

      “Okay…so…” Prim popped a piece of cucumber in her mouth and leaned forward. “What next?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…what are you going to do to solve the murder?”

      Wynona sighed and leaned back. “I’m not. You heard Rascal. He doesn’t want me involved.”

      Prim waved a hand through the air. “And since when does a husband get to control his wife like she’s a puppet? There’s such a thing as women’s rights, you know.”

      “I know,” Wynona responded quietly. “But there’s also such a thing as keeping the peace. I’ve already got enough on my plate. I’ve got the shop and Arune’s lessons. It’s fine to let this one go.”

      Prim leaned in. “But aren’t you just the least bit curious? I mean, come on! How in the world were there eight people in the room—”

      “Twelve.”

      Prim snorted. “Twelve creatures in the room and not a single one of them can remember the murder?”

      Wynona feigned nonchalance. “Maybe they weren’t in there when it happened?”

      Prim wasn’t impressed. “Nona…seriously. This one is crazy! Can you imagine the headlines?”

      Wynona took a drink, then used her magic to warm up her tea. Cool was not what she needed tonight.

      She’s right about the headlines, Violet added, cleaning her face free of crumbs. They’re going to be nuts. And your face will be all over them.

      “I was afraid of that,” Wynona said, another sigh slipping past her lips.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, sorry.” Wynona wrapped her hands around the teacup, enjoying the heat. “Violet mentioned that my face would probably be all over the headlines. I’m a little worried she’s right. The reporters obviously enjoyed having me there.”

      Prim snorted. “That’s the understatement of the century.”

      The two sat in silence for several moments, each nibbling on food and sipping their drinks, before Prim piped up again.

      “You really aren’t going to help?”

      Wynona shook her head. “I’m really not going to help.”

      Prim grumbled, but let the subject drop.

      The next hour was filled with laughter, food and topics that had nothing to do with anything serious and Wynona was grateful for it. An evening like this was much better than watching an enchanter make audience members act like imbeciles.

      Prim yawned and covered her mouth. “Oh, man…I need to go to sleep.”

      Wynona stood. “Want me to port you home? Or back to the hotel to get your car?”

      “Home, please,” Prim said, yawning again. “I’ll get the car later. Right now I just want my bed.”

      Wynona held out her hand and Prim came to take hold. “When does Daemon get home?”

      “Tomorrow,” Prim said. She grew quiet, then looked up. “I miss him.”

      Wynona couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah? Just how serious are things getting with you two?”

      Prim’s cheeks went bright pink, nearly matching her hair, but her lips tightened. “I have nothing to say.”

      Wynona frowned. That wasn’t like Prim at all. “You…don’t?”

      Prim shook her head. “Nope.”

      Wynona glanced at Violet, who looked just as confused as Wynona felt. “Okay. I won’t press.”

      When Prim didn’t respond, Wynona decided the best course of action was simply to take her home. “Hold on. Here we go.”

      Less than two minutes later, Wynona was back in her cottage. She stretched and began walking down the hall. “I’m going to sleep,” she told Violet. “Are you coming?”

      Violet grunted. Nah. Too wound up.

      Wynona poked her head out of the hallway. “Don’t forget. You promised to stay home for the next week.” She grinned when Violet began cursing under her breath again. “Hey. We don’t say those words in this house.”

      Oh yeah? Come make me stop. I’ll show you exactly what teeth I use to say those words.

      Wynona laughed. “Violet…you’re the most bloodthirsty mouse I’ve ever known.”

      Now we’re talking! Who else do you know that’s bloodthirsty? I’d like to meet them. We need to create a club.

      Wynona continued shaking her head as she went to the bathroom to get ready. After several minutes, she decided to reach out to Rascal one last time.

      Any news?

      There were a few moments of silence before he responded. No. Not a single creature saw the murder, but things just don’t add up in here. It’s a mess.

      I’m sorry, Wynona sent his way, her heart aching for the frustration in his tone. Can I help?

      Stay home and be safe. Did you remember to put up a shield?

      Wynona made a face and took a moment to do so. Yep.

      Uh-huh. Caught you red-handed.

      I didn’t commit a crime! she sent back.

      No. But you didn’t obey either.

      I think I should tell you that Prim reminded me about women’s rights this evening, before you go any deeper into the obeying thing.

      Rascal growled. This isn’t about me controlling you, Wy. It’s about safety. His voice softened. Please…just keep yourself safe while I’m gone.

      Will do, Wynona assured him, making sure there was no joking in her tone. Now you take care too, please. No funny business and come home to me soon.

      Love you.

      And I love you.

      And I’m going to puke if you two don’t shut up and go to bed, Violet interrupted.

      Wynona rolled her eyes, sent a vision of a kiss to Rascal and settled into her covers. The morning would be here all too soon and like she’d told Prim earlier, her schedule was far too busy to solve murders right now. Wynona would leave that in the hands of the professionals.
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      A year ago, Wynona would have jumped when Arune slammed open the back door of her home to march inside, but now that she was getting better with her magic, she’d felt his approach, giving her hope that her father wouldn’t be able to sneak up when she was unprepared.

      “It’s got his fingerprints all over it,” Arune growled by way of greeting.

      Wynona paused and looked over her shoulder. “What does? And I’m assuming you’re referring to my father?”

      Arune grunted and sat down at the table, thrumming his fingers against the wood. “The murder,” he said bluntly.

      Her head whipped around. “Arune, you can’t mean that. The creature was killed in a room full of reporters. How in the world did my dad have anything to do with it?”

      Arune gave her a look. “His fingers are in every pie, dear niece. Every. Pie.”

      Wynona rolled her eyes and went back to finishing her breakfast. Once the eggs were cooked, she brought them to the table and sat down, waving her steaming cup of tea across the room. “Why do you think my father had anything to do with it?”

      Arune’s dark eyes grew even darker as he leaned forward, his hands clasped tightly. “Because nothing goes on in this town without his knowledge.”

      The eggs felt like lead in Wynona’s stomach at the dire tone in her uncle’s voice. “You think he knows what we’re doing?”

      Arune leaned back, breaking some of the tension, and shrugged. “More than likely.”

      “Then why isn’t he stopping us?”

      Arune’s lips pursed and his fingers drummed again. “I’m not sure.” More tapping. “But there’s a reason for it. I just haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “That’s because you don’t know what he wants,” Celia said as she breezed into the room.

      Dang it, Wynona thought. She’d been so proud of herself when she felt Arune port into the backyard, but their conversation meant that she’d missed Celia’s arrival. She needed to work on making her senses sharper, even when distracted.

      Arune nodded curtly. “True. Other than ultimate power, that is.”

      Celia snorted. “Ultimate power,” she said in a low, dramatic voice. “You make him sound like he’s some comic book villain.”

      One of Arune’s eyebrows shot up.

      Celia tilted her head and looked unimpressed. “A comic book villain has a weakness,” she explained. “And that would be much easier to deal with than dear, old Dad.”

      Arune sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “He does have a weakness…and it will have to do with what he’s trying to accomplish.” His hand dropped. “But every large crime, such as murders and anything else out of the ordinary, is going to be directly related to him.” He leaned forward again. “I don’t know what he’s planning, but he’s picking up speed and momentum and we can’t brush aside anything, no matter how insignificant it may appear.”

      Celia pursed her lips. “Agreed.”

      Wynona threw her hands in the air. “I just don’t see it. I don’t like my dad. He’s greedy, selfish and absolutely has a crime record, I don’t doubt that. But believing he’s involved in everything happening in the city? It just doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “That’s because you like to think the best of everyone,” Rascal grumbled in a low, gravelly tone. He’d finally gotten home about the time the sun was rising and Wynona had barely stirred when he’d finally slipped into bed.

      “Did we wake you?” she asked, jumping to her feet and coming over to look at him. His dark hair was a wild mess and the stubble on his chin was longer than usual. But the worst part was the bloodshot eyes and dark circles under those golden orbs. There was no getting around the fact that Rascal was utterly exhausted and Wynona felt terrible for waking him up.

      Rascal yawned and shook his head. “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “A wolf who can’t sleep?” Celia snorted. “Tell me another one.”

      Arune jumped straight to the point. “What did you find?”

      Rascal scratched the back of his head and growled in a frustrated tone. “Nothing. A big, fat nothing.”

      Wynona frowned. “Nothing? You didn’t uncover any new clues once I was gone?”

      He shook his head. “We spent hours pouring over everything with the witnesses…” He snorted. “I suppose I can’t call them witnesses, because nobody saw a cursed thing.”

      Arune’s fingers bounced again. “That must have been some enchantment.” He looked at Wynona. “Are you familiar with this creature’s work?”

      Wynona slowly shook her head. “No. I’d never heard of him before Prim brought it up, but she showed me a few videos on social media one evening. Initially, I had refused to go watch the show because I don’t like manipulation.”

      “It sounds like more than manipulation,” Arune murmured.

      Wynona ticked her head back and forth, slipping into her seat at the table. She patted the one next to her, then used her magic to bring Rascal some food and a steaming cup. “I actually didn’t know what an enchantment looked like,” she admitted. “I’ve never dealt with them, but it was nothing like the curses I’ve worked on. There was no beginning or end, it was more like a shield.”

      “Hmm…” Celia narrowed her eyes. “And you couldn’t break through it?”

      Wynona shook her head, heat scuttling up her neck. Here she was supposed to be the world’s most powerful witch and she hadn’t been able to figure out something as simple as an enchantment. “I tried running my magic down it,” she said, her voice growing soft with embarrassment. “But all I got were sparks. Curses grow weaker when the caster dies, but that didn’t seem to be the case here.”

      “Might not have been long enough,” Rascal grumbled into his cup.

      Wynona nodded. “True. The body was still warm, so it might not have had time to deteriorate.”

      Celia shivered. “Warm…eww.”

      Arune clucked his tongue. “It’s part of the process, Celia.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to hear it.” She waved a hand toward the kitchen and got her own cup of tea.

      “Oh, sorry,” Wynona hurried to say. “I should have offered you something.” Her front door opened and Wynona jumped in her seat. “What in the world?”

      “You’ve got a lot of friends,” Arune murmured, clearly frustrated at the interruptions. “Apparently, everyone wants to chat this morning.”

      Prim bounced in, her pink hair flying behind her with Daemon on her heels. “Surprise!” She set a vase of tall, purplish flowers on the table. “I brought gifts.”

      Wynona fingered the petals. “These are gorgeous. Thank you.”

      Prim shrugged. “I wanted to say thank you for last night and send some good vibes your way.” Prim wiggled her fingers and the vine-like flowers danced. “These are celosia. They symbolize intelligence.”

      “Should have kept them for yourself,” Celia muttered.

      “Don’t start,” Wynona warned her sister. She stood and hugged Prim. “They’re gorgeous. Thank you.” Turning, Wynona hugged Daemon as well. “I’m glad you’re back,” she said. “I didn’t like running solo last night.”

      Rascal grunted.

      Daemon patted Wynona’s back, his face serious. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. Family stuff.”

      Wynona nodded. “That’s alright. We understood.”

      “But I wanted to come over first thing,” he stated bluntly. “Prim told me about the enchantment.”

      “Have you dealt with them before?” Arune asked, leaning forward.

      Daemon nodded. “Yes. They’re a different type of magic.” He frowned. “What I don’t understand is how an elf could do them.” He turned to Wynona. “Elves aren’t supposed to have anything but glamor magic.”

      Celia straightened and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Wait a moment,” she said, striking a bit of a pose. “We’ll discuss it together.”

      Before Wynona could ask what her sister meant, she heard the sound of tires on the gravel driveway. “Let me guess. Chief Ligurio is here?” She raised an eyebrow at Celia.

      Celia shrugged. “I’m sure I don’t know why you’re making that face. It’s as if you’re insinuating something.”

      Rascal grumbled, his voice too low and garbled to understand.

      Wynona allowed herself to roll her eyes. Celia was fooling absolutely no one. Wynona spun. “Where’s Violet?”

      Celia scoffed. “She’s your familiar. Why don’t you tell us?”

      Wynona pinched her lips. Violet…you promised.

      “She’s here,” Rascal said, sounding only slightly more awake. He pointed to the front pocket on his uniform. “But she refuses to wake up.”

      “Well, at least we’re all assembled,” Wynona muttered. She used magic to open the front door before Chief Ligurio could knock. She heard him pause for a moment before walking in.

      “I take it my presence was expected?” he drawled as he walked in. His eyes automatically went to Celia and stayed there longer than anywhere else.

      “We heard you drive up,” Wynona told him. “Would you like some tea?”

      Chief Ligurio shook his head and folded his arms over his chest, spreading his legs to stand more comfortably. Like Rascal, the chief had dark bags under his eyes. Even vampires needed sleep apparently. “What pow-wow did I interrupt?”

      “We were about to discuss elf powers and the difference between enchantments and curses,” Celia said airily, studying her nails. “I’m sure you could learn a thing or two.”

      One black eyebrow rose high. “Indeed.”

      Wynon turned back to Daemon. Those two were ridiculous and she wasn’t going to watch their flirting for the next hour. “Yes,” she assured him. “Elves shouldn’t be able to do that kind of magic.”

      “I didn’t notice anything odd about the body though,” Daemon continued.

      “Other than the wound in his back?” Arune drawled.

      “Other than that,” Daemon snapped, his black eyes flashing.

      “Please,” Wynona begged. “No fighting. We’re all on the same side here, for both the murder and against my father.”

      Arune leaned back, those fingers drumming again. “Okay…let’s look at this logically. Your father is somehow involved—”

      “Why do you say that?” Chief Ligurio interrupted.

      Arune scoffed. “Do you really have to ask?”

      “Yes,” Chief Ligurio said boldly. “I don’t see why the president, dirty as he is, would be interested in a mere performer. One that the media world is convinced is a fake anyway.”

      “Be that as it may,” Arune said slowly, “this is still a high profile case. Somewhere, somehow, the president is involved.” He turned to Wynona. “So the question is…what are you going to do about it?”

      Wynona put up her hands. “Nothing! I’m not involved in this one.”

      Celia made a face and leaned back. “Why not?”

      “Because…” Wynona glanced at Rascal, who was glaring daggers at his sister-in-law, “Because we decided I should focus on practicing my magic.”

      “Hmmm…” Celia said for the second time that morning.

      Wynona ignored her. “Daemon. Tell us about enchanters.”

      Daemon sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. It had gotten longer lately and Wynona had a fleeting thought that that was Prim’s doing. “Enchanter magic is…different,” he said carefully.

      “You said that already,” Arune said in a bored tone. One of the flowers burst in Arune’s direction and he coughed, waving his hand at the bits of fuzz in the air before glaring at Prim, who innocently smiled at him.

      “I’m trying to think of the right words,” Daemon muttered. He made a face. “Most magic is linear. It wraps around a person, coiling and locking.”

      “Like the way the curses look like chains,” Wynona interrupted.

      Rascal put his hand on her knee, giving it a slight squeeze and a soft smile.

      Wynona smiled back, relaxing into his touch.

      “Right,” Daemon agreed. “But enchanter magic is meant to overtake someone’s free will. Actually…” He pushed a hand through his hair again. “Glamor magic is similar, now that I think about it. It puts a…coating…for lack of a better word for it, over a creature. Like frosting on a cake.”

      Wynona frowned, her mind studying the analogy. “Can glamor be wiped off then? Like frosting?”

      Daemon nodded.

      “But you said the enchantment didn’t come off,” Chief Ligurio argued.

      Wynona shook his head. “It didn’t. My magic clashed, but didn’t break it.”

      Daemon scowled. “That’s not normal.”

      “Neither is his ability to hold creatures in stasis,” Arune murmured. “Or the fact that Zumyra had that magic at all.”

      “True,” Daemon agreed.

      Several minutes of silence passed as the whole room mulled over the odd details of the case until Arune slapped the table. “I’ll say this one more time. It stinks of President Le Doux.” Arune’s eyes bored into Wynona. “You need to work on this case.”

      Rascal was fully awake now and his growling filled the room. “No.”

      Arune turned to the barely contained wolf. “She has to, dear nephie. The best way to train to beat him is to learn his tricks.” Arune’s black eyes flashed. “And there’s no better way to learn a man’s tricks than to get in the middle of the game.”

      Wynona swallowed hard. Her uncle made sense, but she hated the thought of it. Slowly, she turned to Rascal, who was seething, but staying in his seat.

      Chief Ligurio cleared his throat and all eyes turned to him. Red eyes were under thick black brows as he carefully watched Wynona. “I agree,” he said, his tone softer than usual. The chief wasn’t one to speak softly to anyone and the sound caught Wynona off guard.

      Rascal’s fists clenched and unclenched, but he still stayed seated, though Wynona could feel the power beginning to hum around him.

      “Rascal.” She reached over and put a hand on his fist. “I won’t do it if you need me to stay back.”

      Rascal closed his eyes, his shoulders heaving slightly and his limbs shaking as he worked to get himself under control. Slowly, more slowly than Wynona was comfortable with, the power began to fade and his body grew still.

      When he looked up, Wynona jolted. The glow of his eyes was brighter than ever, the usual gold more of a white light than its previous shade.

      It’s the alpha, Violet offered, peeking her twitching nose over the edge of his pocket. He’s almost there.

      “He won’t stop,” Rascal said, his voice booming through the room without any effort.

      Every creature except for Wynona shifted in their seats.

      “The only way to keep you safe is to take him out.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. She knew her father would probably need to die, but Wynona hadn’t been prepared to hear it in such blunt terms.

      Rascal raised an eyebrow. “We’ll do this together.”

      “Holy cow…” Prim breathed. “Our whole world’s going crazy.”

      Daemon stepped up and put his arm around his girlfriend, then nodded. “What can I do, Deputy Chief? I’m at your disposal.”

      Rascal nodded to the group, then turned to Arune. “I have no intention of playing his game,” Rascal declared. “If we’re in, it’s to win…our way.”

      Arune smirked devilishly. “I believe I misjudged you.” He folded his arms over his chest. “And I’m eager to fully rectify my mistake.”
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      Two hours later, Wynona and Rascal pulled up to the police precinct, Violet wrapped around her neck and squirming with anticipation.

      “Calm down,” Wynona told her familiar, adjusting her neck a little from the tight tail. “You’re taking off my skin.”

      Violet huffed. It’s not my fault you’re sensitive.

      “Sensitive?” Wynona gasped. “You have claws, Violet. Honest to goodness claws. This has nothing to do with my skin.”

      Rascal was chuckling and Wynona sent him a glare, but he just grinned unrepentantly at her.

      Shaking her head, Wynona stuck her nose in the air and pulled the door open. “Hello, Amaris.” Wynona gave a little wave and was rewarded when the vampire waved back. Another step in the right direction.

      Some creatures are just idiots, Rascal muttered through their mental connection.

      Wynona’s jaw dropped and she snapped around to look at him.

      Rascal shrugged. Back me up, Vi.

      I don’t need to back you up, Violet responded. Truth is truth. It needs no backing up.

      “Oh my word,” Wynona murmured. “You two are terrible.”

      A creature who refuses to speak to you because of how you were born is terrible, Rascal growled. He pulled her toward Chief Ligurio’s office. “We’re meeting in his office.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Wynona let him lead her down the hall and they knocked just before Rascal opened the door.

      “Chief,” Rascal said by way of greeting. He ushered Wynona inside and she took her usual spot at a chair across the desk from the vampire.

      Chief Ligurio mostly ignored the two of them as he finished his phone call. “I said now,” he snapped. “I’ve got a decomposing body, Judge Tolarus, or do you not remember that?” Chief Ligurio’s lip curled up in a sneer. “Then I suggest you make them listen. If I’m to do my job, I need to have the freedom to move about the city without obstruction. I’ll plan on you fixing this.” Chief Ligurio dropped the phone into its cradle and a growl rumbled in his throat. “I hate politics.”

      Wynona frowned. “What is it?”

      The vampire shook his head. “Just some idiot trying to make trouble that the Hexmoon Inn is outside city limits.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened. “So they’re trying to stop the investigation?” she asked incredulously. She turned to Rascal. “Can they do that?”

      Rascal folded his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging from the move and his irritation. “They can, if others don’t stop them.”

      “And you have no say?” Wynona continued.

      Chief Ligurio shrugged. “Other than my sparkling personality? Very little.”

      Violet nearly choked on her snicker and Wynona rolled her eyes. “Okay. How about we focus, hm?”

      Chief Ligurio cleared his throat and Rascal ran a hand over his mouth, doing a terrible job of covering his smile, but after a moment, they settled into a more serious demeanor.

      Chief Ligurio flipped open a file and began spreading pictures on his desk.

      Wynona scooted forward. “These are the creatures that were enchanted,” she said, not really asking the question, but leaving it open for confirmation.

      “Correct,” Chief Ligurio stated. “Did you meet any of them?”

      Wynona shook her head. She pointed to one picture of an extra large creature. “He was one of the bodyguards. I watched him go up the elevator with the group.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Yes. He’s a troll. His name is Shengis. He’s worked for Zumyra for a few months.”

      Wynona nodded. “I recognize this woman. There weren’t very many females among the reporters. Who is she?”

      “In order, we have Grisa Riath.” Chief Ligurio pointed to the slight woman. “Bird shifter, turned ghost reporter.”

      Wynona moved onto the next one. This reporter was short and stocky. “Dwarf?” she guessed.

      “Yes. Thathion Bluntgrip. He’s brand new to the group. Joined the ghost reporters less than a year ago.”

      “I’m not sure whether I should say ‘sorry’ or ‘congratulations,’” Wynona murmured.

      Chief Ligurio snorted. “I don’t think he’s the least bit upset about it.”

      I’ll bet he can reach the high shelves now, Violet offered.

      Violet! Wynona scolded.

      Muttering, Violet curled up in a ball. You, witchy lady, are getting to be a bore. Wake me when you want to have fun.

      Rascal chuckled, but covered it with a cough.

      Wynona ignored them both. She supposed she was getting to be a stick in the mud, but could anyone blame her? Her body hadn’t been out of flight or fight mode for years and the stress of what was still to come was starting to wear on her. She sighed and smiled when Rascal stepped up to her chair and began massaging her neck.

      Chief Ligurio gave them a look and moved the next picture in. “Iardill was a brownie. She’s been around for as long as I can remember.”

      “Hm.”

      For the next several minutes, Wynona and the chief went through each and every ghost reporter who had been in the room. None of them stood out or had any red flags that caught her attention. They all seemed perfectly normal, as far as ghost reporters went.

      Wynona put her chin in her hand. “None of them have history with Mr. Zumyra?”

      “So you think one of the reporters was the killer?” Chief Ligurio asked, leaning back in his seat with his arms folded. “I don’t see how they could do that with the enchantment.”

      “Obviously not,” Wynona said quickly. “You’re right, it wouldn’t work. I’m just curious if his death was meant for someone else?” She thought about it a moment.

      Chief Ligurio frowned. “I’m not following. The other creatures in the room were completely comatose. If the killer wanted to kill them, it wouldn't have been difficult.”

      “Maybe Zumyra got in the way?” Wynona suggested, even knowing it wasn’t a good lead. “Or maybe it wasn’t meant to be a murder.” She leaned forward. “Did everyone still have their wallet and belongings? Could it have been a robbery gone wrong? There was a broken window in the back of the room.”

      Chief Ligurio leaned back and sighed. “Why do I get the feeling you’re grasping at straws?”

      Wynona made a face. “Because I am, I suppose.” She tapped her fingers against the top of the desk, eyeing the pictures. “This whole thing doesn’t make sense to me and although Arune is positive my father is involved, I just don’t see it.” She shrugged. “I suppose I’m looking for—”

      “Something that proves Arune wrong?” Chief Ligurio said too quietly.

      Wynona’s head snapped up, her body tense before relaxing. “I guess.”

      Chief Ligurio didn’t say anything right away, but eventually he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Wynona. But odds are, your uncle is right. Your father isn’t a good man, a fact I’ve known for a long time. In fact…it’s why it took me so long to come to terms with your own personal behavior.”

      Wynona’s eyes stung a little. “Because you thought I’d be just like him.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Yes.”

      Wynona looked down at her lap, gripping her fingers together. She knew her dad wasn’t good. She did. But that didn’t make it any easier of a pill to swallow. She leaned into Rascal’s hand when it landed on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she murmured.

      “Don’t be,” Chief Ligurio said curtly, leaning forward once more. “It’s understandable. No one wants their family member to be the devil himself.”

      Well, now that’s just an insult to the devil, Violet grumbled.

      Wynona’s head hung even as Rascal growled.

      Too far? Violet asked innocently.

      Chief Ligurio eyed the group. “I don’t want to know,” he said.

      “Probably for the best,” Rascal said tightly. He leaned over the desk and Wynona mourned the loss of his touch.

      She straightened her back, shoving her pity and sadness away. This wasn’t the time. Lives were depending on them and a war was brewing. Sadness, guilt, depression…it would all have its moment, because that’s all she would give it, but that moment wasn’t now. Now was a time to push forward, bring a murderer to justice and save the innocents of Hex Haven from falling under the same fate.

      “What do we know of Mr. Zumyra?” she asked, grateful her voice was steady.

      Atta girl, Violet said, crouching in anticipation.

      Chief Ligurio pulled a few more things out of the file. “He’s an elf. He was born to a family in Cauldron Cove, but left upon reaching maturity. He studied psychology at school, but made his fortune in real estate.”

      Wynona frowned. “Psychology? So he was a doctor?”

      Chief Ligurio’s lips were pursed as he nodded slowly. “So it would appear.”

      “No wonder everyone thinks he’s a fraud,” Wynona responded. “His education would have taught him exactly what he needed to know to manipulate the public into thinking he had powers.”

      “But he does,” Rascal pointed out. “You saw the magic.”

      Wynona nodded, frustration building. “Yes, but how?” She looked at the chief. “Is there any chance he was born with the powers?”

      Chief Ligurio flipped through his papers. “I don’t see anything that says he had unusual abilities as a child.”

      Wynona set her head back, staring at the ceiling. “Something is off with this. How did he get powers?” She looked at her husband, who shrugged. “Where’s Daemon?”

      “On patrol.”

      Rascal raised an eyebrow. “You want him here?”

      Wynona nodded. “I think we need his expertise here. He knows a lot more about different types of magic than I do.”

      Rascal glanced at the chief, who nodded, before pulling his cell phone out of his pocket and walking to the corner of the room.

      Wynona leaned forward again and shuffled through the pictures.

      “See anything?”

      She shook her head. “No. No one stands out. Everyone in this group seems to be perfectly ordinary.” She looked up. “Do we know why each of them were chosen? How did these particular reporters get to be in the group?”

      Chief Ligurio frowned. “I don’t know. My understanding was that Zumyra wasn’t in the lobby.”

      Wynona nodded. “He wasn’t. He gave the invitation, then went up the elevator and the reporters went crazy.”

      The vampire tilted his head. “Tell me again what he agreed to do.”

      Violet climbed down from Wynona’s shoulder and began walking all over the pictures.

      Wynona watched for a moment, then went back to the question. “He said he would share all his secrets, then use his magic to erase memories. Anyone who remembered what he shared could tell his story.”

      The chief bared his fangs. “Which tells us he has a checkered past. One we haven’t seen yet.”

      “Who do you have that can hack into something like that?” Wynona asked.

      “Officer Aldor,” Rascal responded without missing a beat. He was shoving his phone in his back pocket as he walked up to the desk. “His skills with technology and finding what’s hidden are better than anyone else’s.”

      “Then I think you should put him to work,” Wynona said easily. “Obviously, Mr. Zumyra has things to hide, or this wouldn’t have been such a big opportunity.”

      Rascal nodded. “On it.” He grabbed his phone again.

      When Wynona turned back to the desk, she jolted a little. “What?’

      Chief Ligurio’s red eyes were narrowed on her. “I’m curious.”

      “About?”

      “About why he was so intrigued with you.”

      Wynona had no answer for that, but Rascal’s low growl said he didn’t appreciate the question. “Probably because of my family,” she said weakly. “Everyone seems to go crazy when they find out I’m a Le Doux.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded slowly. “Perhaps.”

      This one.

      Wynona looked down. “What?”

      Violet tapped a picture. This is the one he’s having an affair with.

      “What?” Wynona screeched.

      Chief Ligurio scowled. “What’s it saying?”

      Violet bristled and Wynona’s eyes nearly popped out of her head when Chief Ligurio’s face softened.

      “Violet, would you mind sharing what you think?”

      Rascal snorted and Wynona squeaked, but the vampire ignored them.

      Violet preened. Of course. She turned to Wynona. You have permission to share.

      Wynona’s eyes darted from her familiar, to the chief, to her husband and back to the chief.

      “Mrs. Strongclaw,” Chief Ligurio said in a warning tone.

      Wynona blinked. “Sorry. That, uh…simply caught me off guard.” What in the paranormal world?

      Rascal gave a small shake of his head.

      “Violet said that woman is the one he’s having an affair with.”

      Chief Ligurio frowned and reached out to pull the picture toward him. “How can you tell?”

      Violet scrambled back over. Look at where she’s looking, Violet indicated. Any fool can see the woman is head over heels.

      “That doesn’t mean they’re having an affair,” Wynona said. “Most of the creatures waiting for the show were women.”

      Violet shook her head. Pay attention, Wy. Mr. Slimy is giving attention to every woman in this photo…except her.

      “Translate,” Chief Ligurio snapped.

      Wynona huffed and relayed the message. “I don’t get it.”

      “He’s covering it up,” Rascal stated bluntly.

      Violet chittered happily and ran over so Rascal could pick her up.

      “I’m so lost,” Wynona said.

      “The mouse is right.” Chief Ligurio ignored Violet’s snapping teeth. “These pictures” -he indicated the set from the hotel lobby before the murder- “all show that he paid attention to everyone but the woman in the back. It’s a little too conspicuous.” Red eyes darted up to Violet. “Well done…for a rodent.”

      Violet smirked. You know you love me.

      Wynona’s eyes went wide. I’m not translating that one.

      Party pooper.

      Wynona shook her head. “It still doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yes, it does.” Both men answered at the same time and Wynona shook her head, putting up her hands.

      “Fine. Let’s run with that. I don’t get it, maybe it’s a male thing. But we have nothing else to go on anyway, so we might as well run with it.” She took a deep breath. “So…how do we find out who she is?”

      “That won’t be a problem,” Chief Ligurio said, his tone slightly wary.

      Wynona’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? Why is that?”

      The chief’s long fingers tapped the woman’s face. “Because that’s Bailla Tangorm. Her husband owns Hexmoon Inn.”
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      A knock on the door brought the group out of their argument about the hotel owner and they all turned at the noise.

      “It must be Skymaw,” Rascal muttered, walking over and opening the office door. He let Daemon in and the room grew a little smaller with the entrance of the large black hole.

      “Chief,” Daemon said, with a nod. He turned to Wynona. “Wynona.”

      Wynona smiled back. “Thanks for coming.”

      Daemon took up a stance similar to Rascal’s, but on the other side of the desk. “How can I help?”

      Wynona clasped her hands in her lap. “Let’s talk magic.”

      Dark eyebrows went up.

      “We were discussing Mr. Zumyra and his ability to do enchantments.” She leaned forward. “Did you know he has a degree in psychology?”

      Daemon slowly shook his head. “No.”

      “Do you think that his education could have given him the ability to figure out how to enchant people?” Wynona’s jaw dropped. “Is he hypnotizing? Don’t the humans do that? Maybe he’s hypnotizing instead of actually enchanting?”

      “You keep forgetting that you actually saw the magic,” Rascal drawled.

      Wynona made a face and leaned back in her chair. “You’re right. Sorry. I’m jumping to conclusions.” She took a moment to pause and collect her thoughts. She was all over the place today and it was ridiculous. Normally, she was in much better control of her opinions, but something had her on edge and she was blurting out everything that came to mind, instead of thinking through what was logical and what wasn’t.

      Violet gave a little snore from Rascal’s pocket and it made Wynona smile. The movement helped break the tension a little and Wynona was grateful for it.

      “We discussed enchanting yesterday,” Daemon said, clearing his throat. “There isn’t much more to it, other than what I’ve already shared.”

      “So it’s not a learned skill?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Daemon shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Magic can be strengthened, to a degree, but creatures without it can’t learn it.”

      “That’s not quite true…” Rascal mused. “Thathion had magic that wasn’t his own.”

      Wynona nodded. “True. They had used Dr. Rayn’s invention in a new way, but the magic still didn’t work right.” She looked at Daemon. “Mr. Thathion’s magic had holes in it. I could see that it wasn’t his.”

      Daemon’s eyes narrowed. “And Zumyra’s?”

      Wynona shook her head. “No holes. At least not that I noticed.”

      Daemon turned to the chief. “Where’s the body?”

      Wynona jerked. He doesn’t really want to go see the body, does he?

      Rascal glanced her way, eyebrows raised. I think he does.

      Wynona closed her eyes and swallowed hard. She really, really hated this part of an investigation.

      “Wynona?”

      She opened her eyes to see Daemon standing by the door, holding it open for her. Slowly, she stood, trying to keep her stomach from churning, but it wasn’t until Rascal’s large, warm hand landed on her back that she moved forward.

      I’ll be with you. It’s fine. Nothing’s going to happen.

      I just don’t like the bodies, she whimpered.

      His hand flexed. I know.

      But I’ll get over it, she stated resolutely. I can’t help if I’m squeamish about every little thing.

      Rascal snorted. I don’t think this is every little thing.

      She glanced up at him, grateful his amusement had helped shift the mood. “It’s a part of every investigation,” she whispered. “I need to get used to it.”

      “Or maybe you need to just stop investigating,” Rascal whispered back.

      She grinned. “Someday, I’ll take you up on that. When I’m too busy.”

      He growled quietly. “You’re too busy now.”

      Wynona shrugged. “I know. But I like to help my friends.”

      “Then take your conversation back to your head,” Chief Ligurio snapped. He opened a door and marched through without waiting for an answer.

      Rascal chuckled. “I think he’s jealous he can’t do that with Celia.”

      Wynona whacked his chest teasingly. “Leave them alone.”

      “Him first.”

      Daemon began to laugh, but coughed and cleared his throat. “Deputy Chief, Wynona.” He held the door that the chief had let go of and they all walked through.

      Wynona immediately shivered. “Oh my word, it’s freezing!”

      Rascal nodded. “Azirad always keeps it like this. It helps with his work.”

      “Can’t they use magic to preserve the bodies?” she asked, rubbing her arms.

      “They don’t want to interfere with evidence,” Daemon said easily.

      “Right.” Wynona sighed and followed the men down the hall before turning into a large room.

      Chief Ligurio stood with his hands on his hips while a creature in a white lab coat pulled a door open. Behind the door was a stretcher and Wynona only backed up a couple of steps when she realized the body was on the stretcher.

      The assistant stopped the stretcher at a certain spot on the floor, then nodded and walked away.

      “Mrs. Strongclaw? Skymaw?” Chief Ligurio waved impatiently at the body, which was still covered in a white sheet.

      Daemon hesitated only a moment before obviously realizing that Wynona wasn’t going to be the one to pull the sheet off the body. He stepped up and grasped it, pulling the white sheet back without deliberation. Setting it gently down, he glanced up at Wynona. “What can you see?”

      Wynona blinked a couple times, bringing her magic vision up, and forced her legs to move forward. The room was blinding with the change of scenery. The stainless steel and white were a perfect canvas to the magic oozing from every surface of the room. “Oh my goodness,” she whispered breathlessly, closing her eyes for a moment.

      “Give it another try,” Daemon said in a low tone. “You get used to it. Like being in the sun after being outside for so long.”

      “You could have warned her,” Rascal snarled.

      Wynona shook her head and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “It’s fine,” she assured him. “I’m fine.” She opened and closed her eyes a few more times before they adjusted accordingly. “Why in the paranormal world is there so much magic here?”

      Daemon waved at the walls of doors. “Every creature in here has some kind of magic and it drains from them as the bodies spend time in here.”

      Wynona shuddered. It was a bizarre picture and she didn’t want to touch anything.

      “Don’t worry,” Daemon assured her with a smile. “It’s not contagious. The magic is dying.”

      “Still.” Wynona carefully made her way to his side and brought her focus to Mr. Zumyra. His torso, arms and face were paler than normal and looked stiff. Wynona shrank back a little as she watched the green magic slip from his pores and plop onto the floor.

      We need a camera, Violet said, letting Wynona know her familiar was awake.

      Wynona shook her head. “No cameras,” she said hoarsely. “I don’t want to remember this at all.”

      But I want to remember the look on your face.

      Wynona gave her familiar a glare, then went back to examining the elf. “It doesn’t look the same,” she muttered, mostly to herself. She bent over and examined the magic at every angle she could create, but the holes and wrongness that had been present in Mr. Thathion’s simply wasn’t there.

      She straightened and looked up at Daemon. “I can’t tell that this isn’t his.”

      Daemon squished his lips to the side and nodded. “Me either.”

      “So now what?” Wynona turned to Chief Ligurio. “Why don’t his records say he was born with magic? Are there other elves who are born with abnormalities such as this?”

      Chief Ligurio scowled. “I don’t know.”

      Wynona folded her arms and tapped her foot. “Where can I find out?”

      “The library?” Rascal offered.

      Wynona nodded. “That might be the right place. But…” She chewed her lip.

      “I don’t like the look on your face,” Rascal ground out.

      Violet’s nose appeared above his pocket. I don’t know…it spells trouble.

      “Exactly,” Rascal responded.

      I like it.

      He glared down at the mouse, who ignored him.

      Wynona looked up at Daemon. “Somehow, I don’t think the public library is going to have books on these kinds of situations.”

      Daemon frowned. “Then what do you suggest?”

      Wynona glanced at Rascal, then back up at Daemon. “The Le Doux Library.”

      Heavy and deep growling ricocheted off the metal walls and Wynona barely kept from jumping. Slowly, she turned to face her husband’s wrath.

      “You are not going there,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Wynona kept her voice calm. “It’s the only place,” she said softly.

      He shook his head. “Do you, or do you not, remember that your father is trying to kill you?”

      Wynona gave him a look. “No. I remember that my father is trying to take over Hex Haven, and if not stopped, probably more than that. But he’s not trying to kill me.”

      “You think he wouldn’t?” Rascal stormed into her space.

      “He wouldn’t if our meeting was public.” Truth was, Wynona’s heart was pounding at the idea of going to her family’s library. The castle had a massive collection of books, many of which were exclusive copies and histories of magics that couldn’t be accessed anywhere else.

      A creature had to either be part of the presidential family or apply for a license in order to visit. Very few creatures were allowed in, making it all the more exclusive, with the waiting list being pages long.

      Universities and professors made up the majority, with reporters second in line. Wynona would be able to use her family connections to get in, but doing so would alert her parents to her activities and that was something she really would like to avoid, if at all possible.

      The time to face her father was coming…but wasn’t yet.

      Chief Ligurio cleared his throat. “Stand down, Strongclaw.”

      Rascal didn’t budge.

      “I said…stand. Down.”

      Rascal turned around, his glare now landing on his boss. “You’ve already pulled her into this mess. Are you going to risk her further? Do you have any idea what you’re asking of me?” When Chief Ligurio didn’t answer, Rascal stepped up to his boss. “Do you?”

      Chief Ligurio raised an eyebrow, appearing not the least bit upset, but Wynona could feel Rascal’s alpha powers. They were filling the room so heavily, it was getting hard to breathe and Wynona stepped up to put her hand on his back.

      She let out a breath when she felt him shift at her touch. “Rascal,” she said softly. “Look at me.”

      Come on, Wolfy. No one is trying to risk her.

      Rascal spun and gripped Wynona’s shoulders. “You can’t keep doing this,” he begged. “Every time you come up with another idea, it just puts you in more danger. Now you want to go back to your parents’ home? The place where you were abused and kept prisoner? The very place your dad is preparing, right now, to be able to take over the paranormal world and you with it?” Rascal shook his head. “It’s insane.”

      The wolf shifter might have been speaking in a dark, growly tone, but there was no way to hide the fear he was experiencing. Wynona held onto that thought. She needed to remember he loved her and was afraid for her, if she was going to get through this without wringing his neck in frustration.

      Raising one hand, she set it gently against his cheek, smiling slightly when he closed his eyes and the tension in his shoulders drooped ever so slightly. “I won’t go alone,” she assured him. “You’ll be with me. Daemon will be with me. We can even bring Arune or the chief or anyone else that we think we want to. But we need answers, Rascal. And I believe the only place to find them will be my parents’ library.”

      The room was absolutely silent while they waited for Rascal to respond, but Wynona found herself letting out a huge breath when he finally nodded.

      “My wolf,” he said hoarsely. “He’s almost uncontrollable.”

      Wynona nodded, using her thumb to caress just under his eye. “I know. You’re getting stronger. And we’re going to need that. But your powers will be used best against my father…not me.”

      Rascal huffed and smiled, opening his eyes. They were pure gold as they stared at her. “I would never use them against you.”

      Wynona tsked her tongue. “So the fact that you keep ordering me around has nothing to do with your alpha thinking he’s in charge of me?”

      Violet snickered. I think the wolf is getting too big for his britches.

      Wynona made a face. “Do wolves wear britches?”

      “And on that note,” Chief Ligurio said quickly, “I think it’s time to go get that reservation.” He paused before leaving the room. “How soon can you get in, do you think?”

      Wynona shrugged, her hand dropping to her side. “I can’t imagine it’ll take much to get in. How quickly can we have a team ready?”

      “They’re ready,” Daemon said, reminding Wynona that he was right behind her.

      She looked over her shoulder. “Then let me make a phone call and we’ll get this done.” She looked back at Rascal. “I don’t want to draw this out any longer than I have to and if we move quickly, we might be able to get in and out without my parents knowing I was ever there.”

      Rascal snorted. “Good luck with that one.” He took her hand and they left the morgue, finally reaching the rest of the building where the temperature was much more comfortable.

      Wynona sighed and shivered slightly as her skin adjusted to the room.

      “Wynona?”

      Her head jerked to the side. It was the second time the chief had called her by her first name and it still caught her off guard.

      “Make the phone call,” Chief Ligurio said bluntly. “And I’m coming with you.” With that, he disappeared into his office, leaving the others in the hallway.

      Wynona turned wide eyes to Rascal. “I didn’t realize he was so invested in the outcome of this case,” she said.

      Rascal shook his head. “I don’t think anything we do from here on out has anything to do with the case,” he muttered.
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      Wynona stood outside Rascal’s truck and took a deep breath. Her family home loomed intimidatingly large in front of her and a sick feeling was churning in the pit of her stomach.

      “We don’t have to do this, you know,” Rascal said softly as he walked around the front of the truck.

      Chief Ligurio and Daemon were parking off to the side and would be joining them momentarily.

      Wynona nodded quickly…too quickly. “I know.”

      “But you’re not really giving yourself the option of backing out, are you?” Rascal muttered.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      Sighing, Rascal pushed a hand through his thick hair, making it stand on end. “Do you really think there are answers in there? Answers we can’t find anywhere else?”

      Wynona shrugged, forcing her eyes away from the monstrosity of a home. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “But I know they have books I can’t get access to anywhere else and I know that there’s a reason for that.” She took in another deep breath, her fingers prickling with magic that wanted to react to her emotions. “We need answers on magic and this is the best place I know to find it.”

      “I have a hard time believing that your parents would let just anybody come read about the type of stuff we’re working on,” Rascal muttered.

      “They don’t let just anybody in here,” she responded.

      “You know what I mean,” Rascal snapped. “It isn’t that hard to get your name on the list.”

      “But that doesn’t mean that they let everyone on the list in,” Wynona reminded him.

      Violet poked her nose above Rascal’s shirt pocket. Well, apparently they can’t say no to the royal daughter, so let's get this party started before someone shows up that we don’t want to deal with…yet.

      Wynona nodded. “Violet’s right. The quicker we get in and out, the more likely we are to avoid my parents.”

      Rascal grasped her hand and they walked up to the front door. The sound of footsteps behind them let Wynona know that Chief Ligurio was there and Daemon, but another motor caught her attention and she looked over her shoulder to see a sleek, black vehicle racing up the large driveway.

      “Who in the paranormal world…?” Wynona murmured.

      “When did he get that?” Rascal growled.

      “Who?” Wynona asked. “And get what?” Before Rascal could respond, the sports vehicle came to a screeching stop, leaving black marks on the driveway that Wynona knew her father would be ticked about. The door of the car, rather than opening normally, rose high in the air, hinging from the top of the roof and Arune stood, adjusting his cufflinks as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “Arune?”

      He raised an eyebrow as he walked her direction, the car closing and locking itself behind him. “Yes?”

      “What are you doing here?” She folded her arms over her chest. “How did you even know we were here?” Wynona pointed a finger at the car. “And where did you get that?”

      Arune chuckled. “Rayn kept it in storage for me.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “Some things never go out of style,” he said in satisfaction.

      Wynona held back the urge to roll her eyes. Males and cars were ridiculous.

      Rascal squeezed her waist. Do you have any idea the power under that engine? I’m pretty sure he’s got the—

      Wynona glared at him and Rascal snapped his mouth shut, clearing his throat.

      “Of course, I could run that trinket over with my truck any day of the week.”

      Arune scoffed and Chief Ligurio’s lips twitched.

      Keep telling yourself that, Wolfy, Violet offered gleefully. As for me…I’ll admire that work of art.

      Arune gave a regal head nod to Violet.

      “Men…” Wynona muttered. “Are we done with the drooling?” she asked. “Because I’d really like to get this over with.” She instantly felt bad when the mood shifted from playful to deadly serious. They had so few moments of joy right now that Wynona keenly felt her part in ridding them of their current one.

      Rascal gave her a subtle head shake and reached around her to knock on the door.

      Her stomach roiled. Much as Wynona wanted this over with, it meant she actually had to go inside and the memories waiting in the palace were far from pleasant.

      The door opened, large and silent, on well-magicked hinges. “Well, well, well…” Marcella Le Doux cocked her hip and raised a challenging eyebrow. “If it isn’t the prodigal daughter…home at last.”

      Wynona took an involuntary step back. Her mother never answered the door. Why was she here now? Any hope that they’d make it in and out without being detected went up in smoke so fast it felt as if it had never existed in the first place.

      Marcella held up her free hand and wiggled her fingers, sparks of red magic dripping from her matching red nails. “Nothing to say, daughter dearest?”

      “Out of the way, Marcella,” Arune said, his voice calm…too calm. “We have work to do that doesn’t involve you.”

      “Is that right?” Marcella didn’t appear impressed with her uncle’s forthright demand. “It looks to me as if you’re in a pickle. You’re here, at my home, wanting to look at my books, and yet you’re demanding I move aside.” She tsked her tongue. “Bad form, Uncle Arune. Bad form.” She eyed the warlock from top to bottom. “You know…I thought you were dead.” She tilted her head, her black eyes narrowing. “It’s a wonder what curses can do for a creature.”

      Wynona felt the air thicken and knew that Arune was close to losing it behind her. “Mother,” Wynona said softly. “We have an appointment in the library. Please move aside.”

      That eyebrow shot up again. “So polite. At least you learned one thing before you ran away like a convict. Of course, it’s possible your wayward sister had something to do with that…”

      “Madam Le Doux.” Chief Ligurio’s voice was heavy and authoritative. He stepped up, putting himself at Wynona’s side. “This is official police business. Move aside, or I’ll have you removed.”

      Marcella let her hand flutter to her chest. “Oh…the police? Well, why didn’t you say so?” She cackled sarcastically. “You hold no jurisdiction here, vampire. Try again.”

      Wynona felt as if she was going to throw up and her knees were trembling, but she locked them as best she could. This woman had treated her like garbage since the day she was born, cursed and helpless. The one creature in the world who should have done the most to love, cherish and take care of Wynona had found her useless and a burden.

      Anger began to simmer, overriding the fear that Wynona normally felt in her mother’s presence.

      Violet chittered and Rascal took the mouse out of his pocket, settling her on Wynona’s shoulder, before taking Wynona’s hand and intertwining their fingers in a show of support.

      The movement wasn’t lost on Marcella, who sneered at their connection. “A wolf,” she spat. “Such a waste.” Her lip curled in disgust. Marcella’s hair began to lift slightly, as if being blown in a breeze, and the air crackled with energy.

      Something shifted inside Wynona and her fear dissipated. If there was one trigger that never failed to bring out her power, it was Rascal. Her soulmate wasn’t up for discussion.

      Feeling a deadly calm come over her, Wynona stepped forward, letting her hold on Rascal slip. “Be careful,” Wynona said in a low, icy tone. She watched her mother’s eyes flare, a flash of fear that hadn’t been there before came and went quickly. “I’m fully aware that there’s a reason you and Dad haven’t come to take me back to the palace.”

      Marcella’s breathing stopped.

      Wynona took another step forward. “We both know that you aren’t strong enough to fight me.” Another step had her on top of the threshold. “Or you’d have dragged me back here kicking and screaming a long time ago.”

      Marcella swallowed audibly, but thrust her chin in the air in an act of defiance. “You aren’t welcome here.”

      Wynona’s head tilted and she felt slightly disconnected from herself. The calm was so heavy, she wasn’t sure if she had the power to get rid of it and a small part of her brain wanted to be afraid at the power it held…but the coldness inside of her was stronger than fear. “Not welcome? Your daughter?” A smile tugged at her lips and Wynona knew it was far from friendly. “I have every right to look through this library, just like anyone else on that list. Now I suggest you stop insulting my husband and my friends and move aside, or I will show you exactly why you haven’t been able to destroy me.”

      Marcella’s muscles were tense and her veins bulging through her skin, but Wynona didn’t feel the least bit remorseful about her threats. The distinct feeling of detachment was growing so strong that she barely remembered the men behind her.

      Something flicked against her neck. Careful, Witchy. You’re dancing a dangerous line.

      Wynona blinked, a small bit of rational thought coming back to her, and her body visibly jolted when the icy feeling drained from her veins. Her lungs sucked in a deep, greedy breath when Rascal’s hand landed on her back.

      Are you alright? he asked, his tone wary.

      Wynona blinked a few more times, noting her mother’s pale face and the lack of noise behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, Wynona fought the urge to cringe. Both Daemon and Chief Ligurio looked shocked and Arune appeared to be calculating her every move. She opened her mouth to apologize, but Rascal’s hand flexed.

      “What will it be, Mrs. Le Doux?” he asked loudly, taking over the conversation. “Will you let us in or do we need to use our authority to come through your door?”

      “I…” Marcella choked on her words, her mouth moving, but no sound coming out for a few moments. Finally, she stiffened her spine, thrust back her shoulders and lifted her chin in the air. “What’s in it for me?” she asked, a tiny shake to her tone.

      “Excuse me?” Chief Ligurio stepped forward. “This library is open to all who are allowed on the list. You gain nothing from it.” He stepped up next to Rascal. “Or are you trying to blackmail the law, Madam Le Doux?”

      Marcella’s eyes darted to Wynona before going back to the chief. She watched her mother slip back into the unimpressed socialite she was, attempting to regain the ground she lost when Wynona nearly lost control of herself.

      “This is my house,” Marcella snapped. “I am under no obligation to allow anyone inside. Simply because we have allowed others in before, doesn’t mean we have to do it now. I have the right to close my door at any time.”

      “Then why don’t you?” Arune drawled. His bored countenance looked much more believable than his niece’s. “If you’re so adamant about keeping us out, why haven’t you closed the door in our faces?”

      Marcella snarled in his direction.

      “Just what is it you want, dear niece?” Arune cooed, crowding behind the group at the door. “What could you possibly be lacking? Or what is your husband unable to give you that you believe we have the power to provide?”

      Wynona was beyond confused at the game her family was playing with each other. They didn’t have anything her mother would want. Did they? And why was Arune pushing things like this? All they needed was to get in the library. That’s it. This game of cat and mouse was getting irksome.

      I hate that game, Violet grumbled. Everybody bets on the cat.

      Wynona reached up and scratched Violet behind the ears. She didn’t speak, afraid that she’d make a mess of things. After this showdown was over, Wynona knew she’d need to examine what had happened, but not right this second. The danger wasn’t quite over yet.

      Marcella didn’t answer right away, but her body shook in anger and restrained power. Finally, after several long moments, her mouth opened. “The grimoires,” she ground out.

      Wynona jerked back. “What?” she asked breathlessly.

      Marcella’s eyes turned and pinned Wynona in place. “They’re mine,” she said very distinctly. “They were taken from me and I want them back.” Her eyes flashed. “You want answers? You want to come into my home and look for ways to take down our rule?” Her smile was dripping with malice and her head shake was slow and deliberate. “It’ll never happen.”

      “And if we do bring the grimoires?” Arune asked airily. How he looked like none of this was affecting him, Wynona would never know. Her insides were quivering with a mixture of magic overload and fear.

      “Then perhaps we can work out a deal,” Marcella sneered.

      Arune stood his ground, staring down the president’s wife. “Perhaps,” he said finally. Spinning on his heel, he walked back to his car. “I’d thank you for your time, but we both know this wasn’t a pleasure for either of us.” With a mocking salute, he stepped into his car and spun out of the driveway, leaving more marks.

      Wynona turned back to the door just in time to watch the giant piece of wood slam in her face.

      Rascal jerked her back, growling deep in his chest.

      Well…Violet huffed. I love family reunions. We should do that again sometime.

      Wynona felt numb as Rascal pulled her toward his truck. “Now what?” she whispered hoarsely.

      “Now we go back to the hotel,” Chief Ligurio said authoritatively.

      Rascal paused. “The hotel?”

      Chief Ligurio nodded his head. “If we can’t find out about the magic, perhaps it’s time to figure out the…” He glanced at Wynona’s neck where Violet sat. “The possibility of an affair.” He smirked. “Forbidden love is the world’s oldest cause of death.”

      Wynona made a face and Rascal snorted.

      “Fine,” Rascal agreed. “Let’s go.” He helped Wynona into her seat and she folded her hands primly in her lap.

      No one had said anything as they all got in their cars and Wynona was grateful. Truth was…she didn’t know what to say either. She had no idea why she’d slipped into that detached, cold state and she had no idea how to keep from doing it again. While it might have helped keep her mother’s power at bay, it could just as easily create problems.

      Wynona had almost killed Arune while in that state, and there was no reason to believe that anyone was safe when it came upon her.

      So you learn to control it, Violet offered, curling up for a nap.

      “How do you control something you don’t know anything about?” Wynona whispered.

      Rascal settled in his seat and reached over, putting his warm hand over her cold ones. “We’ll figure it out,” he assured her. “You protect those you love.” He gave her a playful wink. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Hmm.” Wynona turned to look out the window. Yes, both episodes had come because she was protecting Rascal, but she knew full well there would have been no remorse if she’d killed someone. Protection was wonderful, being lost in a dark abyss and not caring for the lives of anyone else was not.

      “It’s just another thing we need to figure out,” Rascal said. “No biggie. There are answers somewhere.” He gave her fingers a squeeze. “We’ll find them. Somehow, someway…we’ll find them.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Wynona whispered.

      “Sweetheart, when are you going to learn that I’m always right?”

      Wynona gave him a small smile, then leaned her head back against the seat while they drove. She wished she had her husband’s confidence, but that was the beauty of a relationship. She didn’t have confidence in her future, but Rascal did. And right now, she would rely on that. If he believed it would all work out, she would cling to that. It was the only thing to do and the only way to keep moving forward.

      Any other alternative was simply too much to bear.
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      “Strongclaw,” Rascal snarled, pulling Wynona from her thoughts. She looked over and realized that Rascal was on his phone and by the severe glower on his face…whoever it was, wasn’t calling with good news.

      “We’ll be at the hotel in ten.” Dropping his phone on the seat between them, Rascal pushed a button on his dash and a siren began to blare, lights appearing above the truck.

      “What in the paranormoral—” Wynona’s words were cut off when Rascal growled.

      “Hang on.” As soon as cars began to clear the road in front of him, he gunned the engine, causing the truck to leap forward, eating up the asphalt as if it were candy.

      The world began to speed by at an alarming rate and Wynona’s knuckles burned as she held onto the handle above the door.

      Violet’s hold on Wynona’s neck tightened and the mouse began muttering words that Wynona wasn’t about to acknowledge.

      A quick glance at Rascal’s face told Wynona it wasn’t a good time to gain his attention. His brows were furrowed and jaw clenched. The strength of his alpha was beginning to thicken in the air of the cab and Wynona felt choked with it.

      Wolf man is getting strong, Violet coughed out.

      Wynona nodded. I worry for him. She bit her cheek to keep from squealing when he took a corner too sharply and the truck leaned dangerously to one side.

      You should. He’s about to lose it.

      Wynona looked over again and could see his skin rippling, indicating that his wolf was extremely close to the surface. If she didn’t do something, he could completely lose control of both himself and the vehicle.

      Wolves aren’t known for their driving skills! Violet shouted. Do something!

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Wynona sucked in a deep breath, held it…then pushed.

      She bounced harshly in her seat, her seatbelt keeping her in place. The tires squealed and without thinking about it, Wynona used her magic to stop the vehicle. There was a grinding sound and she threw away a fleeting thought that she was hurting Rascal’s beloved truck, and simply held onto the spell.

      When everything grew still, Wynona cracked open her eyes and sighed in relief. They had made it. She’d taken a guess from the piece of conversation she’d heard and had ported the truck to the Hexmoon Inn, then stopped it before it could run into anything.

      Purple encased the truck and Wynona knew they were probably drawing a lot of attention, but she was currently just grateful to be alive.

      Violet?

      Violet shifted, grumbling the whole time. I’m here. No thanks to doggy boy.

      Wynona looked over and instantly jolted at the intense gold eyes she saw watching her.

      “What did you do?” Rascal asked in a forced calm tone.

      Wynona closed her eyes, begging her emotions to choose patience rather than screaming like a banshee. She opened her eyes again and faced his wrath. “I ported us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were losing control.”

      Rascal didn’t answer right away, but she noticed his hands twisting against the leather of the steering wheel. “Did you hurt yourself?”

      Wynona’s eyes widened. “What?”

      A muscle in his jaw clenched. “Did you hurt yourself?” he repeated.

      Wynona shook her head while taking a quick inventory. “N-no. I didn’t.” She swallowed hard. “Did I hurt you?”

      Rascal shook his head, closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. Several more breaths happened before he opened his eyes again, the glow of his eyes fading. “I’m sorry.”

      “What? Why?” Wynona immediately leaned forward, but her seatbelt caught and she fumbled with it.

      Rascal unbuckled her, grabbed her waist and pulled her into his lap in one swift move, catching her off guard so that Wynona didn’t object at all. Once she was wrapped in his arms, he buried his face in her hair. “I’m sorry,” he said, his tone still low and growly. “I can barely keep him under control, and anything abnormal sets him off.” Rascal leaned his head back. “Especially if it’s something that affects you.”

      Knowing that holding her helped his wolf relax, Wynona pushed a hand through his hair, helping him calm down even more. “What was the phone call for? What does it have to do with me?”

      Rascal growled and tightened his hold on her. “It doesn’t…exactly.” He looked around her toward the front of the hotel. “There’s a fight going on inside. They called us to come break it up.”

      “What?” Wynona tried to scramble off his lap, but Rascal held her tight and she forced herself to still. “We need to go help.”

      “In a minute.” His face was back in her hair. “I need just a minute more.”

      Wynona wrapped her arms around his neck.

      You’re getting dangerously lovey in here, Violet snapped.

      Wynona ignored her. “What can I do?” she asked. “How do we help calm the wolf?”

      Rascal shook his head. “I don’t know. I…” He blew out a harsh breath. “I don’t know why he’s so crazy.”

      “Is it still part of the…becoming?” Wynona asked. “Do you think your alpha is still getting stronger?”

      “He’s definitely getting stronger,” Rascal said, lifting his head to look at her. “But I should be enough to control him and I feel like I’m not,” he admitted softly.

      She could see how much it bothered him that he was in a position he’d never been in before. She had married a fun-loving, playful man who knew how to take care of business, but still enjoyed life. Now there were lines around his eyes and dark circles that spoke of restless nights. His power was growing and his human body was having a hard time keeping up and she didn’t know what to do to help. Technically, Rascal didn’t have a pack, only the ragtag team of friends working together to take down President Le Doux. So it was a shock to everyone when his alpha began to manifest.

      Wynona kissed his cheek. “Let’s go break up that fight and then tonight, you and I are going to talk.” She pursed her lips. “I wonder if you need to stop fighting your power,” she mused.

      “What do you mean?”

      Wynona gave an awkward shrug, as she was still being held in his arms. “I wonder if your wolf needs to be let loose in order to be under control.” She looked him in the eye. “Kind of like how Violet thinks I should let out my magic in order to learn how to handle it.”

      Rascal frowned, then gave a curt nod. “It’s worth a thought.” He kissed the tip of her nose, then smirked at Violet’s grumbling. “Come on. I need you by me while I handle this. Then we can talk with the owner and his wife to see what we can discover about a possible affair.”

      Possible, Violet snapped. There’s no possible here. I’m telling you, the pictures tell the story. It’s as plain to see as Wynona’s purple bubble.

      “Speaking of,” Wynona said with a wince. She took down the shield protecting them and the truck shuddered and dropped fully onto the asphalt. “Sorry. I hope I didn’t break it.”

      Rascal made a face. “Me too.” His face cleared. “Perhaps I’ll just buy Arune’s—”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Wynona declared, climbing off his lap. “Come on. I can hear the other sirens.”

      Rascal jumped down and helped Wynona to the ground just as Daemon and Chief Ligurio pulled up. Holding her hand, he marched them up the steps and into complete chaos.

      I hate to do this, but can you please freeze everyone? Rascal asked. He tried shoving through a few bystanders, but the crowd wasn’t about to let anyone, not even the police, through to whatever was going on in the middle of the lobby.

      Wynona put her hands up and shouted “STOP!” The room stilled so suddenly, there was a slight backlash and she jerked backward.

      Watch it! Violet shouted. I’m sitting here!

      Wynona rubbed Violet’s head. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      Violet’s tail wrapped around Wynona’s neck and held tightly.

      Rascal grunted. “Thanks,” he said before starting to move creatures around. The crowd was shoved to the side and soon the creatures brawling were visible.

      Wynona sucked in a breath when she recognized the woman from the crime scene photos. The creature was stunning with waist length, rich dark hair and light blue eyes. The look of fear that was frozen on her face sent instant compassion through Wynona’s core. The short, tight dress also let Wynona know that this woman used her beauty as a weapon and it made Violet’s story of infidelity seem all the more likely.

      Officers flooded the space and helped Rascal sort out the creatures into different groups before Rascal gave her a nod to let them loose.

      You sure? Wynona asked.

      Rascal nodded again. We’ve got them covered.

      Wynona waved her hand and let the creatures go. Several stumbled at the sudden change of gravity and a few screamed at the shock.

      Oh, man. Violet chuckled. This power is so awesome. We should use it at the centaur races.

      Wynona rolled her eyes. That would be illegal.

      Who cares?

      “I do,” Wynona murmured, shaking her head and watching her husband work. Rascal pulled a short, but wide creature to the side and another that looked very similar to the bodyguards that had been working for Mr. Zumyra the night of the murder.

      Hotel security was pulled to another side and Chief Ligurio barked orders to have them contained in a conference room that the front desk was pointing out.

      Where are you going? Wynona asked as Rascal forced the two men down a hallway.

      Interrogation.

      Can I come?

      Rascal poked his head back out of the hallway and nodded. But stay in the back. I don’t trust either of these guys.

      Understood. Wynona began to follow, but her footsteps slowed as she walked past the wife. The creature was wiping at her face furiously, trying to contain tears, before pulling a compact out of her purse and quickly fixing any sign of the tears. “Are you alright?” Wynona asked softly.

      The woman jumped. “Oh, yes. Thank you. I’m fine.” Straightening her shoulders, she marched away, her high heels clicking on the hardwood floor. No one would have been able to tell that she’d just been upset just a second ago.

      Wynona had to give her credit for her acting, but still…the scene let her know something wasn’t as it seemed. Turning, she hurried after her husband, finding him in a doorway, waiting for her.

      We need to talk to the wife, Wynona said mentally as she slipped past him into an office.

      Rascal nodded. I know. But she wasn’t directly in the fight and right now I’ve got an irate husband that has to be dealt with first. We might actually find out more from him than her anyway. She might not have been throwing punches, but the scene said she was somehow involved.

      Love…Violet mused. Oh, the wonderful things it does to creatures. After speaking, she proceeded to make gagging noises and Wynona huffed.

      “Enough,” she whispered to her familiar. “One day you’ll feel differently.” To Wynona’s surprise, that shut Violet right up and the mouse curled into a ball.

      Wake me when it gets exciting.

      Shaking her head, Wynona walked to the corner of the room, ignoring the glares of the short, squat creature watching her. Rascal stepped between them and Wynona allowed herself to take a deep breath. She wasn’t sure which of the two men was the hotel owner and husband, but at least one of them didn’t like her and Wynona was going to listen to find out why.

      Rascal’s legs were spread and his arms folded over his chest. He made an intimidating picture and Wynona was surprised when he didn’t speak at first.

      Waiting for the chief, Rascal explained.

      Booooring, Violet intoned before curling up in a new position.

      Glancing at the door, Wynona frowned when she saw movement. Someone, or something, had ducked when she’d looked over at the window in the door. “Rascal?” she whispered.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      “I think someone’s watching us.”

      Rascal scowled and stormed to the door, throwing it open. He leaned out, looking both directions, then shut the door, looking at her and shaking his head.

      The lightest of breezes blew past Wynona’s cheek and she gasped. Blinking quickly, she huffed when she realized that they weren’t alone.

      In the far corner, she told Rascal. At least one, could possibly be two.

      Rascal growled and moved with paranormal speed, crowding into the creature’s personal space. “Corporeal….now.” His growl continued past his speech and Wynona could feel it shake the room.

      She blinked back to her regular vision when the ghost quickly appeared. “How did you know?” the ghost squeaked, pushing a set of too-large glasses up his nose.

      “Get. Out.” Rascal ordered.

      The reporter bravely straightened his shoulders. “I have every right to be here. This is public property.”

      “This is a police sanctioned area,” Rascal shot right back. “Until we clear it, it’s the scene of a crime and you do not have the right to watch an interrogation.” Rascal pointed to the door. “I will tell you one more time before I have you arrested.”

      “Hmph.” The ghost pushed his glasses up again. He held his ground for only a few more seconds before disappearing.

      Rascal looked at Wynona and she hurried back into her ghost vision. Walking to the door, Rascal held it open, pretending he knew where the creature was.

      He’s hesitating.

      “Three…two…”

      Wynona held back a grin when the ghost jumped and raced out of the room. Done.

      Rascal slammed the door, only to open it again when Chief Ligurio shouted. “Chief,” Rascal said calmly, as if the last couple of minutes hadn’t happened.

      Chief Ligurio glared hard at his Deputy Chief before turning to the creature at the table. “Mr. Langorm,” Chief Ligurio snarled. “I think you and I need to have a talk.”
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      Wynona carefully watched the creature in front of her. She wasn’t quite sure what he was, but the tilt of his chin and the strength of his glare told her he wasn’t going to be easy to deal with.

      He’s half dwarf, half orc, Rascal supplied. His eyes never wavered from the creature.

      Wynona could see how tight Rascal’s muscles were wound and she wished she could help him calm down a bit, but now probably wasn’t the time for a back rub.

      I need to be on my guard, Rascal sent back. If this guy tries anything, someone has to stop him.

      You need to stop reading my thoughts.

      One side of Rascal’s mouth twitched. You need to stop broadcasting them.

      He’s right, Violet said with a yawn. You’re loud enough to wake the dead.

      Wynona did her best to keep a disgruntled look from taking over her face, but Rascal’s clearing of his throat told her she hadn’t been very successful.

      “Why are you here, Chief?” Mr. Langorm grunted. He was leaning back in his seat as if this were a casual meeting, but the trickle of blood working its way down the side of his face told a different story.

      Chief Ligurio’s dark eyebrows shot up. “That’s how we’re going to play this?”

      The creature shrugged. “You tell me.”

      Chief Ligurio shook his head and leaned forward. “No. You tell me. Why did I get an emergency call about a fight in your hotel?” Chief Ligurio scoffed. “For that matter, why did I find you rolling on the ground like a common street thug, trying to beat up a creature three times your size?”

      Something Chief Ligurio said pushed a button for the hotel owner because his lip curled, but he stayed silent.

      Chief Ligurio’s gaze never wavered. “Nothing to say? This fight wouldn’t have been about your wife, would it?”

      Mr. Langorm jumped from his seat, but the two officers on either side of him grabbed his shoulders, keeping him from leaping across the table at Chief Ligurio.

      Chief Ligurio leaned back, looking a little too pleased with himself. “Just what has she been doing now, Bendo? Running away from home again?”

      Wynona stiffened. What is he talking about?

      Rascal let out a quiet sigh. Bailla Langorm is a selkie… His voice trailed off, leaving Wynona to put the picture into place.

      You can’t be serious, she said tightly. He’s holding her coat, isn’t he?

      Rascal gave the slightest of nods.

      Can’t you do something about it? Wynona snarled, close to jumping across the table herself. That’s not right! He can’t hold her prisoner! There has to be a law about it!

      We’ve tried, Rascal reassured her, his hand landing on her shoulder. She won’t tell us anything, but we’ve figured it out. Until she actually wants to press charges though, our hands are tied.

      Purple sparks began flashing in her vision and Rascal’s hand tightened.

      Easy, Wy. Yes, he’s scum, but the law is the law. Hang tight. Maybe today we’ll finally have something on him.

      Wynona kept seeing the beautiful woman from the lobby in her mind’s eye. Thick makeup, perfect hair and body, desperate to keep herself from looking the least bit emotional. What kind of life was she living? What did she have to do to keep her husband happy? Did he beat her? Did he hurt her in any way? Physically? Emotionally? Why did she defend him? Why wouldn’t she ask for help?

      Pinpricks of pain hit Wynona’s neck and she jerked, barely keeping from shouting. Violet! What was that for?

      Because you need to get out of your head and focus, Violet snapped. So the guy’s a bottom feeder. He’s the drudge at the bottom of the cauldron. We got that. But you’ll never be able to do anything about it if you spend all day stuck in what-if scenarios. Get yourself together and let’s figure out what we can do. Action helps. Wild imaginations don’t.

      Wynona took a couple of deep breaths. You’re right. I’m sorry.

      Yeah, yeah…tell me something I don’t know.

      Huffing a quiet laugh, Wynona reached up to pet her familiar, grateful that at least one of them had a good head on their shoulders, and turned her attention back to the conversation. She’d already missed a chunk, she only hoped she could catch up.

      “So your wife was having an affair with Zumyra,” Chief Ligurio said casually. He tilted his head. “Just how did that make you feel?”

      “Are you asking if I did something about it?” Mr. Langorm snarled. His large fists were clenched tightly.

      “You do seem to have the temperament for it,” Chief Ligurio responded. He leaned forward, obviously intent on continuing to push the hotel owner’s buttons. “Did you do something about it?”

      Mr. Langorm laughed derisively. “Don’t you wish?” He smirked. “Much as I would love to take credit for that trash’s murder, I have every ability to count for my whereabouts that night.”

      “Why don’t you share that with us?” Chief Ligurio pressed.

      Mr. Langorm waved at the ceiling. “There are cameras in every conference room and office in this hotel. The only places without security are the private bedrooms and bathrooms. I was in my office, doing paperwork and trying to ignore the crowds that were swarming someone as disgusting as that liar.”

      “Liar?” Chief Ligurio’s eyebrows shot up. “Why do you call him a liar?”

      Mr. Langorm folded his arms across his thick chest. “Do you really think he could enchant creatures? The guy was a fraud.” Mr. Langorm waved a hand around his head. “He knew how to mess with creatures’ brains, but he was an elf. He had no magic other than glamor.”

      “So you don’t believe in enchanting?” Chief Ligurio specified.

      “Oh, I believe in it,” Mr. Langorm declared. “I just don’t believe Navarre was capable of it.”

      Chief Ligurio pondered on that and Wynona let it churn in her mind. She had wondered the same thing. How did an elf get enchanter magic? Especially one that didn’t appear to be born with it? The magic didn’t have the same quality as Thathion’s had, so Wynona didn’t think it came from an experimental situation, but that left her stumped.

      “How do you think he does it?” Chief Ligurio asked carefully.

      Mr. Langorm shrugged. “Don’t know. All I do know is that that lying, cheating elf knew how to work a crowd. It made him rich and famous and he used it to his advantage.” The half-orc leaned forward. “Do you really think my wife was the only woman he was messing with?” Mr. Langorm shook his head. “She said he put some kind of spell on her…that she was innocent.”

      “And you believe her?” Rascal snorted.

      Mr. Langorm’s narrowed eyes shot across the room. “I know my wife,” he spat. “And I know Navarre. It doesn’t take a genius to know who to trust.” He chuckled darkly. “Or maybe it does. You all seem a little too taken with the idiot.”

      Rascal’s jaw tightened and Wynona saw a muscle jump.

      Easy, she sent him. He’s not worth it.

      Rascal didn’t answer her, but he stayed put.

      “If you’re so sure of your wife’s innocence,” Chief Ligurio continued, “why were you fighting with one of Zumyra’s bodyguards?”

      That stopped the half-orc in his tracks. The anger practically oozed off him. “That’s between me and him,” Mr. Langorm ground out.

      “Not anymore,” Chief Ligurio said easily. “Once the police are called, the situation becomes ours to handle.” He leaned forward, his movement smooth but full of predator power. “So I will ask one more time before I simply throw you behind bars for obstructing justice. Why. Were. You. Fighting?”

      Even with the threat of arrest, Mr. Langorm took several long seconds to answer. Wynona could practically see the wheels turning in his head. “Just because I didn’t kill Navarre,” Mr. Langorm said slowly, “doesn’t mean I didn’t want to.”

      “He’s dead,” Chief Ligurio said bluntly. “Why fight now?”

      “Because his bodyguard had the audacity to accuse me of being involved.”

      “And were you?”

      Mr. Langorm threw his hands up in the air. “I’ve already answered that question. I know the precinct doesn’t employ the best and brightest, but the least you could do is try and keep up.”

      Wynona reached up to grab Rascal’s shirt. His alpha powers were beginning to leak. If he didn’t get himself under control soon, she knew they would have a worse fight on their hands than they’d dealt with several minutes ago.

      Chief Ligurio looked over his shoulder at the officer at the door. “Bring Mrs. Langorm in here.”

      A large fist slammed into the table and Wynona worried it would break. “What are you doing?”

      Chief Ligurio appeared nonplussed with the angry outburst. Instead of looking at Mr. Langorm, he studied his phone as if taking notes. “I think we should ask her a few questions.” He glanced up. “Perhaps another room would be better.”

      Mr. Langorm’s eyes flashed a deep brown. “You’ll do no such thing. You don’t have the right to speak to her.”

      “I have every right to speak to her,” Chief Ligurio stated. “I was called onto this property on official police business. Business that appears to involve her. She’s a person of interest. Perhaps you didn’t kill Zumyra, but that doesn’t mean your wife is innocent.” He leaned forward again. “I know you’re hiding something,” Chief Ligurio said in a low tone. “And if you won’t cooperate, perhaps she will.”

      He started to rise out of his seat and Mr. Langorm bellowed, jumping up and lunging. The officers around him had him back in his chair within seconds. They’d apparently been prepared for just such a response. “You will not talk to her! You have no right!”

      Chief Ligurio stood and began walking to the door. Rascal took Wynona’s hand and they began to follow. Mr. Langorm’s shouting grew louder, shaking the walls with its intensity before he finally broke.

      “She was with me!” he shouted. “She was with me! She couldn’t have killed him because she was with me!”

      Chief Ligurio paused at the desperation in the creature’s tone. With one hand on the door, he turned. “We have concrete evidence to the contrary.”

      Mr. Langorm slumped in his seat, putting his head in his hands. “Dais...he said…”

      Chief Ligurio put up a hand to keep everyone from leaving the room.

      Wynona found herself morbidly fascinated with what was going on. She despised what Mr. Langorm represented for his species and for his views on women, but his voice at the moment sounded so broken that she felt her heartstrings tug ever so slightly.

      Don’t even think about it, Rascal growled.

      “I know,” Wynona whispered, squeezing his hand. But watching someone be crushed is never enjoyable.

      I don’t know… Violet mused. There’s just something-

      Wynona shook her shoulder, shutting off Violet’s snarky response. Sometimes her familiar was a little too bloodthirsty for her own good.

      Huffing, Violet curled up. Spoilsport.

      Wynona ignored the mouse and kept her focus on the half-orc.

      “He said Navarre wasn’t her only…friend.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened. This is revolting. Aren’t there any honorable creatures in the world anymore?

      Sure. Just not in my line of business, Rascal informed her.

      Sadness crept up on Wynona. She hated that Rascal spent his life dealing with the lowlifes of the world. Cheaters, liars, murderers…anyone who was willing to hurt others to make a buck. She knew from experience just how busy he was with his job, which told her that far too many creatures went about their lives wanting to hurt others.

      So do something about it, Violet grumbled. The people are often a reflection of leadership. Put a different creature at the helm and the city will follow suit.

      Taking out my dad isn’t a cure-all, Wynona informed her familiar.

      No…but it would help.

      Vi’s right, Rascal added. Your dad feeds the black market. New leadership could help us get rid of it. They’ll always exist, but the right person in charge can make it much harder for them to thrive. Your dad wants them to take over.

      Wynona gave them the slightest nod. They were right…again. But there was a small part of her that hated what her life was becoming. Escaping from her family several years ago was meant to give her freedom and peace. Instead, she was learning about the darkness of society and having to fight for the right to exist.

      Nothing could have been further from her dreams.

      “Hey,” Rascal whispered. “I thought I was your dream.”

      Chief Ligurio gave them a look and Wynona dropped her head.

      Focus, she told Rascal.

      He grunted and shifted his weight, but didn’t argue anymore.

      “I need a full statement,” Chief Ligurio said to Mr. Langorm. “Signed and dated in the next hour.”

      Mr. Langorm closed his eyes, the fight stripped from him, and nodded. “And you’ll leave her out of this? She had nothing to do with the fight.”

      Chief Ligurio didn’t respond right away. “I’ll leave her out as long as I have other leads,” he said. “But the minute I have reason to, I will be asking her about her relationship with Zumyra.” Chief Ligurio’s red eyes narrowed. “And you won’t impede the investigation again…or I’ll put you behind bars.”

      Mr. Langorm’s lip curled and he growled, but ultimately nodded.

      Spinning on his heel, Chief Ligurio led the way out of the room and into the hallway.

      “What now?” Wynona asked breathlessly as they walked swiftly back to the front lobby.

      “Now we reconvene and figure out why your mom wants the grimoires and how it all relates to the murder,” Chief Ligurio said easily.

      Wynona shook her head. “What makes you think they’re connected? My mom has been after the…books…” she glanced around, afraid of who might be listening. “For a long time.”

      Chief Ligurio spun, stopping them in their tracks. “At this point,” he said in a low, dark tone, “I think everything’s connected. A fight in a hotel lobby. A death in a hotel bedroom. Your parents watching your actions and obviously being ready for you at the library.” He shook his head. “And it didn’t escape my notice that your mother didn’t know where Celia was.” He leaned in. “Nothing is separate, Wynona. Nothing. But we have to figure out what’s going on beneath the surface or we’re sitting pixies.”

      Wynona swallowed hard. “So you think Arune is right?”

      Chief Ligurio straightened. “Have him meet us at the tea shop. We have work to do.”

      Wynona gave Rascal a glance and he nodded curtly. Sighing and wishing she were anyone but a Le Doux, she pulled out her phone and sent a text.

      Man up, Wynona, Violet snapped. Everyone but you has accepted that hard times are coming. You know what they say.

      Wynona didn’t even bother asking, she knew Violet would continue.

      It’s always darkest before dawn.

      “What happens if we don’t survive the dark?” Wynona whispered.

      “Then at least we’ll go down together.” Rascal’s words were hard, but the set of his jaw told her he was serious.

      Wynona walked with him back to the parking lot. What was coming wasn’t going to be easy or enjoyable, but one thing Wynona knew for sure. If she could help save her family and friends, she had to do it. No matter the cost.

      Nasty creatures like Mr. Langorm didn’t deserve the opportunity to rule the world. Unfortunately, the only way anyone knew to get rid of them, was going to be to fight fire with fire. Violet was right. It wasn’t going to be pretty. But Wynona didn’t feel like she had a choice either. What was it Violet had said? Man up?

      Wynona took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She didn’t know how all of it tied together yet, but if Chief Ligurio and Arune were convinced, then Wynona would follow their lead. It was time to take back what was theirs.
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      Wynona took a deep breath of herb-scented air and found her body relaxing without any help from her.

      Rascal chuckled. “Should I start carrying around a sprig of lavender everywhere I go?”

      Wynona grinned at him. “Only if you want me to stick by your side at all hours of the day.”

      His eyes flashed and he stepped closer. “Don’t tempt me,” he said a growly voice.

      Wynona’s heart beat faster and she leaned into her husband.

      You two kiss and I’m biting someone, Violet threatened. I’m not saying who and I’m not saying where, but it’ll hurt.

      Wynona closed her eyes and let her forehead fall into Rascal’s chest. “You’re impossible,” she whispered.

      Rascal kissed the top of her head. “Vi…I think when things are done around here, you need to go on a vacation. A looong vacation.”

      You foot the bill, and I’ll disappear, Violet said gleefully. Just make sure cookies are available and I’ll give you two all the time you need to be idiots.

      Wynona shook her head. “You two stop.” She walked farther into the dining room, greeting her guests as she went. She hated not being here every day. The tea shop was her happy place, but Wynona’s time was being spent putting out other fires rather than enjoying finger sandwiches and crumpets.

      Soon, Rascal soothed. Let’s get it all figured out, take down your dad, and you can spend every day here.

      Wynona nodded, forcing a smile when all she really wanted to do was cry. How did everything get so messed up in her life? She continued to wave at her patrons until she made it to the kitchen. “Oh good. Kyoz’s and Gnuq’s desserts are still here.” She began to make a tray, filling it to the brim. She was going to have quite the crowd in her office.

      Yeeessss, Violet exclaimed.

      Wynona laughed and finished, then pulled up a couple pots of hot water and some tea selections. With a wave of her fingers, she floated it all through the air and into her office.

      She took a moment to take it all in. It had been this very office where her career as a detective had started. One dead body and Wynona’s world had never been the same.

      Footsteps in the hallway let her know her guests were arriving and Wynona quickly set the tea service out on her desk just as Rascal, Chief Ligurio, Daemon and Arune stormed the room.

      Her office wasn’t huge, but right now it felt downright miniscule. “We should have met at the police station,” Wynona said with a huff.

      Rascal walked around the desk, kissing her cheek. “And miss out on apple tarts?” He snagged one and shoved the whole thing in his mouth. “Not a chance.”

      Chief Ligurio came around to take the seat at the desk. “If we’re discussing options that have to do with your father,” he said in a low tone, “I don’t think the precinct is the right place.”

      Wynona stilled. “Do you think there’s a mole?” she asked quietly.

      Chief Ligurio shook his head. “I have no indication of that. But planning a coup is far from legal.”

      “I don’t think we’re quite that far in our planning,” Arune said wryly. He sat down and put one ankle over his knee. His suit was immaculate, as always. “But we do need to figure out the connection between the enchanter and President Le Doux.”

      “I still don’t see it,” Wynona said, perching on the edge of the couch. “I want to solve the murder. And I know we need to train and plan to take down my dad, but I just don’t see how it’s all intertwined.”

      Arune sighed. “My dear niece…you have to open your eyes.” His leg dropped and he leaned forward. “Everything in this town has to do with your father. He’s been running the underground world for ages, but something has shifted.” He paused, as if waiting for Wynona to acknowledge something.

      She hesitated. None of her wanted to admit it, but she knew it was coming whether she wanted to say so or not. “Me.”

      Arune nodded, ignoring Rascal’s growl. “You became a threat.”

      “And if I back off?”

      He gave her a sad smile. “I think we both know that won’t matter.”

      Wynona nodded. “I know. I just…” She sucked in a long breath, releasing it slowly. “I don’t want this,” she admitted, though she knew it wasn’t news to anyone there. “But I understand the need.” She looked up at Rascal. His eyes were flashing a brilliant gold. “I guess I’m selfish.”

      Her husband blinked, a scowl crossing his face.

      Wynona turned back to the other men. “I want a future. And I want it free of fear or worry that my father is going to come after me at any moment.”

      “Exactly,” Arune agreed. “You deserve that, but so does every other creature in Hex Haven.” His smile was anything but friendly. “These murders have his fingerprints all over them. Associates of your fathers are involved, even if we can’t pin anything directly on the president. The fact that we’re seeing his colleagues get taken down says that your father is getting sloppy…desperate. He’s working on something big and he’s losing key players.”

      “You think Alpha Marcel was one of them?” Wynona asked, referring to the unsolved murder of a rival pack to Rascal’s family.

      Arune nodded. “I do. But in that case, I believe your father got rid of someone who was causing problems.”

      Wynona pinched her lips together. “So what does this one have to do with Dad? Was he friends with Mr. Zumyra?”

      Arune turned to the chief, the question left hanging.

      “Not that we can find,” Chief Ligurio stated. “But we’re still digging.”

      Wynona nodded. “If we can’t find a connection, how are we going to see what he’s up to?”

      “Let’s break down our suspects,” Daemon said softly. “If Langorm has an alibi, then the affair isn’t of any use to us.”

      Rascal tilted his head back and forth. “More than likely. But it’s still an angle to consider. Just because the orc had an alibi doesn’t mean he didn’t hire someone else to do his dirty work.”

      “True,” Wynona murmured.

      “Who else?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      “Did anyone talk to his assistant?” Arune asked.

      Wynona frowned. “Who?”

      Arune looked around, realizing that everyone was staring at him. He scoffed. “The assistant? Surely you’ve seen her?”

      “No one said anything about an assistant,” Chief Ligurio snapped. “How did you know about her?”

      Arune smirked. “I’ve seen him perform.”

      “So?”

      Arune rolled his eyes. “He has a female at his side at all times. She struts around his stage doing most of the work for the slug.”

      Rascal shook his head. “I don’t think she was there.”

      Arune grunted and pulled out his phone, scrolling for a minute before holding it out.

      Wynona could see it was another video of the enchanter’s performance and she gasped when she realized that Arune was right. A stunningly gorgeous female walked around, highlighting everything he was doing and bringing audience members onto the stage.

      “He doesn’t work alone,” Arune said. “The grapevine hasn’t mentioned that he fired Salussa, but it’s possible.”

      “Why haven’t we heard about her?” Wynona asked the too-quiet room. “No one said anything about an assistant.”

      Is she hiding? Violet asked through a mouthful of pastry.

      Rascal nodded. “Possible.”

      Chief Ligurio glared. “Would you care to interpret?”

      “Violet said that Ms. Salussa could be hiding,” Wynona said. “If someone was out to kill Mr. Zumyra, I can imagine she might be fearful for her own life. We don’t actually know why he was killed yet.”

      Chief Ligurio scrubbed at his face. “Twelve witnesses. Twelve creatures in the room and no one knows a thing.” He shook his head. “I just don’t get it.”

      “Have you ever been enchanted?” Arune asked smoothly, looking a little too smug.

      Chief Ligurio narrowed his eyes. “No.”

      “Care to give it a go?”

      “What?” Wynona breathed. She stared at her uncle. “You know how to do enchantments?”

      Arune shrugged, his eyes never leaving Chief Ligurio. “I know enough.”

      “Enough to give me brain damage,” Chief Ligurio snarled.

      Arune shrugged again, one side of his mouth pulling up in a sardonic grin. “Probably not.”

      Wynona closed her eyes and shook her head. “Let’s focus on something else, huh?”

      “Did you want to discuss the grimoires?”

      She reeled back a little, feeling struck. “Where did that come from?”

      Arune huffed. “Our confrontation with your mother wasn’t that long ago.”

      “Maybe not, but we were just talking about murder suspects.”

      Rascal snorted. “Your mother more than likely fits that bill.”

      Wynona sighed and rubbed at her temples. “Fine. The grimoires. What about them?”

      “Are they safe?” Arune asked.

      “As safe as I know to make them,” Wynona said softly.

      “Where are they?”

      Wynona frowned. “I don’t think we need to discuss that now.”

      Arune leaned forward, his face hard. “Where are they? Are they still at the house? Because that is the exact opposite of safe.”

      Wynona leaned back, eyeing the men who watched her. “They’re not at the house.”

      “Then where?”

      She threw up her hands. “Do we have to do this now?”

      Arune groaned. “Wynona. Do you not see how important these are? If your mother is willing to threaten the police in order to get them back, then there’s something there she needs. If she needs it, then your father probably needs it.” He scowled. “And if your father needs it, we need to find it first, because it could be the very thing we need to take him down.”

      Despair sank into Wynona’s stomach. Feeling tired and weary, she nodded and stood. The grimoires had been at her house for over a year now, but after the debacle in the Grove of Secrets, she had pulled them into town. She didn’t trust the forest and didn’t want such powerful magic sitting so close to its edge.

      Walking to a side closet, Wynona put her hand on the door and recited a spell. It was one she had learned in her grandmother’s grimoire and had the ability to hide the contents of any locked space. With the power of the black magic in some of the grimoires, Wynona had needed something quite powerful to keep them from being detectable.

      Once the spell unlocked, she pulled open the door and was thrown backwards, hitting her back against the desk. Hissing in pain, Wynona turned and gripped the edges of the desk, holding herself upright.

      “Wy!” Rascal cried, scrambling to her side and grabbing her arms.

      Wynona cried out. “Stop! My back.”

      Tiny feet climbed her arm, landing on her neck. Heal yourself. I’m here.

      Taking a deep breath, Wynona focused on the deep bruising across her spine, grateful to acknowledge no bones were broken, and sent her magic to the area, healing it quickly.

      She relaxed, allowing Rascal to pull her into his arms. “What happened?” he snapped, his head twisting to take in all the men.

      Wynona opened her eyes, looking around to see stunned faces, including her uncle’s. Her heart skipped a beat. Arune was never surprised.

      “She knows.”

      All heads turned to Daemon, whose eyes were completely black. Wynona noted the sweat on his forehead and immediately pulled her magic back under control. The black hole had obviously been using his powers to suck the spell out of the room, but he had never been able to handle Wynona’s, they were too strong. “Can you let go, Daemon?” she asked. “Is the other spell gone?”

      His nostrils flared and slowly, his eyes returned to normal.

      “What was it?” Chief Ligurio barked. “Who knows what it was?”

      Daemon was breathing heavily and he leaned forward, hands on his knees to catch his breath. “It was a tracking spell.” He looked up, his eyes still fathomless. “Someone has been filling Hex Haven with a searching spell, aimed directly at the grimoires.”

      Wynona gasped. “And I opened the lock.”

      Daemon nodded. “Whoever it is…knows.”

      Arune snarled. “Whether or not she makes a move is another story.”

      “Are we sure it’s my mom?” Wynona asked.

      Daemon shrugged. “The magic is red.”

      Wynona blinked, bringing her own magic vision to the forefront and her stomach churned when she realized he was right. The wisps were barely visible since Daemon had taken care of most of it, but a residual energy was plastered against the doorframe. Purple was there as well, Wynona’s color. But red splotches were randomly splattered everywhere. Red didn’t automatically mean it was her mother, but Wynona knew the odds of it being someone else were astronomical. “Well, then,” Wynona said with a deep breath. “It looks like we not only need to move them again…but we need to find what she wants…and quickly. Because…” Wynona shook her head. She didn’t even want to finish that thought. “Come on,” she urged. “Grab that box and we’ll disguise it until we can put them somewhere else. We should let it cool down a bit before we search through them, who knows how fast Mom will be on the move.”

      The men didn’t argue, for which Wynona was grateful. Once the books were boxed up, she locked them up with the spell again and they took them out to the truck. “Where to?” Rascal asked.

      Wynona looked at Arune, who frowned. “Rayn’s?”

      Wynona shook her head. “I don’t think we want them that close to the Grove of Secrets. That’s why I moved them in the first place.”

      “Ah.” Arune nodded slowly. Rayn’s new house was still along the forest border, after the forest had overtaken her previous residence a few months ago. Putting the grimoires there would be no better than at Wynona’s place.

      “My place,” Chief Ligurio stated. “Take them to my place. She won’t think to look for them there.”

      “Are you sure?” Wynona asked. “It’s an awful lot of magic to have hiding in your closet.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded sharply. “Your mother would rather peel off her nails than come into my apartment. She won’t believe that I’m hiding them. Follow me.”

      Wynona looked at Rascal as Daemon and Chief Ligurio went to their vehicle.

      “You heard the vamp,” Rascal muttered, shoving the box into the back of the truck. “Let’s get this thing taken care of before another spell goes off. I want these things as far away from us as possible.”

      Wynona nodded. “Right.” She scratched Violet’s sleeping head. “Let’s go.”
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      The drive through town to the chief’s apartment was quiet. Wynona couldn’t seem to calm her nerves, though Rascal was more at ease than he had been in the last several months.

      His large hand landed on her knee. “It’s going to be okay,” he said soothingly, his thumb rubbing back and forth.

      “You’re awfully calm,” she stated, giving him a mock glare.

      Rascal grinned unrepentantly.

      “What brought about this sudden change of heart?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure, actually. But I feel a little more in control of my wolf today and that’s made my day brighter.”

      “Despite the fact that my mom is sending out spells to find the grimoires and she nearly broke my back when it hit?” It only took a split second to make Wynona realize that reminding Rascal of the danger was a mistake.

      His lip curled and a low growl escaped. “When we meet up with your parents…all bets are off.”

      Wynona sighed and rested her head against the door window. “Sometimes I wonder how I got so lucky as to win the genetic lottery.”

      He squeezed her knee again. “You being you is exactly what brought us together.”

      Wynona gave him a tired smile. “Well…there's that, I suppose.”

      “I suppose.” He chuckled as he pulled into a parking lot and Wynona stared at the large highrise. They didn’t have a lot of big buildings in Hex Haven, but this apartment complex was one of the grandest. “Apparently, being police chief pays well,” she whispered before she thought better of it.

      “Either that or being hundreds of years old gives a guy a chance to amass a fortune,” Rascal said with a snort. “Hang tight.” He opened his door and walked around to help her down.

      Wynona smiled and put her hands on his shoulders while he held her waist and lifted her down. “Thanks,” she whispered.

      A mischievous grin, one Wynona hadn’t seen in quite awhile, spread slowly across her husband’s handsome face. “Anytime,” he whispered back, a slight growl to his tone.

      Stuff it, Violet said sleepily. You two are nasty.

      Rascal chuckled and Wynona rolled her eyes. “Come on, Pipsqueak,” he said, lifting Violet from Wynona’s shoulder. He tucked her into his pocket. “Get your beauty rest.”

      Who says I need it? Violet asked with a yawn. Her argument didn’t last, however, as she immediately curled into a furry ball and went to sleep.

      “Let’s try this again,” he said, quickly leaning down for a fierce kiss. Pulling back, Rascal waggled his eyebrows. “She can’t see from in there.”

      I’m sleeping, not deaf and dumb.

      “My bad,” Rascal declared, letting go of Wynona and pulling the box out of the back of the truck. Almost immediately, his brows pulled together in a frown. “I can feel the power in here. I don’t like it.”

      Wynona nodded. “I know. It gets…heavy.” She shrugged. “I think it’s the black magic.”

      “Are we ready?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Wynona spun. The chief and Daemon were waiting only a few steps away. “Yeah. Rascal was just getting it.” She turned to her husband and together they walked over to the group.

      Every officer was on high alert as they walked inside. Chief Ligurio gave curt nods to the doorman and a few others, but otherwise, he largely ignored the other creatures milling about.

      The creatures didn’t ignore the group, however, and Wynona noticed more than one set of eyes watching them carefully. What she didn’t know was if they could feel the magic spilling from the box, or if they were simply curious about the creatures with the chief of police.

      Or they recognize you, Rascal offered. As much as I hate to admit it, you look a lot like your mom.

      Wynona huffed. “I know.”

      The elevator dinged and the group crowded inside. Wynona stepped back into the corner, feeling small compared to the three strong men. Daemon was the tallest, but there wasn’t a single creature there that wasn’t larger than normal. She was grateful Arune had had business to attend to, or she might have been downright claustrophobic. No wonder they run the law. I’d be terrified to go up against them.

      Violet snickered.

      Hush, Wynona sent the mouse’s way.

      It only served to make Violet laugh harder and Rascal looked back, winking at Wynona.

      She rolled her eyes, trying to play it all off, but her face felt as if it were on fire. Someday she really was going to be better at keeping her thoughts to herself.

      The elevator stopped and they all walked off, following Chief Ligurio to his suite. He unlocked the door and held it open, letting them inside.

      Wynona stood next to Rascal, feeling oddly out of place. The apartment was stark white and cold. There was definitely no woman’s touch here.

      Celia’s gonna have a conniption, Violet said with glee.

      Wynona frowned. Celia doesn’t live here.

      Yet.

      Wynona shook her head. I think you’re putting the spell ahead of the brew. I agree they have feelings for each other, but I don’t think they’re ready to get married.

      Violet huffed. Probably a good thing. Married people are boring.

      Wynona gave Rascal’s pocket a glare.

      I can feel that.

      I wish you could, Wynona sent back. What is it with you and couples?

      Rascal’s pocket shifted, but Violet never gave an answer.

      “In here,” Chief Ligurio said, leading the way down a hall. He stopped at the last door. “This is my home office. There’s a storage space I don’t use. You should be able to do the spell there.”

      Wynona nodded as she walked past him. “Sounds good.”

      After getting everything settled, Wynona went to work putting the spell together. It was one of the more complicated ones she had learned, but considering her mother hadn’t found the books until the door had been opened, Wynona felt confident that it would hold, at least for a little while.

      Her brow was covered in sweat by the time she was finished, but she found herself actually enjoying the magical exercise. Wiping her hands on her skirt, she turned to the men.

      Daemon’s eyes were black and he was watching her curiously. Chief Ligurio was staring at the door, as if trying to see what she had done, and Rascal had his arms folded over his chest and looked frustrated.

      “What?” she asked, eyeing the men.

      Daemon blinked and his eyes came back to normal. Chief Ligurio scowled and Rascal shook himself, the frown falling from his face.

      “Are you finished?” Chief Ligurio snapped.

      Wynona sighed. “Yes.”

      The vampire nodded. “Then let’s get back to work.” He looked up at Daemon. “What are the odds of Madam Le Doux finding this?”

      Daemon pursed his lips and shrugged. “The spell seems to be airtight.”

      Wynona spun and used her own vision to check. “I think everything went really well,” she said, blinking back to her normal eyesight. “But what do we do from here? At some point, we need to search the grimoires.”

      “Not until your mother backs off,” Rascal ground out.

      Wynona shrugged. “Fine. But I still think we need to find what she’s searching for. There’s a reason she wants them so badly.”

      “Agreed.” Chief Ligurio led the way out of the room and to the front door. “I’m going back to the office,” he stated. “I want to look up the assistant and see what we can find about her.”

      Daemon followed his boss and Wynona took Rascal’s hand, walking back to the elevator.

      “I’d like to check in at the tea house for real,” Wynona said softly to Rascal. “Waving hello doesn’t really do it and I haven’t been in for several days.”

      He grunted and squeezed her hand. “I’ll drop you off.”

      “It’s alright,” she said. “I can just port from the parking lot.”

      Rascal scowled. “I’d rather drive you.”

      “I know,” she soothed, “but you have other things to do and the shop is in the other direction. I’ll just pop in for a few minutes and you can go to work. When you guys find something on the assistant, let me know and we’ll see where we want to go next.”

      Rascal pushed a hand through his already messy hair. “This case is ridiculous. I’ve never had so few suspects before.” He growled. “Or so many witnesses.”

      “Can they really be called witnesses if they didn’t see anything?” Wynona mused.

      “They saw,” Chief Ligurio interrupted. “They just don’t remember.”

      Wynona let those words churn in her head. “Do you think there’s a way to help them remember? Would another enchantment unlock those memories?”

      Chief Ligurio stopped near the police cruiser and turned to her. “That’s a thought. It’s one we should look into.” Looking over the top of the car, he spoke to Daemon. “That one’s yours, Skymaw. Strongclaw, you have the assistant.” Without another word, Chief Ligurio opened his door and got inside.

      Wynona and Rascal watched them pull away. He turned to her once the vehicle was out of sight. “You’re sure I can’t drive you?”

      Wynona opened her mouth to answer, but movement caught her eye and she hesitated. A woman was talking animatedly to a very tall, very large man who appeared underwhelmed with her passionate speech.

      “Wy?” Rascal asked, glancing in the same direction she was watching.

      “Sorry,” Wynona said, quickly drawing his attention back. Something about the woman was… “What were you saying?” Wynona forced her eyes to stay put, but in her peripheral vision, she kept track of the conversation.

      “I don’t want you porting,” Rascal said again. He frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      Wynona forced herself to shrug. “Nothing. But it’s fine. Really.” She wasn’t sure what was going on with the woman, but she was really familiar. And so was the man, but Wynona couldn’t see his face fully. The woman’s large hat and sunglasses were making it difficult to place her as well.

      “Are you going then?” Rascal huffed.

      Oh my word, Wynona! Get yourself together! So a couple were fighting in public. It wasn’t any of her business and she needed to let it go. She smiled and stepped up to kiss Rascal on the cheek. “I’ll hurry,” she told him. “Then I’ll come by the office and see how your research is going.”

      Rascal groaned. “I hate research.”

      Wynona laughed softly. “I know. But you’ll do great and I’ll come help soon.” She kissed him one last time. “See you soon.” Her eyes drifted again, without permission, and then widened when Wynona finally got a good look at the woman.

      The scarf she’d been wearing was removed and Mrs. Langorm slipped into a taxi, which quickly pulled away from the curb.

      “Rascal?” Wynona asked quickly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where do the Langorms live?”

      Rascal frowned. “I don’t know, but since he owns Hexmoon Inn, I would guess they have a suite there.”

      Wynona nodded. “Right. That makes sense.” Her gut was tugging on her.

      “Why?”

      Wynona shook her head. There wasn’t time to explain and the odds were, Rascal wouldn’t like what she was about to suggest. She had to make a choice now and Wynona decided she needed to see why the woman was here. “No reason. See you soon.”

      Careful, Witchy, Violet said. You’re walking a fine line.

      I’ll be back soon,” Wynona said, careful to keep only Violet in the conversation.

      His alpha is gonna go spastic.

      I don’t have time. She’s getting away and he’ll tell me not to go. Before Violet could argue some more, Wynona waved at her husband and ported away, but instead of porting to the teashop, Wynona ported herself into the woods along the side of the road. She had no idea where Mrs. Langorm was going and Wynona wasn’t exactly sure what to do about it, but her senses were screaming that this was something she needed to pay attention to.

      If Mrs. Langorm hadn’t been in such a hurry, Wynona would have brought Rascal along, but as it was, Wynona had to port twice more in the next thirty seconds to try and keep up with the vehicle.

      “This is stupid,” she whispered to herself as she ported again. Her head was getting a little dizzy and she realized she couldn’t just keep porting like this. Her skills weren’t quite strong enough for multiple, quick spells. Porting herself just a little farther ahead this time, she quickly spun a ball of magic in her hands, like a giant ball of yarn. When the taxi drove past, Wynona threw the ball and willed it to stick to the car.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when it did and then spent the next several seconds letting the string grow. “Now…to follow the string,” she muttered.

      That same sense of hurry overcame her and Wynona gritted her teeth. She’d have to keep porting. But at least this time she didn’t have to worry about losing them. As long as she ported along the string, she’d be fine.

      Making her decision quickly, Wynona began a series of ports, hoping desperately they weren’t headed out of town. Her magic might be strong, but her endurance was still building. Though maybe she could convince Arune that this was her practice for the day, if the sweat beading her forehead was any indication of difficulty.

      Closing her eyes, Wynona gave one last, long port and collapsed to her knees in a set of bushes. Breathing heavily, she looked up and froze. Mrs. Langorm was here…alone. But she was watching the road and seemed to be expecting someone.

      Wynona held herself very still, wondering where the taxi was and who was supposed to be coming. The spot the beautiful selkie had chosen was abandoned and far away from the city center. No one would be able to hear and see anything happening on these back roads.

      Her heart beat against her chest and Wynona wished she’d had enough time to grab Violet before following Mrs. Langorm on this little side trip.

      Mrs. Langorm stilled and slowly turned, staring right at where Wynona was trying to keep her breathing under control.

      Holding her breath until she thought she would faint, Wynona willed her body to calm down and not give herself away. She had no idea what kind of abilities the selkie was capable of.

      Mrs. Langorm kept looking in Wynona’s direction, but didn’t move any closer and Wynona started to see black spots in her vision. Her body was growing weak, but when the sound of a motor finally could be heard, she realized that Mrs. Langorm hadn’t spotted her, the party she was waiting for had arrived.

      A black luxury vehicle pulled to the side of the road and Wynona hunkered down even more in her hiding spot. Something was about to go down, and Wynona hoped beyond hope that it would be exactly what she needed to help them move forward in this case…even if it meant beginning a war with her father.
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      Wynona!

      Wynona cringed and almost dropped the teacup she was holding. Yes?

      Where were you? Rascal bellowed in her mind. You ported and blocked me. Don’t think I didn’t notice.

      She sighed. She knew he’d notice, but she’d only held the block in place long enough to see what was happening and then get back to the shop and pour herself a cup of tea. I know, she sent to him. And I’m sorry. I had to make a split second decision and I went with my gut.

      Their mental connection went quiet for a moment and Wynona took a sip. Her latest lavender brew was slightly sweet with a hint of lemon and she really loved it. One of these days, after she was done solving murders and saving the world, she was going to spend a lot more time creating tea concoctions.

      You gotta appease the wolf first, lady.

      Wynona sighed. I know. Sorry I went without you.

      Violet sniffed. You should be. I’ve been so bored and you took off without one word.

      Wynona closed her eyes and set down her mug. Rascal, I’m coming. Before he could say anything else, Wynona sent herself to his office. She only saw stars for a couple of seconds before her equilibrium came back. Her reservoir was low, but she was finding that her recovery time was growing faster. When she first started using magic, she found herself exhausted for days at a time.

      Rascal growled. “Wy,” he warned. “You can’t do that to me.”

      Wynona walked around the desk and sat on his knee. “I’m sorry,” she said sincerely. “I was following my instincts.”

      “You should have said something!” he shouted. His eyes were glowing and his wolf was pushing against his skin.

      Wynona nodded. “I know. But like I said earlier, it was a split second decision and I jumped on it.”

      He closed his eyes, forcing his breathing to slow. “Wy, you can’t just leap around like that.”

      “Port.”

      His look made her zip her lips. “You’re awfully calm for someone who just ran off without a word and blocked her husband from knowing where she was.”

      Wynona sighed. “Sweetheart. I’m sorry. I’ll say it again. I’m sorry. I saw something and knew if I didn’t act, I’d never find out why I was being tugged toward it. And talking to you would have caused me to miss it.”

      Letting his head fall back, Rascal let out a loud growl. “You drive me crazy, woman.”

      Wynona grinned, kissed his chin and jumped off his lap. “I know. But I have news. We need to talk to Chief Ligurio.”

      What? Violet screeched. That’s it? Just…blah, blah, all is forgiven?

      Rascal looked at the indignant mouse on his desk. “What do you want me to do?”

      Violet glared, then turned and glared at Wynona. No cookies for a week.

      Wynona smiled. “If I can’t eat them, I won’t make them.”

      Nevermind. All is forgiven. Violet scrambled down the desk and up Wynona’s leg. Let’s get the chief. It’s about time something interesting happened around here.

      Wynona chuckled and led the way to the chief’s office, Rascal hot on her heels. She knocked politely, but Rascal leaned around her and pushed the door open.

      Chief Ligurio scowled. “Do you have an appointment?” he snarled.

      Rascal pushed Wynona in and she glared at him over her shoulder. “No. But I have news.”

      Chief Ligurio leaned back and steepled his fingers. “Go on.”

      Wynona came up and sat in her usual chair while Rascal closed the door and came to her side. “After you and Daemon left today, I spotted Mrs. Langorm at the apartment complex.”

      Rascal’s growl filled the room and Chief Ligurio gave him a look. “Your point?”

      Wynona took a deep breath, knowing the chief would be almost as mad as Rascal, but for different reasons.

      Where’s the popcorn? I need a snack while I watch the drama.

      “I followed her.”

      Red eyes flared before narrowing dangerously. “From your husband’s anger, I’m guessing you were by yourself?”

      Wynona nodded. “I spotted her speaking with one of the bodyguards from the hotel, and it took me a minute to recognize her. She had a hat, scarf and sunglasses on. By the time I realized who it was, she was getting in a taxi and I didn’t have time to explain what was going on.”

      “Why didn’t you use your connection?” Chief Ligurio asked in a low tone.

      “Because I was trying to port to keep up with her and splitting my concentration would have caused me to lose her,” Wynona responded, keeping her chin high. “I knew I couldn’t do both. I finally ended up using a spell because even with the porting I was falling behind, but I eventually found her. I waited in the bushes and a couple minutes later, the same bodyguard she had been speaking to at the hotel came by in a black car. He stopped on the side of the road, she walked up and handed him a thick envelope out of her purse and he sped off down the road.”

      Rascal’s growl stopped suddenly and Chief Ligurio jerked upright. “Do you know what was in the envelope?” he asked.

      Wynona shook her head. “Not for sure, but before you ask, yes, it was big enough to be a payout.”

      Chief Ligurio looked up at Rascal. “She was paying him off.”

      Rascal nodded. “That’s what it sounds like to me.”

      Chief Ligurio smirked. “I think we now have the probable cause we need to speak to the dear, Mrs. Langorm.”

      Rascal nodded and turned to Wynona. “Well done,” he said quietly.

      Wynona raised a playful eyebrow. “Oh? Are you saying I made the right call?”

      He rolled his eyes and Violet grumbled. Stink. That wasn’t nearly as entertaining as I hoped.

      “I can’t believe you want me in trouble,” Wynona whispered, even knowing the men would hear her.

      Not in trouble per se…

      Wynona shook her head. Violet’s violent streak knew no bounds.

      You’ll be grateful for it when we face your dad.

      “Too true.”

      “ASAP,” Chief Ligurio barked, gaining Wynona’s attention. She turned just in time to see him slam the phone down. “Skymaw’s bringing her.” The chief looked directly at Wynona. “What do you know about selkie magic?”

      Wynona blinked a few times at the change in topic and wracked her brain. “As far as I know, they have the ability to shapeshift and are always beautiful.” Wynona shrugged. “Other than that…” She shook her head.

      Chief LIgurio nodded. “Skymaw will be in here anyway, but…” He let the words hang and Wynona knew exactly what he meant.

      Sometimes when they uncovered something about their suspects, and emotions got high…magic got a bit unpredictable.

      Rascal put his hand on Wynona’s shoulder and began kneading the muscle. Wynona closed her eyes and let her head hang. She hadn’t realized just how tight her neck was. It was more than likely from the last couple of hours and the confrontation with her mother.

      “Why didn’t you come straight here?” Rascal asked.

      Wynona looked up, his hand stopping. “Because I wanted to calm down and let her finish everything before we had her brought in. I don’t know where she went after the excursion, but she still had to get a ride home and I needed a cup of tea.”

      One side of Rascal’s mouth pulled up. “Did you get it?”

      Wynona huffed. “I got two sips before you bellowed for me.”

      Rascal chuckled, leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Hang tight. I’ll see what Nightshade has on hand.”

      Wynona relaxed in her seat, letting Chief Ligurio do what he needed to do while they waited.

      “I heard you had a run-in with a reporter.”

      Her eyes jerked up. “Excuse me?”

      Chief Ligurio tilted his head. “Strongclaw said that a reporter refused to leave.”

      Wynona rolled her eyes. “Oh my word, yes. He tried to stay in the room in his ghost state, but I told Rascal where to find him.”

      “How did you know he was there?”

      “I saw him peek through the window when he was corporeal, then felt the breeze when he snuck inside,” Wynona explained.

      Chief Ligurio’s red eyes narrowed. “Any idea who he was?”

      Wynona shook her head. “No. I’d never seen him before.”

      Chief Ligurio pulled out the case file from earlier. “Was he one of the ones in the room?” He spread the pictures across his desk.

      Wynona frowned as she leaned forward to study the pictures. The reporter hadn’t looked familiar, but she didn’t have every single face memorized either. Wynona gasped. “Yes! This one!”

      Chief Ligurio scowled. “Elbuig Danheard. He’s a bluecap turned ghost reporter.”

      “That explains his size,” Wynona murmured.

      Chief Ligurio snorted. “We’ll have to keep an eye on him.” He straightened as the door opened and Rascal came back in.

      “Here.” Rascal set a hot mug in front of Wynona.

      She leaned forward to sniff the steam rising from the liquid. “Ginger?” she guessed.

      Rascal winked.

      “Thank you.” Before Wynona could pick up the mug, her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out. The text was short, but as soon as she finished reading it, Wynona felt herself sway.

      “Wy?” Rascal lunged forward, grasping her shoulders and holding her in place. “What’s going on? What happened?”

      The phone, Violet snapped. What does it say?

      Wynona’s fingers were too limp to stop Rascal from pulling the device from them and she let him look at the message. The words were seared into her brain and though it had taken her off guard, Wynona felt something dark and cold bubbling inside of her.

      “Strongclaw!” Chief Ligurio shouted.

      Cursing under his breath, Rascal eyed Wynona, then stood and handed the phone to his boss.

      Chief Ligurio’s jaw tightened and he dropped the phone on his desk. Growling, he pushed a hand through his hair. “You’re not going anywhere by yourself.”

      The statement made Wynona jerk and come back to the present, her righteous anger immediately rising. “Excuse me?”

      Chief Ligurio leaned over his desk. “There will be no arguments. No going about by yourself.”

      Wynona jumped to her feet. “Out of all the creatures in this room,” she said tightly, “I’m the only one who can supposedly stand against my parents. I’m not the one I’m worried about.”

      Slowly, Chief LIgurio stood and Rascal widened his stance, folding his arms over his chest, a clear indicator of whose side he was on. “I won’t repeat myself again, Wynona. I understand the capability of your powers. I’ve seen them time and again. But I’ve also committed myself to committing treason in the near future with the understanding that you will be heading a coup against the president of our city. Which means that I will use every resource at my disposal to keep you safe and sound until the time you’re ready to take over.” His nostrils flared. “Even if that means protecting you from yourself at times.”

      Wynona glanced at the phone. The message was easy to see.

      They’re mine and I will take them back. You can’t hide them forever.

      She swallowed hard. The person sending the text wasn’t in her contacts, but it didn’t take a genius to know that Marcella Le Doux was on a rampage. Wynona knew that no one, absolutely no one, would be safe once her mother found the grimoires again.

      “I understand keeping me safe,” Wynona said softly, feeling the weight of both men’s stares on her. Rascal’s alpha powers were starting to fill the room again and they made it difficult to breathe. Both men were ready to jump out of their skin and Wynona needed to diffuse the situation, while still making life somewhat livable. “And I appreciate your offer of protection.” She put her hands on the desk and leaned forward, trying to let them know how serious she was. “But my friends and loved ones are my weakness, not my own skills. My parents aren’t dumb, they won’t miss that. Even I’ve seen their dark side enough to know that when they have an enemy, they know everything about them. So…” Wynona held up her hand to stop the arguments she knew were coming. “Putting someone on me is fine, but I want us to make sure no one is alone. They’ll come after Prim, you, Rascal, Daemon, Arune or Rayn and anyone else they can think of.” Wynona paused. “I’m sure Celia is also on their list,” she said quietly. “I know she’s been hiding behind my magic, but that won’t last forever. If they’re actively looking for her, it’s only a matter of time until they find her.”

      Chief Ligurio’s eyes darkened and the red became barely visible. The look of rage on his face was something Wynona had only seen a time or two before and she was very grateful the emotion wasn’t truly directed at her, even if he was looking at her right now. The muscles in his jaw twitched and Rascal’s alpha flared, making Wynona wince slightly.

      After a moment, Chief Ligurio nodded sharply. “Done.”

      With that, he sat down and yanked his phone off the cradle. While he began to shout commands into the receiver, Wynona walked over to Rascal and put her hand on his chest.

      The alpha immediately responded to her and Wynona heard Rascal’s breathing change and slow. His large hand landed on hers. “They can’t have you,” he ground out, his eyes flashing with a similar emotion to Chief Ligurio’s.

      Wynona nodded. “I know. But we also can’t let them have the grimoires. If Mom is willing to threaten, there’s a reason for it. She already put up a good front at her house and now she’s made it clear she’s willing to go to war for them. We need to find a way to do some research and we need to keep them out of her hands.”

      “We need to keep you out of their hands,” Rascal growled.

      “We need to keep all of us out of their hands,” Wynona whispered. “If anything were to happen to you…” She shook her head, unable to finish the sentence. They’d already seen…twice…what Wynona turned into when Rascal’s life was truly threatened. He was her link to humanity and Wynona knew that if she lost that…she’d never make it back.
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      Chief Ligurio set the phone down and stood up. “They’re here. Interrogation room two.”

      Wynona took Rascal’s offered hand and together they walked through the precinct until they reached the area for the interrogation rooms. An officer stood outside the door and Daemon stood in the corner once they arrived inside.

      Wynona slipped to the back, taking her usual seat where she could listen but wasn’t going to interfere, but an odd silence caught her attention and she turned around.

      Chief Ligurio raised an eyebrow and waved at a second seat next to his.

      Surprised, Wynona turned to Rascal, who had his jaw clenched, but nodded.

      You’re the witness, Violet said, shifting her hold on Wynona’s neck. You might as well be the one to do the questioning.

      Holding a sigh inside, Wynona walked up and sat down. A small table separated her from the beautiful selkie who was watching their movements with interest.

      “I saw you at the hotel this morning,” Mrs. Langorm said bluntly.

      Wynona nodded. “Yes.”

      A second passed. “You were with the police?”

      Wynona nodded. “I’m a consultant of sorts.” She reached across the table. “Wynona Strongclaw.”

      “Strongclaw?” Mrs. Langorm shook Wynona’s hand warily.

      Wynona stiffened her spine. “You were expecting something different?”

      Mrs. Langorm huffed a sarcastic laugh. “You certainly have the look of a different family.”

      Wynona gave another nod. “I’m President Le Doux’s daughter.”

      Mrs. Langorm smirked and leaned back in her chair. “I thought as much.” Her eyes went around the room to all the men. “So now what? Why am I here? I wasn’t involved in the fight.”

      “No,” Wynona admitted. She folded her hands on the top of the table. “But I do believe you were involved in a different exchange only a few hours later.”

      A multitude of emotions flashed across the selkie’s face before she settled into boredom once more. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Why do they always play dumb? Violet grumbled. Don’t they know how stupid they sound? It was just a misunderstanding, Officer! Violet said in a high voice.

      Wynona pushed her familiar’s voice out of her head. “I believe you do.” Wynona put on the same bland expression Mrs. Langorm was giving. Celia had been a master at it and Wynona knew how the game was played. She might not have been involved in it during her growing up years, but she definitely had seen it in action too many times to count. “We can start with your affair with the late Mr. Navarre Zumyra.”

      Mrs. Langorm didn’t respond.

      “Or we could talk about the money you paid the hotel security just a bit ago. Money that had to be handed off in the middle of a deserted highway?” Wynona smiled coldly. “Sound familiar?”

      Mrs. Langorm’s breathing grew shallow and fast. A couple of twitches went through her body as if she were trying to contain herself from lashing out. “I don’t know what you want from me,” she whispered hoarsely. “It’s obvious you have it all figured out.”

      “Not quite,” Wynona said. “We have enough to put you in jail for murder, but we’d like to give you a chance to fill in the missing details.”

      Way to go, Wy! Violet shouted. Threatening her with jail time… I didn’t know you had it in you.

      Wynona hated this. She hated having to pretend she would put someone behind bars. She hated the threatening and the false accusations. But she also knew they’d never get anywhere without them. She’d been dealing with rotten criminals for years now and Wynona had picked up the behavior.

      Mrs. Langorm had power, or at least she had access to someone with power…and money. Those two assets were enough to keep anyone from serving jail time, but right now the selkie was alone. Her husband wasn’t here and without a formal accusation, there was no lawyer to play in between.

      Wynona was banking on the idea that the woman had never had to fight her own battles. That the men in her life, the very ones who manipulated her with power over her fur coat, had done the fighting for her.

      “Missing details.” Mrs. Langorm snorted and wiped at her eyes. “And what details would that be? The fact that Navarre used his powers on me? Or the fact that I tried to have him killed but failed?”

      The room grew deathly still.

      “What do you mean, you failed?” Wynona asked, sensing the predators around her. “Mr. Zumyra is dead.”

      Mrs. Langorm stared at Wynona. “Do you know what it’s like to have your whole life run for you? Hmm? To have the creatures…the men…in your life claim they own you? That they know what’s best and that they can take anything they want no matter your own thoughts on the matter?”

      Compassion began to force Wynona’s facade to the side. “Actually…I do,” Wynona offered. “What happens behind closed doors is a far cry from what the ghost reporters share with the world.”

      Surprise caused Mrs. Langorm’s eyes to flare before they narrowed and she spent several long moments studying Wynona. Eventually, her shoulders slumped. “I believe you.”

      Wynona nodded a thank you. “And I believe that you’ve been imprisoned as well.”

      Mrs. Langorm nodded slowly and turned her head, staring at a spot on the floor. “Bendo stole my coat when I was only fourteen,” she whispered. “I was young, foolish and didn’t listen to my mother.” She closed her eyes and laughed without humor. “It’s hard to believe there are evil creatures in the world when you’ve never experienced it firsthand.”

      Wynona stood, ignoring Chief Ligurio’s huff of agitation. Picking up her chair, she carried it around to the selkie’s side, then sat and grabbed Mrs. Langorm’s hand, warming it between her own. She didn’t speak, she knew the woman would continue when she was ready. This type of story wasn’t one to rush and Wynona felt bad. She had escaped. Life was difficult, but Wynona had found her soulmate and was making her own choices. Mrs. Langorm had never had the chance.

      “At first he just put me to work at the hotel,” Mrs. Langorm said, her voice distant and emotionless. “But as I grew up, it was easy to see his plans changed.” The selkie closed her eyes and took a fortifying breath, tightening her grip on Wynona’s hand. “When I was eighteen, he began to change my work to keep me around him. We were married by the time I was twenty.” She turned deep green eyes on Wynona. “I’ve tried to find my coat more times than I can count, but it’s nowhere to be found.”

      “Could he have sent it out of town?” Wynona asked.

      Mrs. Langorm shook her head. “No. It has to be within a mile of me at all times, or I won’t survive.”

      Wynona grimaced. “I’m so sorry.”

      Mrs. Langorm shrugged. “It is what it is. Creatures have been capturing selkies since the beginning of time.”

      “Doesn’t make it right.”

      Swine, Violet grumbled.

      Wynona held back a smile. Violet was bloodthirsty, but she did have a sense of justice. “What happened with Mr. Zumyra?”

      “Exactly what I said,” Mrs. Langorm said, pulling away from Wynona. “He used his magic on me to pull me into an affair.” She pushed a hand through her hair. “I knew Bendo would kill me if he found out about it, and when I was free of the enchantment, I tried to break it off…multiple times. But Navarre would laugh and remind me that I wasn’t in charge.”

      “If you were under his enchantment,” Chief Ligurio interrupted, “how did you know you were having an affair with him?” The vampire narrowed his eyes. “I thought those who were enchanted forgot everything.”

      Mrs. Langorm shook her head. “No. He can decide whether or not his victims remember.”

      The room fell silent again. The story was so despicable that Wynona felt her stomach churn with nausea.

      This is why we have to stop men like your father, Rascal said glumly. I hate the idea of war, especially with you at the forefront, but these creatures have too much power. The underground is full of women just like this.

      Then we take care of it, Wynona sent back.

      But I have to risk you to do it.

      She turned to look directly at her husband. We have to risk each other. The consequences are severe either way. But I’m willing to fight to save you and our future.

      After a moment, he gave her a curt nod.

      “Tell us about the payoff,” Wynona said, pushing the conversation forward.

      Mrs. Langorm’s gaze fell to her lap and her face paled. “I was desperate,” she croaked out. “Desperate to save myself in any way I could.” Her eyes were full of tears when they came back up to Wynona’s. “So I hired Dais. He’d always been kind to me.” She laughed harshly. “Or at least kinder than the other guards. I thought he would understand my predicament and would want to help me. I’m fully aware that all the guards at the hotel do things for my husband that no one else knows about.”

      Rascal grunted and shifted his weight. Apparently, he’d been right about the underground and Wynona’s stomach continued to churn.

      “He didn’t really agree, at first,” Mrs. Langorm whispered. “But two days later, Navarre was dead. What you apparently saw today was Dais asking for his money.”

      “I thought you said your attempt failed?” Wynona asked with a frown.

      “It did.” Mrs. Langorm shook her head. “Dais didn’t kill Navarre. But he taped our conversation and wanted the money anyway. Instead of paying him for the kill, I was paying for his silence.”

      “How do you know Dais didn’t kill Mr. Zumyra?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Mrs. Langorm slumped further. “Because I was surrounded by guards all night,” she answered. “Bendo already suspected something was going on and I wasn’t left alone…not once.” She sighed. “Dais was one of the guards. He couldn’t have killed him.”

      Wynona looked at the chief, waiting for his response. She was pretty sure that was all they were going to get out of the selkie. Her story was tragic and Wynona truly wanted to help, but she wasn’t exactly sure how.

      Save Hex Haven, Violet said. Take out the guys at the head and her world will right itself.

      One can only hope, Wynona sent back.

      “Thank you for your time,” Chief Ligurio said, standing up, his laptop tucked under his arm. “You’re free to go, but don’t leave town any time soon.”

      Mrs. Langorm nodded, her body language screaming of defeat.

      Wynona rubbed the woman’s back. “Hold on,” she said softly. “Times will get better.”

      Mrs. Langorm grunted and wiped at her face, but refused to look at Wynona. The conversation was definitely over.

      Standing up reluctantly, Wynona crossed the room and left with the men. Her heart ached, but her determination grew. She wasn’t naive enough to think there wouldn’t always be evil in the world. But Rascal had been right earlier. When the leader is crooked, crime and evil run rampant.

      She might not be able to fix it all, but getting rid of her father would fix a lot. And it would give the police power to fix a lot more.

      Creatures just like Mrs. Langorm were depending on her and Wynona refused to let them down.
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      They stepped outside the interrogation room and Chief Ligurio paused as another officer came rushing down the hall. “Sir, Mr. Dais is in room four.”

      Chief Ligurio looked over his shoulder. “Up for one more?”

      Wynona nodded and Rascal grabbed her hand. It took seconds to be in the new room, but this time the chief didn’t pull Wynona to the front.

      “Why am I here?” Dais demanded, his thick arms folded over his chest.

      Wynona was grateful she was in the back. Titans were insanely strong creatures and she didn’t want to be anywhere near the bodyguard in case he got truly upset.

      Don’t worry, Rascal teased. I’ll protect you.

      Wynona gave him a look and he smirked down at her.

      Whatever. If he tries anything, I’ll just bite his nose off, Violet said nonchalantly.

      Wynona choked and looked at her familiar. Are you afraid of anything?

      Violet tilted her head as if thinking. Having no more cookies.

      Wynona shook her head and turned back to the middle of the room.

      “How long have you worked for Mr. Langorm?” Chief Ligurio asked casually, his hands working away on his computer.

      Dais huffed. “I’ll bet you already have a file three miles thick on me, vamp. Why should I answer any of your questions?”

      “Because you like staying out of jail,” Chief LIgurio replied, not the least bit put out by the titan’s surliness.

      Dais chuckled dark and low. “And you think you can put me in jail?”

      “Blackmailing is a punishable offense, yes,” Chief Ligurio stated.

      The titan stilled. “Blackmailing? That’s an awful word.” He leaned forward with a grin. “Encouraging your employer for a raise is something else.”

      “A one time, passed off in the middle of nowhere raise?” Chief Ligurio grinned right back. “No judge is that blind.”

      Dais shrugged. “If it was passed off in the middle of nowhere, please tell me why you think I had anything to do with it?”

      “We have an eye witness, Dais,” Chief Ligurio said coldly. “Apparently, your observation skills need a little work.”

      The titan’s black eyes narrowed. “Eye witness? Impossible.”

      “Two of them, in fact.”

      “In other words, Bailla cracked.”

      Chief Ligurio shrugged again. “She knew it was time to chat when we had someone to place her at the scene.”

      Dais raised his chin in the air and leaned back in his seat, but Wynona could see the muscle pulsing in his neck. The creature was anything but relaxed. “What do you want from me?”

      “How about you start with what happened between you and Mrs. Langorm?”

      Dais scowled, but nodded. “She asked me to kill Zumyra.”

      Chief Ligurio made a few notes. “And did you?”

      Dais shook his head. “I can’t say I wasn’t intrigued. When the boss’s wife asks you to assassinate someone, it opens a host of possibilities, but someone beat me to it.”

      “Are you man enough to admit you took advantage of those opportunities?”

      The smirky grin appeared again. “In my line of work, I find it very helpful to keep records of everything that happens.” He patted his shirt pocket. “Including…intimate…conversations.”

      Wynona shivered. This guy is gross.

      Rascal grunted.

      He’d look good noseless. I’m sure he would.

      Wynona reached up and scratched behind Violet’s ears.

      “Who do you think beat you?” Chief Ligurio asked. “Do you think Mrs. Langorm hired two of you?”

      Dais jerked back. “Why would she do that?”

      “Maybe she wasn’t sure you would follow through with your end of the deal,” Chief Ligurio pressed.

      Dais snarled, but didn’t incriminate himself further.

      Wynona had a feeling that the creature’s resume, in the right hands, would show he knew his way around a murder.

      No doubt, Rascal mentally agreed.

      Wynona’s phone buzzed and her heart skipped a beat. She was afraid to look and see what new threat her mother had sent her.

      Rascal held out his hand and Wynona gladly handed the device over. He glanced at the screen, then handed it back.

      Curious, Wynona looked at the text and blew out a sigh of relief. Celia was the one texting and she wanted them to meet at the house because she had information. When should I tell her?

      It took Rascal a moment to respond. About an hour. I don’t think we’ll get much more out of this guy than we got out of Mrs. Langorm. Then we can meet up at the cottage and pool information. We should probably tell Arune and Celia about the text from your mom.

      Wynona pinched her lips. Rascal was right, of course, but she hated that this was her life now.

      Someday, Rascal assured her. Someday it’ll all be sorted out.

      Nodding her understanding, Wynona quickly responded to her sister, then put her phone back in her pocket, trying not to disrupt the interrogation, though she agreed there would be little new information.

      “Were you acquainted with Mr. Zumyra?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Dais made a face. “I never worked for him if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “You never guarded him? Even on a temporary basis?”

      Dais shook his head. “Nah. I’ve worked for Bendo for years. He pays enough to keep us happy.”

      Chief Ligurio snorted. “So happy you asked for a raise from his wife?”

      Dais just smiled and Wynona shivered again.

      “Do you have any idea who would want to kill Mr. Zumyra?” Chief Ligurio’s voice broke through Wynona’s revulsion of the bodyguard.

      Dais pursed his lips and stuck his chin in the air again. “Could be any number of creatures. The guy wasn’t exactly the friend-making type.” He snorted. “Every place he went, Zumyra acted like he owned the joint. The only reason Bendo brought him was because he knew it would be a sold out show.”

      “Were Mr. Zumyra and Mr. Langorm familiar with each other before this?”

      Dais lifted one shoulder. “I guess you could call them acquaintances. Colleagues.”

      “Oh? What type of business did they do together?”

      “I’m just the hired muscle,” Dais responded sarcastically.

      His roundabout answer was enough to have Wynona’s head spinning. Somewhere, they had missed a connection between the two men.

      It makes sense, Rascal said. Mrs. Langorm didn’t make it sound like Zumyra only met her this weekend. His manipulation has probably been going on for a while.

      Maybe that was the real reason for the show? Wynona asked. To give Mr. Langorm a chance to kill Mr. Zumyra?

      Too obvious, Violet interjected. What idiot would bring the suspect to his own hotel in order to kill him? It puts them too close together.

      Wynona nodded. Then where did they meet up? Prim said this was Mr. Zumyra’s first show here.

      Rascal squished his lips to the side and was quiet for a moment. Probably in the underground. It’s the most likely place.

      Wynona sighed. Which is also where my father more than likely comes into the picture.

      Rascal nodded. More than likely.

      “Don’t leave town,” Chief Ligurio said from where he stood, tucking his computer under his arm.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it!” Dais yelled at the vampire’s back before chuckling. His dark eyes landed on Wynona as she and Rascal hurried to follow the chief out of the room. A flash of recognition went through Dais’s face and Wynona snapped her head forward, determined to ignore whatever was coming.

      She blew out a long breath when she made it into the hallway without incident. “I really don’t like that creature,” she said softly, leaning into Rascal’s side.

      “Very few creatures that come through here are likable,” Rascal said with a chuckle. He wrapped his arm around her waist and supported her weight.

      “True.”

      They’d all look good noseless, Violet offered.

      “Violet,” Wynona breathed in annoyance. “Seriously?”

      Chief Ligurio cleared his throat. “Thoughts?”

      “Ummm…” Wynona glanced at Rascal before answering. “Celia actually texted while you were questioning Dais and she wants to meet up and discuss something.”

      Chief Ligurio frowned. “Something in particular?”

      “I’m not really sure,” Wynona admitted. “But she said she had information.”

      Chief Ligurio’s scowl deepened for a moment before he nodded sharply. “Fine. The cottage. Thirty minutes.”

      After the chief had turned and walked off, Wynona closed her eyes and relaxed even further into Rascal’s hold. “This is all such a mess. I don’t feel like we have any good leads, but every person we’ve talked to probably deserves to be behind bars.” She hesitated. “Except maybe Mrs. Langorm. I think she’s been dragged into this against her will.”

      Rascal nodded slowly. “She has a way out. But she has to choose to take it.”

      “Hm…” Wynona let it lie. She knew what it was like to feel like nothing would help. Maybe she could find a way to help Mrs. Langorm realize that there actually were people in the world willing to keep her safe.

      If Granny hadn’t helped, Wynona wasn’t sure she’d have ever made it. Sometimes, all a person needs is the right contact to lift them over the barriers in their way. A desire to be that contact for Mrs. Langorm was flickering in the back of Wynona’s mind.

      “Why don’t you head on home?” Rascal said, kissing her temple. “I’ll finish up a little work here, then bring the truck.”

      Wynona nodded. “See you soon.” She walked toward the front of the station. Porting took a decent amount of power and Wynona had found she’d rather do it from the side of the building than draw attention in front of a crowd.

      Her eyes naturally scanned the room and Wynona’s feet stuttered when a face looked familiar. Pausing, she stared, trying to place the creature in her mind. His head was several inches above every other creature there as he waited off to the side of the room. And while his body demeanor said casual, his eyes were anything but.

      Just like Dais in the interview, Wynona could easily spot the tension underneath the forcibly relaxed muscles. The creature’s eyes flashed an odd sort of green when they brushed over Wynona as he took stock of the room again. Who he was watching for was anyone’s guess, but Wynona couldn’t help but wonder if the motion was mostly habit. Something about him screamed predator. The question was, was he an aggressor or a protector?

      The elevator, Violet offered. Isn’t he the one you said went up the elevator?

      Wynona gave herself a little shake. “Violet, you’re a genius.”

      I know. The mouse yawned and tucked herself farther into Wynona’s hair. Wake me when you need more of my intelligence.

      Wynona laughed lightly and walked toward the guard. If she recalled correctly, this one was Shengis. She’d tested her magic against the enchantment on him, though it had done her no good.

      She’d never had a chance to speak to any of the victims personally and this was as good an opportunity as any. “Excuse me,” she said, walking carefully in his direction.

      The guard ignored her.

      “Um, sir? Shengis?” Wynona ducked her head a little. “Excuse me?” She took another step forward, but he paid her no attention, just continued to watch the room.

      Finally, Wynona stood directly in front of him. “Sir?”

      His head snapped in her direction and his eyes flared green again. “Do you need something?” he demanded.

      Wynona smiled, holding it in place as she realized that this was going to be rough. “I’m Wynona Strongclaw. I believe I saw you at the Hexmoon Inn the other day. Would you mind if I asked you a few questions?”

      The troll scowled and didn’t speak.

      Wynona waited a beat longer before trying again. “I’m helping the police work on the case and I thought maybe, as one of the victims, you’d have some information that could help me.”

      “I’m busy.” Shengis folded his arms over his chest and turned away, effectively dismissing her.

      Wynona frowned.

      Rude, Violet said through a yawn. Want me to—

      You’re not biting his nose off, Violet, Wynona grumbled. She held her ground for only a moment longer before walking away, but once her back was turned, Wynona was positive she could feel his eyes boring into her back.

      She glanced over her shoulder just as she pushed open the front door, only to see him walking toward the front desk. Pinching her lips, Wynona pushed the incident aside. Some creatures were just rude and the police had already taken his statement. It would have to be enough.

      Watching the foot traffic out front, she walked to the side alley and quickly ported home.
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      “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t you?” Celia drawled when Wynona landed in her sitting room.

      Wynona rolled her eyes. “Celia. How did you get in? I have a barrier on the house.”

      Celia smirked. “I have my ways.”

      Wynona shook her head. “No. Seriously. I need to know. How can I protect my family if creatures can get through?”

      “I helped her,” Arune said calmly as he walked into the room.

      Wynona stiffened. “What? Why?”

      Arune sat in an armchair and put one knee over the other. “Because you need to learn better shields and I wanted out of the sun.”

      Wynona sighed. “Creatures don’t get through my shields,” she argued. “I’ve used them to save our lives several times.”

      Arune nodded. “Agreed. But I didn’t go through it.”

      Frowning as his meaning sunk in, Wynona quickly turned on her vision and gasped. “You pulled them down.”

      He nodded again. “They need to be reinforced when you aren’t home.”

      Wynona shook her head, walking to the kitchen. Sometimes it felt like the list of things she needed to learn only got bigger rather than making any progress.

      At least you don’t have to bite off everyone’s noses, Violet grumbled. My list is getting crazy long.

      Wynona closed her eyes and smiled. “Violet. You’re ridiculous. But I love you.”

      I know. You can’t help yourself.

      Wynona took a couple of minutes to get a tea tray and snacks ready before walking back out to the gathering area. Setting the trays on the coffee table, she took a chair. “So you have information for us?”

      Celia examined her nails. “I might have heard something.”

      “Care to share it?”

      Celia glanced up for a second before going back to her nails. “Care to wait until everyone is here?”

      Wynona held in a frustrated sigh and sipped her tea. She knew the men would be along shortly, but there was something gnawing at Wynona to get this done quickly. The weight of this case was much more than simply solving a murder. If her father was involved, then they needed to dig much deeper than a dead body. They needed to head toward the root, not simply keep chopping at the branches.

      Coming.

      Wynona grinned. “The men are on their way.”

      Celia scowled and Arune grunted.

      The temptation to give Celia the same smug look she usually sent Wynona’s way was strong, but Wynona kept the smirk off her face…barely.

      A little humility would do her good, Violet argued. Want me to bite—

      “Oh my word, Violet,” Wynona scolded. “For the last time. No!”

      Celia raised a black eyebrow. “And what is the rodent complaining about today?”

      “Nope. Nope. Aaaand, nope.” Wynona caught Violet as she tried to leap from her shoulder. “Celia. Stop acting like a toddler and baiting my familiar. Violet, you know better than to let her get to you.” She set the mouse on the table. “Here. Have a cookie.”

      Violet glared at Wynona, glanced at Celia, then stuck her nose in the air and sauntered to the waiting confection.

      Sugar is your weakness, Wynona thought with a laugh.

      Violet ignored her.

      Another sip of Wynona’s tea brought the opening of the front door and she turned as Rascal and Chief Ligurio walked in, followed by Prim and Daemon.

      “Nona!” Prim called out, skipping across the room. She squeezed Wynona’s shoulder. “It’s been ages.”

      Celia harrumphed. “Fairies. So dramatic.”

      “Stop, Celia,” Wynona scolded again. “We’re here because you said you had information. So quit complaining about it. If you didn’t want to see us, don’t call us together.”

      Celia scowled, but quickly schooled her expression.

      “Celia,” Chief Ligurio said. His tone had a hint of invitation in it and Wynona’s head snapped at the sound. “You had information?”

      Rascal snickered in his head and Wynona sent him a look. To which he replied with an innocent shrug.

      “Why doesn’t everyone grab a seat and some food and then we can listen.”

      It only took a few moments for the room to settle down and for everyone to be eating. Wynona loved the feel of her friends and family around, enjoying food together, but there was a tension in the air that wouldn’t be gone any time soon.

      “Alright, Celia,” Wynona said. “Let’s get started.”

      Celia set down her teacup, settling back in the armchair with a stoic look. “I believe I know who killed your enchanter.”

      The room stilled.

      “And?” Chief Ligurio pressed.

      Celia looked at him. “Zumyra’s assistant. She’s a siren and her reputation is…sketchy.”

      “Explain.” Chief Ligurio set down his mug of coffee that Wynona kept on hand just for him and leaned forward with intense focus.

      Celia raised an eyebrow and looked like she was going to tease him for a moment, but she must have thought better of it, since she answered his question. “I still have…contacts…if you will, from my previous life.”

      “You mean creatures under your parents’ thumb?” Rascal threw out.

      Celia’s lip curled slightly, but she gave a curt nod of response. “I’ve never met Salussa in person, but it’s known in certain communities that she has no loyalty.”

      Wynona tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “What do you mean, not loyal? Does she change jobs often?”

      Celia laughed harshly. “I mean, she doesn’t have one side she supports.” Celia leaned in just a little. “In other words, she’s known for following money rather than laws or people.”

      “Oh.” Wynona felt like an idiot. They were talking about a group of people from the underground. She needed to push all her preconceived notions of goodness and rule following out the window.

      She shifted in her seat at the thought. Wynona hated that a world like that existed, but she knew it did. She’d seen some of it. Hearing Mrs. Langorm speak this afternoon had been a small glimpse. But that didn’t make it easier to swallow.

      “What was her motive?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Celia slowly picked up her teacup and took a drink, keeping eye contact with Chief Ligurio the whole time. “I’m not sure,” she admitted when she was done swallowing. “Zumyra had a lot of enemies and his fingers were in a few too many spells.”

      “Such as?” Rascal growled.

      Wynona put her hand on his knee.

      One dainty shoulder shrugged. “You’ll have to do your own digging for that. But no one in the dark is upset he’s gone.”

      The last few words landed like a bomb. A moment of stillness preceded an explosion of voices and arguments as everyone tried to figure out what Navarre Zumyra could possibly have been involved in.

      “I’m still struggling with motive,” Wynona said loud enough to be heard over the din. “Why would she want to kill her employer?”

      “It could have been jealousy.”

      All heads spun toward Prim.

      “Say again?” Chief Ligurio asked sharply.

      Prim bounced in her seat slightly. “Word on the vine is that Navarre was cheating with Langorm’s wife.”

      “How did you hear that?” Daemon asked, his shock clearly evident.

      Prim laughed. “Sweetheart, the whole town is buzzing with it.”

      Wynona snapped her fingers and brought out her laptop. “Show me.” She handed the device to Prim, who pulled up a few articles. Wynona slowly shook her head as she read the columns.

      “Did you not know?” Arune asked from over her shoulder.

      “We knew,” Wynona supplied. “But we only found out earlier today. I’m not sure how this—” she indicated the screen “—could possibly have hit this quick.”

      “Who was the reporter that broke the news?” Celia asked calmly. “That might tell you something.”

      “Good idea.” Wynona spent the next couple of minutes ignoring the chatter around her, and did a little research. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she muttered.

      “What did you find?” Rascal asked, leaning closer, until his chest was pressed against her shoulder.

      She huffed and showed him the picture.

      Rascal growled. “Danheard,” he ground out.

      Chief Ligurio shot to his feet. “He didn’t.”

      Wynona nodded and spun her screen.

      “I thought you said you got him out?”

      Wynona shrugged. “I couldn’t see him anymore after I told Rascal about him. I thought he was out.”

      Daemon narrowed his eyes. “Could he have slipped back in somehow? The affair was discussed not only at the hotel, but the station this afternoon. If he snuck inside, he could have done so in either place.”

      “I hate ghost reporters,” Chief Ligurio snarled. “Nuisances. All of them.”

      “Easy, tiger,” Celia teased. “There’s no blood to suck dry.”

      Chief Ligurio gave her a withering glance, but Celia was far from intimidated. He turned to Daemon. “I want him in my office now.”

      Daemon nodded, stood from his chair and walked toward the front door as he pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      Prim pouted, but didn’t argue.

      Walking over to the fairy, Chief Ligurio leaned over her. “What else did you hear?”

      Prim’s pink brows pulled together. “I didn’t hear anything. I was simply suggesting that Ms. Vaxidor could have killed Mr. Zumyra out of jealousy. If she was his girlfriend and he was cheating with Mr. Langorm’s wife, then maybe rather than getting mad, she got even.”

      She should have bitten his nose off, Violet said through a mouthful of bread.

      Rascal chuckled.

      “Don’t encourage her,” Wynona scolded.

      He shrugged. “It might solve our problems if we just turn her loose.”

      Wynona scowled, then went back to the conversation. “The issue I’m seeing is, how did she get inside the room? It was locked when we got there, remember?”

      Prim folded her arms over her chest. “Oh yeah. I forgot that part. But the window was broken.”

      “What if she was already in there?” Rascal asked.

      “But then how did she get out?” Wynona continued. “The break in the window wasn’t big enough for a body to go through, not to mention the room was too high in the building for someone to climb down. Either way, she had to get in and out and we don’t have a way for her to have done either. At least not without being seen.”

      “She’s a siren?” Chief Ligurio asked Celia.

      Celia nodded and sipped her tea.

      “Sirens don’t have powers other than attraction,” the vampire mused.

      “Maybe so,” Celia said softly. “But elves don’t have powers other than glamor either.”

      Once again, the room stilled at her words.

      “Do we have evidence that she had other powers?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Celia hesitated, looking uncertain for the first time. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Arune stood, clearing his throat. “This is all fascinating, but what we really should be looking at is how President Le Doux plays into it.”

      “If this is a jealousy case,” Wynona ventured, “then maybe he doesn’t.”

      Arune shook his head. “He has to be there somewhere. I’m sure of it.”

      “But why?” Wynona stood. “I just don’t see why an elf, who makes his living by performing on a stage, has anything to do with my father taking over Hex Haven!” She threw her hands in the air. “I know my dad’s a problem, as well as my mother. I know we need to do something to stop them, but this whole thing is feeling decidedly like a conspiracy theory and I just don’t see the logical connection!” Her breathing was a little heavy after she finished and Wynona winced when she realized how loud she had been. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. But I feel like we’ve been over this with a fine tooth comb and nothing points to my dad at all.”

      Arune walked her way in a slow, deliberate manner. “Just because you don’t see the connection,” he said darkly, “doesn’t mean it’s not there. Your father hasn’t come this far and gained this much power because he was sloppy.” Throwing an arm toward Chief Ligurio, Arune continued. “If it was easy, our dear Chief of Police would have put the president behind bars many years ago.” Arune stepped closer. “Do you know why he’s still free?”

      Wynona held her ground, but she could feel his power rippling through the air.

      “Because he’s careful. Careful of loose ends and witnesses.” Arune raised a black eyebrow. “Mark my words, Wynona. There is a connection. I don’t know where it lies. I don’t know what it means for his plans for the future, but your father wants something and Zumyra got in the way.”

      “Do you think he would have used Ms. Vaxidor to get it?” Wynona challenged.

      “That wizard will use any creature to get what he wants. A siren, a selkie, a troll, an elf…what they are doesn’t matter, only the result.”

      Wynona was grateful for Rascal’s warm presence at her back. She could hear the tight rumbling in his chest, but his control over the wolf seemed to be growing and she was grateful she wasn’t breaking up a fight right now. Her uncle’s words gave them all enough to consider without worrying about killing each other.

      A few heartbeats passed and she nodded. “We’ll keep looking.”

      Arune nodded. “Your lives depend on it.”

      “Skymaw!”

      Daemon poked his head in the room at Chief Ligurio’s call.

      “Bring in Ms. Vaxidor as well.” Chief Ligurio pinched his lips together. “I think it’s time we get the rest of the story settled.”
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      Wynona yawned as they drove back to the police station a half hour later.

      “Do you want to stay home?” Rascal asked, glancing between her and the road.

      She shook her head. “No. I want this over with.”

      “Doesn’t mean you have to stay up all night.” He reached over and took her hand, bringing it to his thigh to rest. “I’ll tell you what we learn.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll need me with the reporter. What if he goes invisible on you?”

      Rascal scowled. “Then he’ll find himself with a warrant for his arrest.”

      Wynona rested her head on her hand. “I suppose there are rules for that during an interrogation, right?”

      Rascal nodded. “Yes. Doesn’t mean creatures always follow the rules though.” He parked in his usual spot and turned off the engine. “Hang tight.”

      Wynona smiled as he walked around to help her down. Predator…alpha…whatever creatures wanted to call her soulmate…he was, always and forever, a gentleman and Wynona loved him for it.

      “Thanks,” she said as he helped lift her down.

      “Anytime.” Stealing a swift kiss,  Rascal took her hand and they walked inside. The front area was mostly deserted at this point and Wynona was glad. She was wearing down…and fast. Dealing with a large crowd was definitely not what she wanted to do at the moment.

      You and me both, sister, Violet grumbled. I’m creatured out for the day…maybe year.

      Wynona reached up to scratch behind Violet’s ears and they headed back toward the interrogation rooms. “Which one?” she asked.

      “Danheard is in two,” Rascal snapped. “They’re still bringing in Ms. Vaxidor.”

      Wynona nodded and they knocked before going inside, finding Chief Ligurio already at his place and Daemon guarding the inside of the door. His black eyes gave her a subtle greeting and Wynona smiled back. “Does your magic work against ghosts?” she whispered.

      Daemon frowned. “I’m actually not sure,” he admitted. “But it doesn’t hurt.”

      Wynona nodded and went to her usual spot in the back.

      Keep your vision on, Rascal told her, standing guard at her side.

      Wynona blinked, bringing her ghost vision to the front. The room was immediately swathed in shades of purple and she only made out dark shapes for the creatures. It was harder to see corporeal beings when she had this vision on, but it would also help her know immediately if Mr. Danheard changed.

      “Elbuig Danheard,” Chief Ligurio said in a bored tone. “It’s been too long.”

      The small creature folded his arms over his chest, slumped in his seat and huffed. “Not long enough. Are you arresting victims now? I thought creatures’ tax dollars were supposed to be spent keeping them safe, not going after them.”

      Pretty mouthy for someone his size, Violet mused.

      Wynona looked down incredulously.

      I like him.

      Closing her eyes, Wynona shook her head and turned back to the conversation.

      “I thought maybe we should talk about those very creatures you’re protecting,” Chief Ligurio stated. “You know…the ones you informed of confidential information just a few hours ago?”

      A slow smile crept across the bluecap’s face. “Pretty good, huh? I haven’t had a story break that big for twenty years.”

      “Are you aware that it’s a crime to eavesdrop on a police investigation?”

      “Are you aware that the public has a right to know what’s going on?”

      Chief Ligurio growled. “I’m fully aware of their rights,” he snarled. “I protect them every day. The problem comes when I have to protect them from idiots who spread information that makes it harder for me to put certain creatures behind bars. The ones that pose a threat to that public you’re so concerned about.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened and she watched Mr. Danheard shrink a little in his seat. He shoved his too-big glasses up his nose. “That’s not what the media is about,” he stuttered.

      “That seems to be exactly what it’s about,” Chief Ligurio continued. “I’m in the middle of a murder investigation and you’re giving away evidence that might or might not drive us in the right direction.”

      Mr. Danheard perked up at that. “So Mrs. Langorm is involved? Or is it Ms. Vaxidor?” He pumped his eyebrows. “Doesn’t really matter. One way or another, they’re both beautiful enough to sell headlines. But come on, you can tell me…which one did it? I knew it was some sordid crime of passion.” He grinned. “It always comes back to the jealousy. Always.”

      Chief Ligurio’s growl was joined by Rascal’s and Wynona leaned back at the intensity in their anger. The room was shaking slightly from the vibrations and she was exceedingly grateful none of it was directed toward her. This creature has a death wish, she said to Violet.

      I take it back. If you’re going to be mouthy, you have to also be smart. Dumb mouthy is useless. Smart mouthy is funny.

      Wynona bit back a laugh, but Rascal choked out a snort mid-growl and it drew everyone’s attention.

      She watched him straighten and slam down his brows to make up for the faux pas. “Should I take him back, Chief?” Rascal ground out, his canines sharpening as he let out his wolf a bit.

      For the first time since he arrived, Mr. Danheard looked frightened. Apparently, wolves were much scarier than vampires because the small creatures swallowed and slumped before disappearing altogether.

      Wynona shook her head. Idiot.

      Rascal gave her a surprised look.

      She shrugged. Sorry. I need sleep, apparently.

      Ah-ha! Lack of sleep brings out funny, Wy. Got it. Violet rubbed her hands together.

      Without speaking, Wynona pointed to the door.

      Rascal stalked in that direction and Daemon stepped in front of the door.

      Mr. Danheard squeaked and fled to the other side of the room.

      “You’re aware that going ghost in a police interview is illegal?” Chief Ligurio called out casually. “I don’t believe that makes you a victim anymore.”

      A very angry Mr. Danheard appeared in the corner, shoving his glasses back up his nose. “And are you aware that threatening creatures is against the code of ethics for police officers?”

      Chief Ligurio looked over his shoulder. “Did anyone here hear a threat?”

      Rascal shook his head. “Not one. Just a statement of truth.”

      Mr. Danheard huffed and marched back to his chair, looking like a small child on the verge of a tantrum. “What do you want?” he asked. “I’ve already sent out the story. There’s no stopping it now.”

      “I want you to tell me what else you heard or are holding back.”

      Mr. Danheard rolled his eyes. “Nothing! If I had more news, I would have spread it on the evening news. Haven’t you learned that by now! I’m a reporter, not a secret keeper.”

      Wynona stood and walked up behind the chief, catching the reporter’s attention. “Mr. Danheard, do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

      Chief Ligurio gave her a look and she smiled slightly, silently asking permission.

      “After snitching on me? Twice?” The bluecap snorted. “I don’t know that I have much of a choice.”

      Wynona sat in the chair next to the chief. “I understand that you don’t remember anything from when you were enchanted. Is that correct?’

      He scowled.

      “Is there anything you can describe about the experience?” she asked. “Is it simply a blank spot? Or a piece of time completely lost?”

      His eyes narrowed and the small creature studied her. “Lost,” he finally answered.

      “So there’s no recognition of time at all?”

      Mr. Danheard slowly shook his head. “What are you looking for?”

      “Answers,” she replied quickly.

      “And how does that matter?’

      “I don’t know,” Wynona answered honestly. “I’ve never dealt with enchantments before, so I’m trying to get a firsthand account.”

      He shrugged, relaxing slightly. “I don’t even remember him putting us under. We stepped into the room, took our seats and next thing I knew the police were surrounding a dead body. As if it were from one blink to another.”

      Wynona nodded thoughtfully. “Can you still use your bluecap magic now that you’re passed on?”

      Mr. Danheard jerked back. “Of course.”

      “Can I see?”

      The creature scowled. “Why?”

      Wynona shrugged. “Again, just collecting firsthand evidence.”

      He eyed her, glanced at the officers and finally huffed. A moment later, a blue flame floated in the air where the creature had been sitting. It lasted only a moment before he turned back into the man. “Satisfied?”

      “So you gained extra magic when you became a ghost reporter?” Wynona asked. “Now you can turn invisible as well as turn into your original creature?”

      “I suppose…” Mr. Danheard folded his arms over his chest. “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

      “Me either,” Wynona said cheerfully. “They were simply questions that were coming to mind, so I asked them.”

      Mr. Danheard scowled. “Useless,” he grumbled.

      “Watch it,” Rascal growled, stepping closer to the table.

      “Down, doggy,” Mr. Danheard quipped.

      Violet snickered, but Wynona shook her head. “I’m done, Chief. Thank you.”

      “Stand down, Strongclaw,” Chief Ligurio said. The vampire stood and stretched a little. “Stay close, Danheard. I might have more questions.” He narrowed his eyes. “And if I hear of you sharing more confidential information, I will lock you up until this case is over. Do you understand?”

      Instead of answering affirmatively, the bluecap made a face and shifted in his seat.

      Wynona followed Chief Ligurio and Rascal out of the room.

      “Did that tell you anything?” Chief Ligurio asked pointedly as they walked down the hall.

      Wynona made a face. “I don’t know. I was being perfectly honest when I said the questions popped into my head. They can’t hurt anything, for sure. But do they help with this case? I’m not sure.” She took a deep breath. “If he was completely unresponsive during the enchantment, then it wouldn't matter if he had extra power or not. None of his powers would matter if he was comatose.”

      Chief Ligurio was frowning, but he nodded. “Ms. Vaxidor is in room four.”

      Wynona nodded and smiled when Rascal put his hand on her lower back. Just as they started across the hall, a scream made them jump.

      “What in the—” Rascal raced around them, Chief Ligurio on his heels as they lunged for the room to the interrogation room holding Ms. Vaxidor.

      “Sorry, Chief,” Officer Melion said in a muffled tone.

      Wynona arrived at the door to see the officer holding his nose, a trail of blood dripping off his chin.

      “Get it taken care of,” Chief Ligurio snarled.

      Officer Melion hurried out of the room, turning in the direction of the bathroom.

      “What was that?” Wynona whispered, mostly to herself, but the other creatures heard it anyway and Chief Ligurio’s nostrils flared as he glared at her and then turned to the only other creature in the room.

      Another officer stood on the other side of the room like a scolded child.

      “Explain,” Chief Ligurio barked.

      The officer put his hands to the side. “She’s a siren,” he said sheepishly.

      Wynona was positive that Chief Ligurio was about to burst a blood vessel. She’d never seen him so angry and she’d dealt with him for a long time now. The vampire wasn’t known for being easy going, but right this moment, his predator was so close to the surface and so filled with rage that Wynona was sure she could taste it on her tongue.

      I’ll bet he’s about to rip out a throat or two, Violet said gleefully. Where’s my popcorn?

      “Get. Out,” Chief Ligurio ground out through clenched teeth, his molars squeaking from the pressure.

      Wynona eyed the woman at the table, the supposed cause of the whole situation. She had to admit, the assistant was just as beautiful as anyone would expect a siren to be. But it was the strength of her powers that was surprising. It was no wonder the two officers had come to blows over it. I can see why Mr. Zumyra wanted her on stage. I’ll bet she drew more crowds than he did.

      Rascal grunted.

      Wynona turned wide eyes to him. Are you saying you can’t feel her power?

      He gave her a smirk. Don’t you remember? I’m immune. Perks of being a soulmate.

      Wynona looked at the chief. Currently, he was killing his officer with eyes so intense they might as well have been lasers. Does he feel it?

      Rascal gave a short nod. Probably, but he’s had centuries to perfect his self control.

      “Huh.”

      Chief Ligurio’s head snapped in her direction and Wynona took a step back. The chief definitely didn’t look in control at the moment. Instead of continuing to stare at each other, Wynona turned back to the woman.

      “Hello,” she said cautiously, walking up a little closer.

      The woman was frighteningly pale, appearing as if she would faint at any moment.

      Wynona tried a reassuring smile. “I’m Wynona Strongclaw.” She held out her hand.

      Ms. Vaxidor blinked and shivered. After swallowing audibly, she opened her eyes and reached a shaky hand to Wynona. “Hello,” she croaked out.

      “I’m sorry the officers scared you,” Wynona said softly. “Give it a minute and everything will calm down just fine.”

      “It’s fine,” Ms. Vaxidor stammered. “I mean, it’s just…it happens, but…” She finally snapped her mouth shut and swallowed again.

      Wynona frowned.

      What kind of life would that be like? Violet mused. Men fighting over her all the time? Violence for love. It’s beautiful.

      “I’m going to send you home,” Wynona threatened.

      Violet scowled and curled up to sleep. Party pooper.

      Wynona gave Rascal a smile when he pulled up a chair for her to sit near the table. When the men took seats farther back, Wynona figured she was taking the lead on this one, which was probably for the best, all things considered.

      “Can we get you something to drink?” Wynona asked. “Something to settle your nerves? A cup of tea, maybe?”

      “That would be nice,” Ms. Vaxidor said softly. “Thank you.” She watched the other men warily.

      Rascal went to the door and sent out instructions to the nearest officer. Five minutes later, several mugs appeared and Wynona thanked their server. She handed the one with coffee in it to Chief Ligurio, then slid one in Ms. Vaxidor’s direction.

      “Are you ready for us to ask you some questions?” Wynona asked after the siren had taken a few sips.

      Ms. Vaxidor didn’t answer right away. She was too busy staring in fear at the chief. Her blue eyes darted to Wynona, the chief and back again. Leaning over, she whispered. “He’s not drinking…blood, is he?”

      Wynona blinked a few times, surprised at the question. “No. It’s coffee.”

      The siren visibly relaxed and nodded before taking another sip. The color was coming back to her cheeks. “Thank you.” She set the mug down and clasped her hands in her lap. “Yes, I’m ready now.”
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      Wynona glanced at Chief Ligurio before she began and he gave her a subtle nod, letting her take the lead on this one. More aggressive males were probably not what the siren needed right now.

      She probably gets it all the time, Violet grumbled. I’m surprised it bothered her so much.

      Wynona mentally shrugged and turned back to the waiting creature. “How long have you worked for Mr. Zumyra?” she asked.

      Ms. Vaxidor pursed her lips and her eyes grew unfocused, as if concentrating, before she answered. “About four years.” She nodded with a small smile. “He picked me up out of Cauldron Cove, where I was struggling to survive, and took me under his wing.”

      “Struggling? Did you have a job?”

      Ms. Vaxidor shrugged. “Not exactly.”

      Tilting her head, Wynona frowned. “What did you do before Mr. Zumyra hired you?”

      Ms. Vaxidor glanced at the others in the room. “I worked as a secretary. I have a certificate, but I…” She cleared her throat and looked around. “I struggled to hold down a job and usually ended up jumping around.”

      Wynona let her imagination run with that one. “I’m guessing it has something to do with the strength of your siren abilities?”

      Ms. Vaxidor stiffened, but didn’t respond.

      It was enough of an answer. It had to be difficult to hold down a job when men were constantly picking fights over you. Wynona felt a small flare of sympathy for the women. She seemed nice, not nearly as egotistical or smug as Wynona would have expected for someone with her powers and experience on stage.

      “Did Mr. Zumyra hire you for them as well?” Wynona pressed.

      Ms. Vaxidor kept her eyes on her lap and shrugged again. “More than likely.” She jerked her head up. “Does it really matter though? I’m a siren. It’s what I do. My powers bring in the guests, Mr. Zumyra entertains them. That’s it. End of story.”

      “Were you and Mr. Zumyra involved with each other?” Wynona asked bluntly. “Beyond the stage?”

      Ms. Vaxidor jerked back. “Like…were we dating?” She shook her head. “No. I never mix business and pleasure. That’s just bad business.”

      Wynona looked for any signs of deceit, but she didn’t spot any. The creature looked honestly surprised she would ask such a question. “He was a handsome man,” Wynona pushed.

      Ms. Vaxidor folded her arms over her chest and scowled. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything. If I wanted a date, all I have to do is walk down the street and a dozen men would volunteer. I finally had a job where my boss wasn’t trying to hit on me. Why would I ruin that by dating him?”

      Wynona leaned back in her seat and looked at Chief Ligurio.

      He cleared his throat and leaned forward at the desk. “Ms. Vaxidor, were you aware that your former employer and Mrs. Langorm were having an affair?”

      Ms. Vaxidor’s eyes widened and she slowly shook her head. “No, but I can’t say I’m surprised. Navarre was never one to follow the rules of society.”

      “But he never tried to push that line with you?”

      Ms. Vaxidor sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I know this is difficult for you to accept, but no. He didn’t.” She threw up her hands in exasperation. “I made it clear before he hired me that I don’t date my bosses and he promised it wouldn’t be like that. He kept that promise.”

      That doesn’t match anything we know about the creature, Wynona sent to Rascal.

      I know. He grunted. Maybe she was too good of a golden ticket to risk? I might not be affected by her powers, but they might be some of the strongest I’ve ever felt.

      Wynona nodded thoughtfully to his response. It made sense. Mr. Zumyra seemed to love money and power just as much as he loved his social life. If Ms. Vaxidor was the key to his wealth, then he wouldn’t want to lose her because of a broken promise.

      “You were friends with him?” Wynona asked.

      Ms. Vaxidor’s head jerked back toward Wynona and she stared. “I suppose you could call us that. We didn’t interact a lot outside of work, but I trusted him, so…”

      Wynona nodded again. “What will you do now that he’s gone?”

      Ms. Vaxidor slumped in her seat, looking defeated. “I’m not sure.” She took a deep breath and sat back up. “I’ve made some good investments in the last couple of years. Navarre was generous with his paychecks.” She looked at Wynona uncertainly. “I own a couple of rental properties. Maybe I can expand that and stay out of the regular nine-to-five, you know?”

      Wynona smiled. “I think being your own boss is a great idea. You have complete control that way.”

      Ms. Vaxidor smiled back and sat a little taller. “You’re right. I think that might be the way to go.”

      Wynona pinched her lips together before asking the next question. Ms. Vaxidor didn’t seem to have a lot of knowledge of Mr. Zumyra, at least nothing beyond the surface, but the question still needed an answer and there were only a few creatures who might know. “Ms. Vaxidor…”

      “Sal,” Ms. Vaxidor corrected. “Call me Sal.”

      Wynona smiled her acceptance. “Sal…I’m wondering if you know anything about Mr. Zumyra’s powers?”

      Sal blinked a few times, her long, thick lashes brushing her cheek. “What about them?”

      “Do you know how he got them?” Wynona asked. “As an elf, he shouldn’t have had enchantment powers. And by all accounts, he wasn’t born with them.”

      Sal’s eyes widened. “He wasn’t?”

      Disappointment pooled in Wynona gut. So much for hoping the assistant was close enough to know a few things. “Not that we can see.”

      Sal slowly shook her head. “He had the powers when he offered me the job. His career as an enchanter was still fairly new, but he was starting to make waves in small venues and was looking for ways to expand. My presence gave him the ability to charm large crowds and that ended up helping us both. He became more famous and I got steady work without threats.” She shrugged. “But I never thought to ask how he learned to be an enchanter.”

      You can’t learn to be an enchanter, can you? Violet asked.

      Not that I’m aware of, Wynona responded. But maybe it’s something we should look up? It’s my understanding that you’re either born with a power or you’re not. It can be developed and made stronger, but we can’t take on powers that aren’t ours.

      Unless you use an old dragon invention, Rascal snarled.

      Wynona looked his way and gave him a commiserating look. Unless that, of course. But the magic on Mr. Zumyra’s body didn’t match the magic on Thathion.

      He grunted.

      “You’re soulmates,” Sal breathed, clasping her hands together.

      Wynona’s head whipped around.

      “Right?” The siren looked like an eager toddler. “I’ve always wanted a soulmate.” She sighed and smiled. “It must be so nice to have one creature made just for you.”

      Wynona’s smile felt brittle, but she smiled back. She needed to do a better job of hiding their connection. Soulmates were fairly rare and she didn’t want the knowledge used against them if the wrong creatures ever found out about it.

      Too late, Violet huffed. I don’t think your parents miss anything.

      Probably not, Wynona thought with a sigh. But still…I need to be more aware.

      “Ms. Vaxidor,” Chief Ligurio said in an authoritative voice, bringing the conversation back on track. “Do you know anyone who might have wanted to kill your boss? We know he was involved heavily in the underground. Did he have enemies that might have wanted him gone?”

      Sal made a face, scrunching up her nose and slowly shaking her head. “I know he did things I didn’t want to be involved in, but Navarre never pushed me. I think he didn’t want to drive me away,” she admitted quietly. “Together, we were kind of the perfect team for a show. I drew the men, he drew the women…and we both made money.” She shivered. “I stayed away from his other activities.”

      Wynona glanced at the chief and gave a subtle shake of her head. She didn’t have anything else to ask and it didn’t look like Sal was going to have additional information for them.

      “Where were you when he was killed?” Chief Ligurio asked.

      Wynona wanted to slap her forehead. She’d been so intent on figuring out their relationship that she’d missed asking the obvious. Some detective she was.

      Rascal snickered in her head and Wynona sent him a mock glare.

      “In my hotel room,” Sal said easily. “I was preparing for the show.”

      “Can anyone corroborate your story?” the chief pushed.

      Sal made a face. “No. I do my own makeup and costumes.” She shook her head, her eyes shining a little. “I don’t have proof, but I promise I didn’t kill him.”

      Chief Ligurio tapped his fingers on the table. “Until we have reason to believe you, I’d like you to stay close, Ms. Vaxidor.” He stood from the table. “Strictly protocol, you understand.”

      Sal’s face was so sad. “So I need to stay at the station?” she asked in a small voice.

      “No.” Chief Ligurio shook his head. “You’re not under arrest. But you’re not allowed to leave town.”

      Wynona knew they didn’t have enough evidence to convict anyone, let alone the siren, at the moment. But if she didn’t have a real alibi, then despite her kind demeanor, she needed to stay on the suspect list. It was dangerously small and yet they had no real leads to convict any of them.

      With one last encouraging smile, Wynona followed the men out of the room.

      “Are you under control?” Chief Ligurio snarled at his officer, whose nose was most definitely broken from the earlier fight.

      The creature nodded. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      Chief Ligurio’s lip lifted, but he walked back to his office without further comment.

      Wynona glanced back when the officer opened the door to go inside and watched Sal blanch a little before standing on unsteady feet. Shaking her head, Wynona hurried after Chief Ligurio. “She must have really been shaken by the fight,” she murmured.

      “Some people don’t handle violence well,” Rascal offered.

      “What do you have?” Chief Ligurio demanded as they closed the door on his office.

      Wynona put out her hands. “Not much except I don’t think she did it. Either that, or she’s an excellent actress.”

      “Which is a distinct possibility,” Rascal added.

      Wynona had to give him that. “She works on stage for a living, so it’s possible, but I don’t see her doing it. She seemed to be purposefully oblivious to all the undercurrents of Mr. Zumyra. Not to mention, I still don’t see a motive.”

      “If she’s acting, then she could be acting about the jealousy part as well,” Chief Ligurio said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “But I agree. I couldn’t detect anything unusual in her tone or answers.” He groaned. “We’re no closer to finding this guy than we were before. We have twelve blind eyewitnesses, a belligerent reporter who’s ghosting our every move. A manipulated wife who admits to wanting him dead, but her plan was thwarted by another creature. Plus a bodyguard, who obviously doubles as an assassin, corroborates her tale. Now there’s a clueless assistant who thought he was the best thing to ever happen to her, but admits that he had dealings in the underground that we haven’t been able to pin down.”

      “I think that about sums it up,” Wynona said wearily. She yawned. “It’s a complete mess, but I just don’t see a clear line of evidence. The knife is gone. The witnesses have been enchanted. And the other leads are all dead ends.”

      “What about his magic?” Rascal asked.

      Wynona looked toward her husband. “What about it?”

      “You said you weren’t sure about developing gifts.” Rascal put his fists on the desk and leaned over. “That in your experience, the only way to get powers outside of being born with them was Dr. Rayn’s invention.”

      Wynona nodded. “But that magic looked different.”

      “Right. So maybe we’re missing something. Maybe a creature can gain new powers. Maybe there is a way to purchase gifts. Maybe there’s a different invention we don’t know about.”

      “And what does all this have to do with his death?” Chief Ligurio snapped.

      Rascal straightened. “I’m not sure. But it’s something we don’t understand and could very well lead to his dealings in the underworld. Gaining powers isn’t exactly something you see happening to the general public.”

      Chief Ligurio stared for a moment before nodding. “Fine. Let’s follow up on that. But how?” He turned to Wynona. “Where do we find such information?”

      Wynona scratched behind Violet’s ears as she let her mind churn with ideas. Her fingers stilled…” The grimoires,” she croaked, then swallowed. “I’ll bet there’s something in the grimoires.”

      Chief Ligurio growled low in his throat and Rascal shifted his weight. “Fine,” the vampire ground out. “Grab dinner and meet me at my apartment in twenty minutes.”

      Wynona turned to Rascal. “I think an all-nighter calls for extra strong tea along with dinner,” she said with a half laugh.

      Rascal smiled back. “Welcome to the next stage of your police career.” He sighed. “Asian or subs?”
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      The ride to Chief Ligurio’s apartment started out quiet. The streets had calmed down, the takeout smelled savory and Wynona’s stomach was eager to taste it, but about halfway there, something twinged in her chest.

      She put her hand against her sternum and sucked in a quick breath.

      “Wy…what is it?” Rascal demanded, his eyes going between her and the road several times.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered, focusing on the sensation. Another tug came, sharper this time, and she gasped, bending over at the strength of it.

      “VI!” Rascal bellowed. “What’s happening to her!”

      I don’t know! Violet screamed back. She wrapped her tail around Wynona’s neck and flattened her body skin to skin, but nothing was taking the pain away.

      Wynona felt as if something were being forcefully unraveled inside of her and it was tearing apart her very soul. Her head hit the side door when Rascal jerked the wheel to the side, parking the truck up on the sidewalk, hazards glaring in the twilight.

      “Wy. Speak to me, babe. What’s going on?” His warm hands surrounded her face and Wynona saw the concern in the wrinkles on his brow when he pulled her to look at him. “What is it?”

      Wynona shook her head. “I don’t…” Another tug, harder yet again, and she lost her ability to breathe. All at once, she realized what was happening. “The grimoires,” she ground out, folding her body in on itself. “Someone’s…taking…down…the ward…AHHH!” Wynona screamed when the pressure grew to blinding heights.

      “Use your magic!” Rascal shouted. “FIGHT IT!” He jerked the truck back into action and punched a couple of buttons on his phone and dash. The lights on the roof went on and Rascal gunned it just as Chief Ligurio’s voice came through the speakers.

      “Strongclaw. What’s going on?”

      “Someone’s there,” Rascal hurried to say, his worried glance going between Wynona and the road.

      She gritted her teeth and her magic flared to life. Pulling back on the pressure, she was able to get a deep breath in before it mounted again.

      Come on, Wynona, Violet urged. Pull it back. This is yours. Don’t let them take it.

      “What do you mean, someone’s there?” Chief Ligurio barked.

      “At the apartment!” Rascal continued shouting. “Someone’s breaking in and Wynona’s struggling to hold them off. It’s breaking her.”

      The cab went quiet except for Wynona’s rapid, shallow breathing. Sweat began to trickle down the sides of her face and she forced her mind to focus through the pain. She imagined her magic as a single line, connecting her to the apartment and the closet she had cast the spell on. With a vicious scream, she grabbed the line and pulled…hard.

      Her body slammed backward against the seat as the momentum of her magic shifted in her direction.

      “WY!” Rascal shouted yet again.

      “Keep going,” she panted. “I’m better now. Keep going. We have to get—” Her words were cut off as the creature on the other end began to fight back. From the strength of their pulling, she knew she wasn’t dealing with an amateur.

      It has to be your mother. Violet grunted, still pressing herself into Wynona’s skin. Come on. You’re stronger than that ancient witch. Let her see why she should be afraid of you.

      Wynona’s shirt was drenched at this point, but she opened the funnel of her magic a little farther. Her muscles began to ache at the control she was wielding, but it wouldn’t help anyone involved if she lost control of a magical bomb in the middle of the city.

      “We’re almost there, Wy,” Rascal ground out, the words barely discernible with his sharp teeth and growl. “Hang on. We’re almost there.”

      Hanging up the other call, Rascal punched another button.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Arune asked dryly.

      “Someone’s trying to steal the grimoires,” Rascal shouted. “Wynona is fighting them, but we’re still a few minutes out. What can you do to help?”

      “Where are they?” Arune’s voice was all business now.

      “Chief’s apartment,” Rascal responded.

      Arune didn’t even respond. The line went dead and Wynona felt herself being jerked forward again.

      “Almos–” Rascal hit the steering wheel. “MOVE!” he shouted at the car in front of him. Swerving hard, he bolted down the rest of the street and came to a skidding halt in front of the apartment building.

      Wynona managed to look up just enough to see the entire building encased in magic. No special vision required. Red and blue clashed like a sick sort of fireworks show and judging by the creatures fleeing the building, it was about as safe as one.

      Wynona’s back heaved as she forced air in and out of her lungs. She could feel the distraction on the other end of the line. Her mother wasn’t as intent on her goal as she had been only a moment earlier.

      The truck door opened and Rascal appeared at her side. “What can I do?” he asked hoarsely. “Wy…” His hands hovered over her body as if he was afraid to touch her. “What do I do?”

      Wynona felt her nostrils flare as she pushed out a harsh breath. She couldn’t quite work up the energy to speak, but she reached to the side, silently asking him to help her down, her eyes never wavering from the building.

      Chief Ligurio’s voice could be heard over the cries of the people as he directed the occupants to leave the area.

      Wynona grimaced as her weight hit her feet, but she pushed forward. Slowly, with every step, she sent energy through her limbs until she was standing tall. She would face her mother, but she wasn’t going to face her groveling like a peasant.

      “Wy,” Rascal breathed. “What are you going to do?”

      Her breathing was still heavy as she forced out the words, “End this.” Her legs felt stiff, but Wynona forced them into action. Every few moments, a jerk would occur in her chest, but she stiffened her spine like steel, refusing to bend.

      Rascal was right behind her and Violet was pressed against her skin, lending energy that helped keep Wynona upright. She was stronger than this. She knew she could out-magic her mother, but the shock of the attack had Wynona at a disadvantage and regaining ground was much harder than maintaining it.

      “Strongclaw!” Chief Ligurio bellowed.

      “Not now!” Rascal shouted back. He stayed with Wynona as she made her way to the front of the building.

      At the entrance, Wynona paused, taking a deep breath through her nose and letting her magic senses envelop the building. “Upstairs,” she murmured.

      “Who? Your mom?”

      “And Arune.” If Wynona were to guess, she’d say that her mother never made it out of Chief Ligurio’s apartment before Arune began the fight.

      The stairs and elevator weren’t an option and Wynona was worried about touching anything as sparks and streaks of lightning rained through the building. Holding out her hand, Wynona waited for Rascal to grasp it before porting them exactly where they needed to go.

      As soon as her feet hit the floor, Wynona pulled up a shield. “No,” she whispered.

      “What?” Rascal demanded, his skin beginning to ripple at the scene in front of them.

      Wynona pinched her lips together. “I need to drop the shield.”

      “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “Do you see the same thing I see?”

      Wynona nodded. Her uncle and her mother were locked in a battle of magic. Each was dodging hits and throwing as many as they could. It looked like a paint war, but Wynona knew that if anyone was struck with the balls of energy, it would be a much worse result than a nasty stain.

      “Then why do you want to let down the shield?”

      “Because I lost my connection to the grimoires,” Wynona said softly, hoping her mother wasn’t paying attention. When a red spell slammed into the purple bubble, her hope was shattered.

      Rascal growled, the sound echoing through the space even with the sound of fighting. “Can you stop them?” he asked, throwing his arm toward the fighters. “Turn the shield around?”

      “I can try.” Wynona worried her bottom lip. She’d stopped creatures with her shield before, but the level of magic here was much stronger than what had occurred previously. She’d barely been able to hold Arune, so to be able to hold Arune and her mother? “I’m going to try to just stop Mom.”

      Bringing her hands up in front of her, Wynona began moving her fingers. A light dance that began to crackle almost instantaneously. The power built until Wynona felt as if her fingers were going to be scorched off. “Get ready,” she warned, pushing past the pain. “Now!” She dropped the forcefield and threw the ball, screaming “STOP!” as loudly as she could.

      Marcella never saw the hit coming and Wynona watched in shock as her mother stilled, frozen in time, her jaw gaping open and her eyes wide and wild.

      It only took a split second, however, for Wynona to realize that it wasn’t going to be enough. Almost immediately, she felt a push back and her mother’s black eyes turned on her.

      “Daugh…ter…” Marcella spit out between her locked jaws.

      Wynona shook as she begged the spell to hold.

      “You’ve…grown…” With a clash of her eyebrows, Marcella screamed and pushed through the ward, causing a magical ricochet that knocked Wynona off her feet and stole her breath.

      She had no idea where Arune was at this point, but Violet was holding onto her neck for dear life and Rascal was in wolf form, standing guard in front of her.

      “Tsk, tsk,” Marcella sneered. “Sending a dog to do a woman’s work?” She curled her lip. “So beneath you, daughter.” Marcella’s voice was low and icy, sending a shiver down Wynona’s spine.

      Wynona scrambled to her feet, desperate to keep Rascal away from the dangerous witch. She inched forward. “You can’t have them,” Wynona stated clearly, knowing her mother would understand the comment.

      Marcella cackled, sounding completely insane. “They were never yours,” she taunted. “I’m only regaining what was stolen from me.” Tilting her head, Marcella countered Wynona’s movements. “I’d be interested in hearing how you managed to procure them.” Her voice had a distinct hissing sound to it and Wynona hated it. “Getting into my…hidden…room is quite the accomplishment. Just who should I give the congratulations to?”

      Wynona kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t about to throw her sister under the broomstick.

      “Not talking?” Marcella snarled. “If you’re not taking credit, then I can only assume it was someone…” Her eyes darted to the side of the room and Wynona could only assume Arune was there. “Someone with a penchant for trouble.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Wynona said, pulling her mother’s attention back to her. “The point is, they can’t be left in your possession.”

      Her mother cackled again. “Why, Wynona…you make me sound positively villainous.”

      “It’s an easy enough description.”

      Marcella’s laugh was anything but kind. “It’s no wonder you were so useless to us as a child. Too willful, too stupid, too—”

      “I think I get it,” Wynona snapped. She would never be able to explain how much those words hurt. This woman might have given birth to Wynona, but she’d never shown one ounce of love or support. It had taken years after she’d reached adulthood for Wynona to be able to escape the clutches of her nasty family and yet all it took was a couple minutes of her mother’s harsh words and Wynona felt ill, like a small child, begging for a crumb to ease a starving tummy.

      “Do you though?” Marcella made a face. “I’m not sure you quite understand what’s going on here.”

      I’ve heard enough, Violet snarled. Time to blast this witch to smithereens.

      “I understand that you came to steal from the Chief of Police,” Wynona said, inching closer again. “I understand that there’s something in those grimoires that you’re desperate to get back.” She leaned in, using her mother’s need to taunt her. “I understand that you’re not powerful enough to take them away from me.”

      “Don’t mistake my hesitation to kill you as lack of power,” Marcella hissed. “If I wanted you dead…you’d be dead.”

      Rascal came around, getting too close to being in front of Wynona again and she felt her fear begin to claw up her throat. The fact was, Wynona didn’t know if she was strong enough to hold off her mother, but she did know that she couldn’t let Rascal get caught in the crossfires.

      Stepping forward, she blocked him off again. “I understand that you want me to think that, but…” Wynona tried to look unconcerned. “But Dad won’t let you…will he?” She grinned when Marcella scowled. “He still has hopes of pulling me to your side.” Wynona slowly shook her head from side to side. “And yet, he can’t quite take me down yet.” She brought up a hand, letting purple magic twist and dance in the air as if it were the simplest thing in the world, while her muscles screamed in protest from the beating she’d taken earlier.

      “He wants me, but he can’t force me.” Wynona raised a challenging eyebrow. “Quite the predicament, isn’t it?”

      Rascal growled and she mentally told him to stay put.

      “You ungrateful brat,” Marcella snapped. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” She stepped forward threateningly, then paused and smiled.

      The look caused another shiver to rock Wynona’s body. This witch was not sane.

      “No matter.” Dusting her hands on her pants, Marcella cocked her hip. “Your father has plans and they’re almost ready.” She raised her chin in the air. “I’ve decided to be generous. Keep my library a little longer.” That mocking look made Wynona nauseous as her mother dropped her chin, staring out from under thick lashes. “You’re going to need it.”

      Without another word, Wynona was thrown back as her mother ported and flung a spell at the same time.

      Wynona’s head hit the floor for the third time and she gasped for breath. “Rascal?” she wheezed. “Rascal?”

      I’m here. A wet nose sniffed her hand.

      Wynona reached a little farther and grasped his fur, taking strength from him in order to bring her body back under control. After a moment, she was able to stand up. “Are you hurt?” she hurried to ask, scrambling to her knees.

      Rascal shook his head. Is she gone for good?

      Wynona nodded. “Yeah. I can’t feel her anymore.”

      And she didn’t get the books?

      Wynona shook her head.

      Wy…your uncle.

      Wynona’s head jerked around at Violet’s reminder and she crawled across debris and broken furniture. “Arune!” she screamed when she saw the blood lying around his body. “No…no, no, no.” Wynona’s eyes immediately filled with tears and her hands shook as she tried to gauge what was wrong with him.

      Heal him, Violet urged.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong.” Wynona sniffled, wiping at her face, her eyes frantic.

      “Just put your hands on him,” Rascal’s human voice urged and his hand landed on her shoulder with a squeeze.

      Wynona took in a shuddering breath and followed his directions. Her entire body was shaking, her head felt like it had been blasted with a sledgehammer and she still needed to go through everything that had just happened with her mother, but nothing mattered except getting Arune well.

      She laid her hands down and sent a slow trickle of magic into his body. He jerked, but Wynona held on.

      Easy, Violet soothed. Slow and steady until you know what’s wrong.

      Wynona gave a jerky nod and closed her eyes so she could concentrate. After a moment, her mental vision began to build a picture and she zeroed in on the broken ribs, one of which was piercing a lung. After that was fixed, she closed up stabs and cuts from flying debris and healed the scorched skin on his hands.

      Several minutes later, just as she was finished, a scream burst through the air and the closest window broke, throwing Wynona and Rascal to the other side of the apartment.

      Rayn, in all her glory, landed, her wings flapping a few times for balance and her yellow eyes wild.

      Wynona barely got a shield up before the dragon fire came searing across the room. “Rayn! Stop!” Wynona yelled, but the dragon was too far gone to the creature.

      When she saw the fire wasn’t working, Rayn stopped, screamed again, then picked up Arune and flew back out through the window.

      Wynona’s racing heart beat several times before she relaxed enough to drop her shield.

      Rude much? Violet scoffed, brushing at her fur.

      “Oof.” Before Wynona could respond, Rascal engulfed her.

      “I want to say never again,” he breathed into her neck. “I want to lock you up and never let another creature near you again.” He pulled back, giving her a kiss that stole what little air was left in her lungs, before leaning his forehead against hers and groaning. “But I know it won’t stop,” he rasped. “They won’t stop. It won’t be over until it’s over and all we can do is make sure you’re ready when the time comes.” His chest rose and fell a couple times. “And I hate it,” he admitted in a soft voice.

      Wynona reached up, burying her hand in his hair. “Me too,” she admitted. She didn’t have the energy for anything else, but for the moment she knew she was safe. And the creatures she loved were safe. And that would have to be enough.
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      “Thank you,” Wynona said softly as Celia handed her a hot mug. Wynona wrapped her hands around it, soaking in the warmth. She’d regained her breath enough to heal her bruises, but her body was exhausted and no amount of magic was going to fix that.

      Rascal paced the couch behind her. Violet in his pocket, yelling war orders about taking out every last Le Doux in their line, except for Wynona, of course, and possibly Celia, though that one was up for debate.

      Apparently, the family, like every other evil paranormal creature, would look very good noseless before they were burned to ash.

      Wynona closed her eyes and tuned out the noise, but the voices were growing louder rather than softer and the room was filling with more bodies. She knew that Daemon had called Prim, Chief Ligurio had called Celia, Arune was still missing with Rayn and soon the officers would all descend as the damage at the apartment building was brought under control.

      It was a miracle Wynona and Rascal had been allowed to leave, but after getting their stories and gathering up the grimoires, Chief Ligurio had told them to go. He would get official statements later. Right now, they needed to do research before Marcella decided to go off the deep end again.

      “I can’t believe she didn’t even try to hide what she was doing,” Celia muttered, pushing a hand through surprisingly messy hair. “That doesn’t sound like Mother at all.”

      Wynona cracked one eye open. “Agreed. It makes me think they must be getting desperate.”

      “Or that they’re closer to waging this war than we thought,” Rascal growled. “She’d have no fear of consequences if they were about to launch their takeover.”

      Wynona grimaced at the tone of his voice. His wolf had gotten over the fear of losing her and was back to being angry. The alpha magic was suffocating and Wynona wanted to ask him to turn it down, but she knew he had very little control at the moment.

      “And I just sat there,” he ground out. “You stepped in front of me and I let you. What good is this…” He paused and looked at his hands where claw tips were emerging. “What good is this if it can’t save the woman I love?” His body shook and Wynona felt shame, hot and sour, pour into her through their bond.

      “Absolutely not,” she snapped, setting down her mug and standing. With purpose in her stride, she walked around the couch and grasped his face. “You listen to me, Hugo Strongclaw.”

      “Hugo?” Celia breathed. “No way.”

      “I stepped in front of you on purpose,” Wynona said, ignoring her sister and forcing Rascal’s brightly glowing eyes in her direction. “Alpha or no, you couldn’t have withstood her magic. You’re stronger than normal and you can command your pack with an authority no one else has, but you’re not fireproof.” Wynona shook her head, willing him to listen. “I have to be the one to fight my parents. No one else has a chance of coming out alive. But I need you with me. I can’t do it on my own. Now, whether that means I’ll literally need your strength to keep my magic going, or I need you to take down any outsiders so I can focus on my parents, I don’t know for sure, but I know that this group…this ragtag, doesn’t make any sense, group, is together for a reason.”

      She dropped her hands and stepped back, feeling her throat tighten with emotion as she pushed out the last few words. “We’ve talked about this before, but it’s worth repeating. Each person in our little tribe has unique powers and each one will contribute. No one will make it out of this unscathed.” The tears came with those words, there was no way to stop them. “No one.” Wynona swallowed. “But if we work together and quit trying to hold each other back, we might make it out alive.”

      She hated how much her words rang with truth. All she wanted was to protect those she loved. She’d gladly give herself up if it would mean their freedom, but that wasn’t how this was going to work. Today’s fight gave Wynona a glimpse of that.

      If Arune hadn’t already tired her mother, Wynona wasn’t sure she could have handled it. And Rascal’s presence gave her something to fight for. Violet’s power was necessary to help Wynona stay in control and Chief Ligurio, Daemon and the other officers helped keep the innocents safe while Wynona fought her mother.

      Everyone had a job. Everyone was needed. But no one got out without being hurt in some way, though many were minor, for which Wynona was grateful.

      Rascal’s shoulders heaved a few times before falling, his chin dropping to his chest. “You’re right,” he whispered hoarsely. “You’re right.”

      Wynona gave him a sad smile. “Let’s remember this moment, huh? It doesn’t come around very often.”

      Stepping forward, he wrapped her in his arms. “I think that’s my line,” he whispered in her ear.

      Wynona reached around and clutched at his back. A single sob broke loose and Wynona let it. She needed the emotional release, though she wasn’t even sure what emotions she was feeling.

      Everything was a chaotic jumble inside of her. One minute she was drowning in sorrow at having to fight her mother, the next she was ready to strangle the woman who gave birth to her for being so horrible. Fear clawed through her chest for the fate of her friends, followed by a soul-crushing weight of responsibility and determination to do everything she could to keep them and all of Hex Haven safe.

      Tears soaked Rascal’s uniform and she let them, grateful when he tightened his hold, stroking her back and whispering reassurances in her ear. His warmth and physical strength helped her pull herself back under control and slowly, Wynona caught her breath, settling deeper into his chest and resting her full cheek on his sternum.

      One of his hands cradled her cheek and his thumb rubbed against her damp skin, wiping away the tears in a slow, methodic motion that sped up her heartbeat rather than slowing it down.

      With a little pressure, he turned her face upward and Wynona rose up on tiptoe to meet him. Just before their mouths connected, something large and furry landed on Wynona’s face.

      Ah!” she screeched, jerking back.

      Kiss her and I’ll bite her nose off, Violet threatened.

      Rascal growled and picked up Violet from where she was perched on Wynona’s cheek. “Pipsqueak, I’ve had enough of your anger management issues.”

      Violet thrashed in his hold, her tail whipping from side to side. I’ll show you! Bring me a little closer, I dare you!

      “Crap,” Rascal grunted and dropped Violet. His finger bled as he glared at her retreating form.

      “What is her problem?” Wynona whispered. “She’s worse than normal.”

      Rascal shook his head, reached his non-wounded hand out, grabbed Wynona’s neck and pulled her in for several demanding kisses. When he was done, he rested their foreheads together. “We’ll figure it out in time, but if she thinks she can keep me from kissing the other half of my soul…she better think again. I’ll send her to the forest if I have to.”

      Wynona shook her head and gave his chest a small push. “I know better than that. You love her as much as I do.”

      “Some days I love her more than others,” he grumbled.

      “Is the PDA finished?” Celia’s voice asked wryly. “I wasn’t planning on taking a nap right now.”

      Wynona felt her cheeks heat up and she turned to see Celia with her eyes closed and her head tilted back.

      Huh, Rascal sent through their link. I’m shocked she didn’t say something before.

      “You can open your eyes,” Wynona told her sister. “Sorry about that.” Yeah…I totally forgot she was there.

      A slow smirk pulled across Rascal’s face and his chest puffed out in pride. Still got it, he bragged.

      Wynona rolled her eyes and walked back to the couch. Using a small bit of magic, she reheated her tea just as the front door burst open.

      “NONA!” Prim screamed, racing in and throwing herself at her best friend. “Are you alright? Daemon said you were, but I had to be sure.” Prim pulled back while still gripping Wynona’s shoulders. Her pink eyes searched every part of Wynona, from head to feet. “Nothing broken? Did you have to heal yourself? I’ll bet you healed yourself, right? What was wrong? Why would your mother do that?” Prim’s face became fierce. “Who does she think she is? She’s not above the law! Someone should do something. That whole apartment building looked like a bomb went off.”

      Prim’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth. “And the fire damage? Oh man…Nona…you should have seen it. Rayn nearly obliterated everything in Vampy’s apartment. It was sooo impressive.” She smirked. “I kinda wish I had powers like that. Filling his house with thorn-filled roses just doesn’t have the same effect.” Prim tapped her bottom lip. “Or maybe I should use Venus Fly Traps. Their love of meat might gross him out.” She shrugged. “Or maybe the predators would become friends. You never know with these things.”

      “Are you quite finished?” Celia groaned. “Fairy…I don’t know how my sister puts up with you. Your talk is longer than your legs.”

      “Celia,” Wynona scolded while Prim bristled.

      “Well, excuse me for caring about my best friend, witch.” Prim cocked her head and put her hands on her tiny hips. “And just where were you during all this?” Prim wiggled her fingers. “Why didn’t you help take down old Mumsy Poo? Too scared? Afraid of getting dragged back?”

      Celia leapt to her feet, her magic dripping from her fingers.

      “Enough,” Wynona snapped and put a barrier between them. “I’m tired,” she announced bluntly. “And we’re gathering in order to talk about the attack, see what we can learn and then search the grimoires. Your childish behavior will not help with any of it.”

      “Hear, hear,” Chief Ligurio said as he stormed into the room with Daemon close on his heels. His red eyes pinned Celia in place. “If we can’t be adults, then I suggest some of you leave.”

      Celia scoffed and threw herself back into her chair, crossing one leg over the other and folding her arms.

      Wynona grasped Rascal’s hand as he stepped closer, but she gave the chief her attention. “Have you heard anything?” she asked. “From Arune or Dr. Rayn?”

      Chief Ligurio’s face softened slightly and he gave a subtle shake of his head. “No. I’m sorry.”

      Wynona closed her eyes and nodded. She knew the dragon had more than likely taken Arune back to their home, but since it was in the wilds next to the Grove of Secrets, it would take a lot of time to find them and Wynona didn’t have it at the moment. Her mother had said she would leave the grimoires alone for now, but how well the witch would keep her word was anyone’s guess.

      “So what do we do now?” she asked the new arrivals.

      Chief Ligurio looked around the room, taking a moment to stare at each creature so he had their full attention before finishing on Wynona. “Now we see why your mother wants those grimoires so badly.”

      “And what are you planning to do once you find out?” Celia asked archly. Her tone said she was trying to be nonchalant, but the tenseness in her body told a different story.

      Chief Ligurio’s head turned slowly until his eyes rested on Celia. “Once we’ve learned what she wants, we use it against her.”

      “Meaning?” Celia continued to challenge.

      The vampire straightened, his chest coming out and his shoulders back and straight. “Meaning, we stop sitting around waiting for them to make a move. Instead, we take the fight to them.”
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      It took several seconds for the noise to die down, but Wynona curled into Rascal’s side and let the chief handle it. She usually took the lead, but she was grateful to hand the reins over to someone else. Her body slumped against Rascal’s shoulder and she bit back a yawn.

      Prim bounced in her seat, her hand waving through the air.

      “Ms. Meadows?” Chief Ligurio asked dryly.

      “I know we’re talking next moves, but can I hear the full story of the attack? Daemon told me some and I saw the building, but a full report would be useful.” She smiled, clasping her hands daintily in her lap like a young school girl.

      Celia huffed. “As much as I hate to agree with the tiny one,” she pressed on past Prim’s enraged squeak, “I’d like to hear as well.” Her dark eyes landed on Wynona. “But first, I want to say thank you.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened.

      “I’ve heard enough to know that you could have handed me over to Mother.” Celia’s voice grew softer with each word. “You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble by letting her know I stole the grimoires and where I was, but you didn’t.” Celia’s gaze dropped to her lap. “And for that I’m grateful.”

      I never thought I’d see the day, Violet muttered as she sauntered back in the room. Witchy Woman does have a conscience.

      Wynona smiled at her sister, then bent down and held out a hand for Violet. I’m glad you’re back, she said, putting the mouse on her shoulder.

      Well, if you two would stop with the smooshy face junk, I would stick around more often. She sniffed.

      Wynona sighed.

      Get used to it, Pipsqueak, Rascal argued. Or get your own smooshy face action.

      Violet came right up to Wynona’s ear. I don’t like him anymore, she whispered mentally.

      Wynona laughed, then sobered when she realized the room was watching her. “Sorry.” Clearing her throat, Wynona straightened in her seat.

      “Perhaps you can start with your side, Wynona?” Chief Ligurio pressed.

      Some of the stamina drained from her body, but Wynona nodded. “We figured out Marcella was making a play for the grimoires when I felt someone trying to unravel the spell I used to hide them.” She went on to tell about the pain, figuring out what it meant and realizing who she was fighting.

      “Rascal began calling others, which brought Arune into the picture.” Wynona closed her eyes in regret. “He must have ported because he was already there fighting when we arrived.”

      “Where is he now?” Celia asked.

      Wynona couldn’t help it when her vision blurred. “He was hurt…badly. I healed him as much as I could, but Rayn came and took him away. I haven’t seen him since.”

      Celia frowned, looking genuinely concerned. Apparently, this was a day of firsts for the normally taciturn witch. “Don’t we have a way to contact him?”

      “Only the phone,” Wynona said.

      Hold that thought, Violet said, scrambling down, then raced through the room, everyone watching before disappearing through the kitchen.

      “Oh my word,” Wynona breathed, jumping to her feet. “I should have thought of that.”

      “What?” Celia asked sharply.

      “The portal,” Wynona said, rubbing her forehead. “Arune never cleared the portal in my kitchen cupboard. It probably leads straight to him.” She started to walk toward it, but Rascal pulled her back.

      “I know you’re worried about your uncle, but let Violet go,” he said softly. “We need your help with the grimoires.”

      Wynona opened her mouth to argue, but snapped it shut. He was right. The power of the grimoires needed to be handled carefully, not to mention she was bonded to her grandmother’s, meaning no one else could use it. “You’re right,” she responded.

      He grinned. “Remember you said that.”

      Wynona laughed. “Let me grab them.”

      “Want help?” Daemon spoke up for the first time since arriving and Wynona gave him a nod.

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      They went through the kitchen to the garage where she and Rascal had brought them after the apartment incident and Wynona warily unlocked the spell. Immediately, Daemon grunted and his eyes went black. She looked at him in concern.

      “I’m trying to keep their signal from spreading,” he ground out. “But it won’t last long.”

      “I’ll hurry.” Wynona dashed into the garage, grabbed Granny’s grimoires and two others, then brought them inside and rebuilt the hiding spell.

      Daemon had his hands on his knees, breathing heavily by the time she was done.

      “Are you alright?” she asked, feeling bad that they were pushing him to his limits.

      He straightened, wiped his forehead and nodded. “Fine.”

      Watching him carefully for a moment more, Wynona nodded.

      “You need to take care of those,” he said, nodding toward the books in her arm.

      “Good idea.” Closing her eyes, Wynona put a new shield around the house. It wasn’t as good as the hiding spell and it wouldn’t keep all the magic inside completely, but it was better than nothing and would at least dull the effects.

      “The forest will help diffuse the rest,” Daemon said, his eyes still black. “It’s hard to read individual magic this close to the treeline.”

      “Well, that’s good to know.” Wynona began walking. “Coming?” she asked. She didn’t wait for him to respond, but the heavy sounds of footsteps were right behind her.

      They emerged into the gathering room and Wynona headed straight for the coffee table. “I brought three that I thought might be the most useful.” Setting them down, she spread them out. “This one is Granny’s and I’m the only creature who can read it, so I’ll take that one.”

      Wynona picked up another. “Celia? I think having a witch do most of the reading will help. We probably understand more than other species. Would you like to start with this one?”

      Celia nodded and came to get the book. She hesitated before going back to her seat. “So you bonded with Granny’s?” she asked softly.

      Wynona nodded. “Yes.” She shrugged. “On accident, since I didn’t actually know what bonding was at the time, but Arune has explained it to me.”

      Celia nodded and walked away.

      I think maybe she wanted that one for herself, Rascal said.

      Wynona looked his way. Possibly, but it’s too late now.

      He patted the seat next to him on the couch and Wynona sat down. “Who would like to try the third one?”

      “I’ll take it,” Arune’s voice said. His tone was low and raspy, as if he’d been without sleep for a couple of days.

      Spinning in her seat, Wynona’s eyes widened at the scene. Rayn stood behind Arune like an avenging angel, her height lending credence to the power emanating from her in thick waves. Smoke trickled from her nostrils and her eyes were flashing so brightly, they were like a beacon in a stormy sea.

      Meanwhile, Arune looked like a walking corpse. His skin was pale, there was heavy bruising under his eyes and his hands shook ever so slightly, but he stood on his feet, his suit immaculate and his chin in the air. All while a purple mouse preened on his shoulder.

      Rascal immediately growled, but Wynona hushed him. “Arune…Rayn…” Wynona paused. “How are you?”

      Arune smirked and tugged at his cufflinks, the move so familiar it made Wynona’s chest hurt with fondness. “I’m alive,” he said curtly. “Thanks to you.”

      Rayn’s chest rumbled and her voice echoed like the creature she barely kept under restraint. “I owe you a debt.”

      Wynona shook her head. “No. I already lost you your house. We’ll count it even.”

      Rayn’s smile was far from friendly, but she nodded regally.

      It was easy to see her guard wouldn’t be let down for a good while yet. Instead of asking more questions, Wynona simply held out the grimoire. “Why don’t we end this?” she asked.

      Arune walked over and took the book, then sat in the chair that Prim had vacated for him.

      Chief Ligurio went into the kitchen to grab the chairs at the dining table and soon everyone was gathered in groups, looking over the contents of the books.

      Wynona gathered her courage and opened Granny’s book, running her fingers lovingly along the pages. Truly, the book was a family heirloom.

      A gross heirloom, Violet offered, sauntering across the coffee table to join them. Do you have any idea how much blood that book has eaten?

      Wynona grinned. “I thought you liked a little bloodshed now and then?”

      Violet scrubbed her whiskers. Only if I’m the one doing it.

      Wynona huffed. “Let’s see what we can find, shall we?” She began flipping pages, reading words. Some of them were permanent on the page, others appeared when she touched the edge. But twenty minutes later, none of them looked like anything that her mother would be willing to kill over.

      “Anyone finding anything useful?” Wynona called out.

      “I discovered how to turn a mushroom into tiramisu,” Celia offered as she flipped pages. “I do believe Ms. Thenwart was more than a little obsessed with her desserts.”

      “That’s…odd,” Wynona said with a shake of her head. “Why would you spend time on that one?”

      “Apparently, she really liked tiramisu,” Prim added. “Do you have any idea how much work that dessert is? But mushrooms are everywhere.” She laughed. “Sounds like a good trick to me.”

      “Somehow I doubt Madam President is going to use tiramisu to take over Hex Haven,” Chief Ligurio drawled.

      The room grew quiet for a moment as everyone’s attention went back to the books. “How about turning your enemy into dessert?” Arune asked, his eyes twinkling with humor.

      “You can’t be serious,” Wynona scoffed.

      Literally, eating your enemies? Violet cackled maniacally. Sounds perfect! I like that witch.

      Arune grinned. “Actually, the spell turns them into a seven horned snake, but…” He shrugged.

      Violet glared. I hate snakes.

      “Then don’t use the spell,” Wynona said, going back to her book. “There has to be something.” She grunted in frustration when the next couple of spells were completely off the mark. Slapping her hands down on the pages, she watched with surprise as the magic of her anger soaked into the book, causing it to shiver.

      “Arune?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do books eat magic?”

      Arune’s head jerked up. “You didn’t know?”

      Wynona gave him a look. “Do you not remember how I was raised? Unless someone has taught it to me as an adult, I don’t know anything.”

      He sighed and nodded. “Since you’re actually bonded, you can use the book with intention.”

      Wynona raised her eyebrows.

      “Put your hands back down,” he instructed.

      Wynona warily pressed her palms into the book.

      “Now send a message to the grimoire with your intentions.”

      Wynona frowned. “So I ask it a question?”

      “No.” Arune shook his head. “Tell it what you want with command. If it can obey, it will.”

      Wynona looked at Rascal and he shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt to try.”

      She made a face. “Okay. Here goes.” Pressing her palms down again, Wynona closed her eyes and thought, Show me what my mother wants.

      Cracking an eye open a minute later, Wynona noted with disappointment that nothing had happened.

      Arune shrugged and went back to his book. “Looks like you’re doing it the old fashioned way. Intention isn’t always helpful anyway. Books tend to be very literal.”

      Wynona stared at the pages. There had to be a way to make this work for her. There was obviously a reason for the spell, now to get it to work for her. Putting her hands down again, Wynona closed her eyes once more. Show me my mom’s spell. The book shuddered, but didn’t move. Gritting her teeth, Wynona asked several more questions about her mom, but none of them worked. As a last resort, she spat, “Show me a spell that creatures would kill for!”

      The room stilled except for a couple of gasps as the book lit up and the pages began flipping rapidly. Wynona pulled her hands back quickly, trying not to get in the way until the pages fluttered to a stop.

      Her eyes quickly scanned the page, then widened at what she saw.

      “What?” Celia demanded. “What did it show you?”

      Wynona grabbed Rascal’s hand, seeking courage before she reached for the small slip of paper inside the binding. Once she read it, she closed her eyes, swallowing nausea.

      “Wynona!” Celia snapped.

      “It’s the magic,” Wynona managed, before swallowing again. “The spell is for transferring magic from one individual to another.”

      The room was deadly silent.

      “But the paper…” Wynona held it up with two fingers as if it would bite her. “I’m guessing this is what Mom’s after.” She eyed it again. “I do believe they were using the spell and taking notes.” She waved the paper. “And it looks like one piece got left here, the one with the winning formula.”
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      No one spoke. The silence weighed heavily on Wynona and she wasn’t sure what she could do to soften it. What she was looking at made her want to chuck the entire grimoire collection into the Grove of Secrets and ask the spirits to dispose of it.

      I don’t know if they like you enough for that, Violet muttered, the usual tone of sarcasm missing from her voice.

      “Let me see it,” Arune said, clearing his throat and standing up to walk across the room. Carefully, he took the page of notes from Wynona. Deep wrinkles marred his forehead as he read the page from front to back, then over again.

      “Well?” Celia asked. Like Violet, Celia’s voice lacked strength. The shock in the room was palpable and threatened to cut off Wynona’s air supply.

      She hoped she’d read it wrong. That maybe she’d interpreted the writing too quickly and misunderstood. The implications of this kind of spell were sickening. Was her father truly taking magic from one creature and transferring it to another?

      “But the magic didn’t look the same,” Wynona blurted out before she thought better of it. All eyes turned to her, and Wynona had to fight the urge to shrink back. “Like Thathion’s,” Wynona clarified. “His magic had holes and looked like it was on the outside. But Mr. Zumyra’s looked attached, like a normal magical creature.” She turned to Daemon. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      Daemon nodded solemnly, his arm tightening around Prim, who was paler than usual. “She’s right. The first time we saw a creature with magic he shouldn’t have, it looked wrong. Like a virus or curse, almost. This time, Zumyra appeared normal. Healthy, even.”

      Celia stood and walked over to Arune, peering over his shoulder. “Then they got better,” she whispered hoarsely.

      Chief Ligurio followed and put his arm around her shoulder.

      To Wynona’s surprise, her sister sank into the hold, as if allowing someone else to take the weight of what she was holding.

      “You know something,” Arune snapped, his neck spinning to pin down his niece.

      Celia closed her eyes and her chin fell to her chest. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “Celia,” Arune argued.

      She looked up and this time Chief Ligurio seemed to be holding her back. “I don’t know!” she shouted. Her voice dropped immediately. “I don’t know.” Her hair flew as she shook her head back and forth. Wynona watched her sister crumble. Strong, independent and fierce Celia began to cry.

      Chief Ligurio quickly spun her and pulled her into his chest, his arms wrapping tightly around her as she soaked his uniform. He growled, glaring at Arune.

      Arune didn’t back down, not that Wynona expected him to. “She knows something,” he said in a low voice. “Even if she doesn’t realize it. She knows.”

      Celia’s crying grew louder and Wynona stared, wide-eyed, at the scene. She felt helpless and responsible, though she wasn’t sure why.

      She worked for him, Violet said softly, curling into a ball. She worked for your dad.

      Wynona’s eyes flared. “Celia.” She cleared her throat and spoke louder. “Celia!”

      The crying slowed and Celia turned her head, but didn’t remove herself from Chief Ligurio’s embrace.

      “What did you do for Dad when you were his courier?”

      Celia hiccuped a couple of times. “I delivered messages,” she whispered thickly.

      “What kind of messages? Do you know?” Wynona stood and she felt Rascal stand right behind her. His strong, warm presence was as comforting as always.

      Celia frowned. “He’d have killed me if I looked.”

      Wynona nodded and came closer. “I understand, but I also know how brilliant you are.”

      Celia scoffed and straightened a little, wiping at her face in angry jerks.

      “Do you have any idea what he might have been using you for?”

      Celia made a face. “Only vague ideas.”

      “Let’s hear them,” Arune said crisply.

      Chief Ligurio’s lip curled, but he didn’t argue. His face softened the tiniest bit when he looked down at Celia. “Are you up for that?”

      Celia stepped back from his chest and smiled sarcastically at him. “Of course.” She patted his chest. “Sorry about the shirt. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Celia,” Wynona said. “You don’t have to—”

      “We can’t let him win,” Celia immediately ground out, then stopped. She visibly worked on loosening the tension in her body and cocked her head in a much more Celia-like way. “His reign of terror needs to end and if my horror-filled daydreams help with that, then by all means.” Strutting back to her seat, Celia sat down, crossing one knee over the other as if she owned the room. “What do you want to know?”

      Chief Ligurio, looking more fierce than ever, took his stance next to the chair, spreading his legs and folding his arms over his chest. His glare should have been enough to freeze the entire room on the spot, but Wynona knew it was simply protective. He had it bad for Celia and Wynona had a suspicion her sister felt the same way. Their history was a hard one and Wynona hoped Celia could let down her guard for longer than two minutes. Chief Ligurio was a little hard, but he was a good creature underneath.

      Arune sat back down as well, his gaze sharp. “You delivered messages?”

      Celia nodded curtly.

      “What type of messages?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. They were envelopes with letters. He always said they were business related.”

      “He couldn’t call?” Rascal asked. He grunted. “With all the technology we have today, why wouldn’t he simply call for business? There’s no way the president is lacking in resources.”

      “He’s not,” Celia responded sharply. “And I don’t know.”

      “He didn’t want there to be a trace,” Wynona said softly. She felt Rascal shift. “Letters were destroyable. With technology, too many creatures could keep a record.”

      Arune nodded thoughtfully. “Such as Dais,” he murmured. “The blackmail with Mrs. Langorm. All it took was one piece of technology to set that up.”

      Wynona shook her head. If Celia had been part of it, even unknowingly, then this planning had been going much longer than she had expected.

      “It was Wynona’s birth,” a gravelly female voice added.

      Wynona’s head snapped up. Dr. Rayn had barely spoken since arriving, her dragon too close to the surface as she stood protectively over her recovering soulmate.

      “What does that mean?” Rascal growled, leaning forward.

      Wynona put her hand on his arm, calming his alpha. “Rayn, please explain.”

      She cocked her head, still looking more animal than human at the moment. “You were realizing just how far back this goes.”

      Wynona nodded, not bothering to ask how Rayn knew that. Dragon senses were anything but well known.

      “Your birth set him off.”

      Rascal growled and Wynona rubbed his back. “I still don’t understand.”

      Rayn’s yellow eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared with smoke. “The prophecy. Do you remember?”

      Wynona gave a small nod.

      “What prophecy?” Chief Ligurio asked sharply.

      Rayn’s ears twitched and she recited it by heart. “Piece by piece, until undone. Unspool a yarn, the witch has won. The strong will win, the strong will lose. A family split, her will refuse.”

      Wynona felt the weight of the words with each one spoken. Dread pooled in her belly and it began to churn with unease. Violet curled in tighter.

      “You were supposed to be his weapon,” Rayn hissed. “Your mother knew the prophecy. She knew the most powerful witch in the world was supposed to arrive and that in the right hands, the world would be at their fingertips if your will aligned with theirs.”

      A shiver rocked Wynona’s body and Rascal immediately wrapped his arms around her. “Instead, I was born without powers.”

      Slowly, Rayn shook her head. “No. You weren’t born without powers. You were born cursed. But they had no way of removing it.”

      “So they moved on to plan B,” Arune finished. His tone, apart from his soulmate’s, was sympathetic, but Wynona could see the hardness behind the words.

      “The spell,” Wynona croaked out. “They began using the spell because I was of no use to them.”

      Arune nodded, looking weary. “This fight began long before your birth,” he said.

      “But my birth was supposed to end it.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. At least it was supposed to be the beginning of the end.”

      “The messages,” Celia added. “The messages were sent to families that…” She swallowed and looked up at Chief Ligurio.

      His eyes met hers and he nodded before putting a hand on her shoulder, rubbing reassuringly.

      Celia took a deep breath and pushed her chin in the air. “I began noticing patterns,” she said clearly. “The families that received messages were always friends of Mom and Dad.” She huffed. “So-called friends anyway. I don’t know that vipers actually have true ones.” A short, sarcastic laugh left her. “But anyway, I noticed that not long after the messages, something would happen to them…or at least one of them.”

      Wynona frowned, as did most of the room.

      “Such as?” Arune prodded.

      “Such as…a death,” Celia said, a little too quickly to be casual. “Usually one that looked like an accident.” Her eyes darted to Wynona. “Though several were found to be murders, thanks to my sister.”

      Wynona felt a small surge of pride override her nausea. Celia had never been one for compliments or for acknowledging the relationship between them. It was a small victory in the middle of a terrible tragedy, but it still felt good.

      “Can you tell us any of them?” Chief Ligurio asked, his hand resting on the back of her neck and rubbing slow circles.

      Celia’s eyes went to the ceiling as she pondered the question before she threw out a couple of names.

      Wynona gasped. “You were right,” she said breathlessly, spinning on her hip toward Rascal. “You said there were ties to the underground. But we didn’t have the creature power to do anything about it.”

      Rascal’s jaw tightened and his skin rippled. “I think this is the first time I wish I was wrong.”

      Violet snorted. I think we can safely say the end is near.

      No one responded to her joke. “But where does this get us now?” Wynona asked. “Can we tie this back to my father? We haven’t seen an obvious connection between my father and Mr. Zumyra.”

      Arune chuckled. “As if it would be obvious.”

      “Does it matter?” Prim piped up.

      Wynona had nearly forgotten her best friend was there.

      “What do you mean?” Arune snapped.

      Prim frowned. “Does it matter if Mr. Zumyra got his magic from President Le Doux?”

      “Why wouldn’t it?” Rascal asked.

      “Because Mr. Zumyra is the one who died,” Prim pointed out. “If they had a connection, it’s gone now. They can't work together on taking over the world anymore.”

      Rascal scratched behind his ear and Wynona pondered the question. It was a good one.

      “Maybe Father killed him?” Celia offered. “Maybe Zumyra was an experiment gone wrong.” She waved her hand at the paper. “We don’t know how long it’s taken them to perfect the recipe. Maybe Zumyra’s magic was still in the learning phase and Dad wanted to get rid of evidence.”

      “But how would he have done it?” Wynona asked. “We still can’t figure out how the murderer got in there in the first place, plus Ms.Vaxidor said Mr. Zumyra found her four years ago. That’s a long time for Dad to let a mistake run around making waves.”

      “I thought the assistant was the killer,” Prim inserted. “Wasn’t that decided a long time ago?”

      “She’s still on the list,” Chief Ligurio said darkly. “But we can’t place her at the scene.”

      Wynona’s mind spun. Something was wrong about the assistant theory and it was niggling at her. She let the scene at the station run through her brain once more. The screaming, the fighting of the officers, the paleness of Ms. Vaxidor when they entered the room…

      “She’s a si-ren,” Prim enunciated sarcastically. “She could have charmed every person there, including Mr. Zumyra. They’d have never seen her coming.”

      Slowly, pieces began to come together. “No…” Wynona said slowly, shaking her head.

      “No, what?” Rascal asked.

      “No…it wasn’t Ms. Vaxidor.”

      Prim huffed and folded her arms over her chest. “How can you be so sure? Someone was in that room.”

      “Besides the fact that there was no motive,” Wynona began, her mind finally came to a screeching halt. “Oh my…”

      “Anytime, Wynona,” Chief Ligurio drawled.

      “She’s afraid of blood.”

      The room stilled.

      “Pardon?” Arune asked, frowning.

      “Think about it.” Wynona sat forward on the couch. “When we went to the interrogation room, we all thought she’d been screaming because of the fight, but that wasn’t right. It was the blood.”

      “How can you be sure?” Rascal asked.

      “She was pale and sweating,” Wynona continued, her mind racing as she put pieces into place.

      “Yes, but why couldn’t that have been about the fight?” Chief Ligurio argued.

      “She’s been fought over her entire life,” Wynona explained. “She’s seen plenty of fights and her job for Mr. Zumyra is to draw in the male population. She must see fights nearly every night.” When no one contradicted her, Wynona plowed on, more and more sure of herself. “Plus, she grew scared again when they brought in drinks. She asked if Chief Ligurio was drinking blood.” Wynona held up her hands. “She knows he’s a vampire. Why would it bother her otherwise?”

      Arune pursed his lips and finally nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense any other way.”

      “But that puts us back to square one,” Rascal grumbled. “We don’t have a single suspect.”

      “Actually…” Wynona made a face. “I have an idea.”

      Prim’s face lit up and Celia rolled her eyes. “Well, out with it,” Celia drawled.

      Wynona turned to Chief Ligurio. “Chief…I need you to be willing to do something.”

      He glared.

      “Will you let Arune enchant you?”
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      “You can’t be serious,” Celia shouted, leaning forward in her chair.

      Chief Ligurio cocked his head and stared intently. “To what end?” he asked, catching Celia’s attention.

      Her head jerked up to look at him. “You’re not thinking of doing that?” Her hand flung through the air. “Who knows what will happen!”

      Arune grunted. “Do you doubt me so much, niece?”

      Celia turned her laser glare on her uncle. “Who would willingly go under the power of a spell they’ve never experienced before? One, I might add, which was just used right before a creature was murdered.”

      “Celia,” Wynona began. “This isn’t the same.”

      “Then why do you want to do it?”

      “Because I want to see what it looks like,” Wynona said plainly. “From a magical perspective.”

      Daemon stood. “You think something was wrong?”

      Wynona pinched her lips in thought, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. But all this talk of transferring magic has me thinking.”

      Chief Ligurio held out a moment longer before he nodded. “Fine. Arune.”

      Arune stood and Rayn came up to his shoulder. They looked at each other as if having an internal conversation, then he cupped her cheek and left a tender kiss at the tip of her nose.

      Wynona was positive that Rayn’s dragon purred and it made her want to laugh a little to think of the fierce creature submitting so meekly.

      Why don’t you purr, Wolfy boy? Violet taunted.

      Rascal scowled. I’m a wolf, not a stupid housecat.

      Violet shrugged. Could have fooled me.

      He leaned into Wynona’s shoulder, his canines flashing. Keep pushing, little one…and I’ll show you.

      Wynona let the laugh go and scratched behind Violet’s ear while patting Rascal’s chest. “Enough, you two. We’re trying to concentrate.”

      Rascal leaned back, but gave her a teasing curl of his lip.

      Wynona shook her head and turned back to her uncle, who was now circling Chief Ligurio.

      “Shouldn’t he at least sit down or something?” Celia asked. The fear was evident in her voice, though her thrust out chin and stiff jaw told Wynona she was trying to hide it.

      “I won’t hurt him,” Arune said with a mischievous grin. “Much anyway.”

      Chief Ligurio held his peace, but she spoke up. “Arune,” Wynona warned. “This is not the time for revenge of any kind. We’re trying to solve a murder.”

      He paused his prowling, then nodded regally. “Of course. Whyever would you think otherwise?”

      Wynona rolled her eyes while Rayn grinned like the wild animal she held inside. They’re enjoying this far too much.

      Rascal snorted. Very few people ever get the chance to embarrass Chief. He winked at Wynona. It’ll do him good.

      Males.

      Rascal pumped his eyebrows.

      “Did you wish to sit?” Arune offered.

      Chief Ligurio folded his hands over his chest and shook his head. “Let’s just take care of it.”

      “Fine.” Arune stood directly in front of the police chief, making eye contact. “Deverell…listen to my voice.”

      Wynona shook her head. She could feel the power in the words and it slithered over her in an uncomfortable way. This magic wasn’t exactly dark, but it wasn’t pure white either.

      “Nothing exists outside my voice,” Arune continued. “You will listen, you will obey, you will focus solely on what I am about to tell you.” Arune stepped back. “Are you ready?”

      Chief Ligurio’s eyes never moved and his body stood rigid.

      Arune glanced at Wynona and nodded. “Now is the time to study him.”

      Wynona walked over, blinking her vision into sight. Like last time, she noted that the magic was a thin film over the whole body, almost like one of her shields, but much closer to the skin.

      “Does this look right to you?” she asked Daemon.

      “It does.”

      “And you said it’s movable?”

      Daemon nodded.

      Wynona reached for Chief Ligurio’s arm, but gave Arune one last glance. At his affirmative nod, she ran her finger along the chief’s sleeve, scraping back the enchantment like butter. Wynona shook her hand and the magic plopped to the floor with a gloop.

      Her body shook slightly as she stepped back. Her finger still tingled and the feel of the magic was stronger now, crawling across her skin like ants marching in a line. “That’s…” She swallowed hard. “That’s not what it was like,” she said hoarsely.

      “Tell me again,” Daemon said curtly, stepping up to her side.

      “Shouldn’t we let him out?” Celia cried.

      “He’s fine,” Arune assured his niece. “Let them study.”

      Wynona could feel the eyes of the room on her, but she couldn’t look away from the glop on the floor. “I couldn’t move it before,” she whispered. “It was like a firm rubber. I tried using magic, but nothing penetrated and I stopped because I was afraid of hurting him.”

      “And you only tried this on the bodyguard?” Rascal asked.

      Wynona nodded.

      “What exactly does this tell us?” Prim piped up.

      “Bring him out,” Wynona said, waving at the chief. “Arune. Bring him out.”

      Arune gave her an odd look, but did as she asked. “Listen to my voice…obey my voice…Deverell…you are released.”

      Chief Ligurio’s eyes began to blink. It took a moment for his body to come back under control and when he did, a shiver wracked him from his head to his feet. Immediately, a growl grew in the room. The police chief took an aggressive step toward Arune, but Celia’s hand landed on his chest.

      “Dev?” she whispered softly.

      He paused, his eyes slightly wild and glowing red. Looking down at her hand, he faced her.

      “It’s alright,” she said, stepping completely in front of him. “It’s alright. It’s over now.”

      “I know it’s over,” Chief Ligurio snarled. His head snapped toward Arune. “I remember everything.”

      Arune smirked. “I didn’t ask you to forget.”

      Another shiver tore through the vampire and Celia grabbed his arm. “Come on,” she cooed. “Sit down and I’ll bring you something to drink.”

      Well, color me orange, Violet said in awe. The witchy lady has been nice twice in one day. Now we just have to wait and see if she offers up her wrist.

      Wynona wiped her hands on her skirt, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t see the magic anymore, for which she was grateful, but the oily feeling still persisted. “I have to wash my hands,” she whispered before fleeing to the kitchen.

      “You alright?” Rascal asked from the kitchen entrance. He had his arms folded over his chest and his shoulder leaning against the doorframe.

      “I will be,” Wynona replied, scrubbing her fingers vigorously. She sighed when the tingling finally dissipated. “I hated how it felt,” she admitted. “It was…slimy and oily and I didn’t like it at all.”

      “So it’s dark magic?”

      Wynona shook her head. Wiping her hands dry, she turned and rested her lower back against the sink. “I don’t think so. It doesn’t have the look and same stench as black. It’s not as repulsive, but it’s definitely not good.”

      “Please tell me that taught you something,” Chief Ligurio snapped angrily from just behind Rascal.

      Wynona closed her eyes and nodded.

      “You know who did it?”

      She looked at the chief. “There was no entrance or exit evidence. We’ve seen quite clearly that a true enchantment leaves the enchanted creature without the ability to move or be in control.” Wynona sighed. “I have no doubt that if Arune had asked you to forget, you would have.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Agreed. My mind felt…detached. Languid. In the moment, I didn’t register anything around me but Arune’s voice. But when it was over, it all came back to me.”

      “And we know that Mr. Zumyra specialized in forgetting spells, so it would have been nothing for him to keep memories erased.”

      “Then it was the bodyguard.”

      Wynona turned to Rascal. “I believe so.”

      “Because he held some other kind of magic,” Rascal continued. “No one had to break in or escape because he was already in there. The window was simply a distraction.” Rascal’s voice deepened. “He waited until Zumyra had everyone enchanted and then made his move.”

      Wynona put her hands on her hips. “What I can’t figure out is how he avoided being enchanted in the first place. Pretending to be is fine. But avoiding Zumyra’s voice? How?”

      Arune joined the crowd, Rayn right at his side. “Ear plugs?”

      “Not that I noticed,” Wynona responded, looking to the police for confirmation. “Non-magical or magical. Nothing was concentrated around his ears.”

      Rascal shrugged as well as the chief.

      “What did he say when you interviewed him?” Wynona asked. “I saw him at the station the next day, but he refused to speak to me.”

      “Pretty much the same,” Rascal answered. “Grunts and short answers. Mostly he looked eager to escape and said he didn’t remember anything.” Rascal smirked. “All of the room occupants were like that though. Except the reporters wanted a story, of course.”

      “Of course,” Celia drawled, sauntering past the men and leaning on the counter. “They’re relentless.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened. “I think I know how we can get him to confess,” she breathed.

      Celia gave her the side eye, but Rascal perked up, as well as Violet.

      Please say it involves me biting his nose until he speaks, she demanded.

      Wynona shook her head. “Not this time, Violet.”

      Violet sulked and huffed, but Wynona ignored her.

      “To start, we need to speak to Mr. Danheard.”
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      Wynona paced the floor of the police station, her nerves on high alert as they waited for word from the reporter.

      “Wy…” Rascal called out, the humor in his voice easy to hear. “Come sit down before you wear out the carpet.”

      “Har, har,” she responded sarcastically. With a huff, she threw herself on the couch in his office. “I hate waiting.”

      Rascal chuckled. “I think that used to be my line. You’ve always been the patient one.”

      Wynona threw her head back. “I know, but something about this is different. I feel…” She hesitated. Not quite knowing how to put into words what was churning inside. The more they dug into her father’s activities, the more Wynona felt as if the world were about to come to an end. The weight of Hex Haven and its present and future inhabitants were in her hands and she was struggling under the weight.

      One part of her wanted her father to simply keep doing his thing and hope that he never took it any farther. The other, more rational part of her, was desperate to simply have it all over with. Declare war, take him down and get rid of the darkness that they were uncovering with every investigation they did.

      It went so much deeper than she could have ever expected and Wynona hated it. Hex Haven, indeed the entire paranormal world, deserved to be free of tyranny and whatever her father intended to become.

      But the suspense of drawing it out was killing her.

      Violet snickered. And you make fun of me for wanting to bite noses. Ha!

      Wynona rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t really know what’s wrong with me.”

      Rascal strode over and sat down, pushing Wynona forward so he could massage her shoulders and neck. “Every warrior feels this before a battle,” he said calmly. “It’s normal.”

      “Not for me, it’s not,” Wynona murmured, wincing a little as he hit a particularly stiff knot.

      You could use your magic, you know, Violet reminded her.

      Where’s the fun in that? Wynona teased.

      Gross. Let me know when the ghost gets here. Violet scrambled down and dove under one of the bookcases.

      Wynona laughed, grateful for the break in tension. These feelings really were unusual for her and she kind of hated that she was struggling with them. She was usually very calm and handled most situations without anger, but right now she was a mess.

      A knock came on the door and Wynona jerked upright. Rascal gave her a look, stood up and responded “Enter.”

      “Deputy Chief,” the officer said. “You have a visitor.”

      Wynona and Rascal exchanged significant glances. “Let him in.”

      No one came through the door and Wynona immediately changed her vision. “Hello, Mr. Danheard,” she said coolly, raising an eyebrow right at him.

      The ghost became corporeal and threw up his hands. “How do you do that?”

      Wynona shook her head. “Did you speak to him?”

      “Not exactly…” the bluecap hedged.

      Rascal growled and the small creature jumped.

      “What I mean is, I talked to him without talking to him.”

      “Explain,” Rascal barked and Wynona had to bite her cheek. Her husband sounded exactly like his boss at the moment.

      Mr. Danheard harrumphed. “Fine. We found him at a bar and I told the bartender all about the assistant theory.” He grinned, his teeth sharp and small. “I really sold it too. Maybe I should have done acting instead of writing.”

      Wynona gave him a smile. “Thank you,” she said. “The department is grateful for your help.”

      “And I’m grateful for the exclusive rights to the outcome.” Danheard rubbed his hands in glee. “I’m gonna get a Paralitzer for this one.”

      Rascal pointed to the door. “You may go.”

      “I want to sit in on the sting.”

      “Absolutely not,” Rascal growled, climbing to his feet. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      The bluecap set his chin and Wynona knew they were in for trouble.

      More courage than common sense, Violet drawled with a yawn. Booring.

      “Thank you, Mr. Danheard,” Wynona said politely. She walked across the room to quickly diffuse the mounting situation. Funny enough, she felt much more calm than before. Maybe she just needed to feel as if they were moving forward.

      Or maybe you just need someone else to be on the brink of a nervous breakdown, Violet offered. It can be me next time.

      Danheard pushed his glasses up his nose. “Fine,” he snapped. He glared at Rascal, but pointed a finger at Wynona. “But only because I trust her to keep her word.”

      “And we appreciate it,” Wynona said quickly as Rascal’s growl deepened. “I’ll be sure to let you know as soon as I’m able.”

      With one last shove of his glasses, Mr. Danheard marched out of the room, letting the door slam behind him.

      Rascal grunted and Wynona rubbed his arm. “Come on. It’s all set up. Now we just need to give him a call.”

      Rascal marched to his desk and nearly ripped the phone out of its wiring.

      Wynona sat on the edge of the couch, straining to listen. Out of all the powers she seemed to have, there were times she wished she had the same extra sensory hearing as Rascal and Chief Ligurio. It would certainly come in handy.

      “Shengis?” Rascal said gruffly into the line. He waited a second before responding. “This is Deputy Chief Strongclaw from the Hex Haven police department. We have a theory on the murder of your boss, Mr. Navarre Zumyra, but we need more evidence before we can bring it to court. We’d like you to come to the precinct and try an experiment with us.”

      Rascal waited again.

      “I know you said you don’t remember anything, but we believe we’ve found someone who can help unlock the memories of that night.” Rascal leaned back in his seat, looking more relaxed than before. “Uh-huh. Right. If we can use your memories as an eyewitness, we’ll have the whole thing settled in court before the next full moon.”

      Wynona waited impatiently, her toe bouncing as Rascal finished up. When the phone finally hit the cradle, she leaned forward. “We on?”

      Rascal grinned, the look full of his predator. “We’ve got him.”

      

      Two hours later, Wynona sat in the back of yet another interrogation room, only this one was quite a bit larger than the normal ones. Shengis was seated in a chair in the middle of the room, his nearly black eyes staring straight ahead without fully focusing, while Chief Ligurio and Rascal stood off to the side.

      “I want you to pay attention to my voice,” Arune said calmly.

      Wynona could feel the lack of magic in the words, though she hoped that Shengis didn’t notice. She’d barely interacted with the bodyguard other than seeing him at the scene and then once more at the office.

      Honestly, he was the last creature she would have suspected to have killed Mr. Zumyra, but in her experience, she knew that meant little. He was obviously trained and capable of killing, just like Dais, but the motive still eluded Wynona.

      If she hadn’t accidentally tested her magic against the enchantment on his arm, she never would have turned the spotlight in his direction. Even the moment in the police station didn’t begin to make sense until after she realized how much the enchanter’s voice had to do with the actual magic.

      “You will listen…you will hear…you will obey,” Arune continued, walking in a slow circle around Shengis’s chair.

      One side of Wynona’s mouth quirked. Arune was enjoying himself. But it quickly fell again when Wynona remembered why they were there.

      “Nod if you hear me,” Arune said, stopping in front of Shengis, his hands clasped behind his back.

      Shengis’s eyes were staring blankly into the distance as he nodded slowly.

      Arune clapped and Shengis didn’t flinch or blink. Looking at Chief Ligurio, Arune gave a nod. “What do you want me to ask him?”

      “Ask if he remembers the night of the murder,” Chief Ligurio said in a soft, but firm voice. He folded his hands over his chest, looking fully in charge of the situation, a vast difference from his own enchantment only hours earlier.

      “Shengis,” Arune said, directing his voice to the frozen troll. “Do you remember Mr. Navarre Zumyra?”

      Shengis gave another slow nod.

      “Do you recall what happened to him?”

      Shengis stayed still for several moments before nodding.

      “What happened?”

      “He died,” Shengis replied in monotone.

      “Were you present when he died?”

      Shengis didn’t move.

      Arune pursed his lips. “Hear my voice,” he said again. “I want you to go back in your memory. To the very dark corners of your mind… Find them…shine a light on them…pull forward those visions that have been lost.”

      Wynona forced herself to breathe, her tense muscles holding too tightly as she watched the scene with trepidation. This has to work, she murmured.

      Patience, Violet sent back. Have a little patience.

      Wynona almost laughed. Usually that conversation went the opposite direction, but still…Wynona’s nerves had been so on edge lately that she couldn't’ blame her familiar for throwing her own words back in her face.

      “Do you see them?” Arune asked.

      Shengis nodded.

      “Do you see Mr. Zumyra when he was still alive?”

      “Yes.”

      Arune glanced at Chief Ligurio, who nodded. “Do you see him entering the hotel suite from his bedroom?”

      A moment later, Shengis responded. “Yes.”

      “Do you see him addressing the reporters?”

      Another pause. “Yes.”

      “Do you see a creature coming up behind him?”

      Shengis stiffened and his eyes widened. “Y-yes.”

      Wynona stood up, she couldn’t help it. She didn’t walk forward, however, when Rascal gave her a stern look. Clasping her hands at her waist, Wynona kept her feet still, but her ears were straining.

      “Describe what you see,” Arune commanded.

      His dark eyes darted around as if he were watching a scene. “They’re…dressed in black. Slim, agile…curves like a female.” Shengis leaned forward. “Navarre doesn’t see. I…I can’t move. They raise the knife high.” His voice has dropped to a gravelly tone. “The creature is shorter than Navarre. A knife. A long, silver knife. Something is…wrong with the knife. It doesn’t look right.” Shengis jerked a little. “The creature brings the knife to Navarre’s back. He doesn’t cry out, but his mouth is open. His body falls to the floor with a loud thud.”

      Wynona made a face at the description. She remembered the moment that happened. She and Prim had been talking to the guard at the door when the crashing noise came.

      “The creature leaned forward, watching for signs of life…” Shengis trailed off and tilted his head. “Then escaped off the deck without speaking.”

      “But they were female?” Arune asked.

      Shengis nodded. “Yes.”

      “You’re sure?” Arune pressed.

      Shengis nodded again. “Yes.”

      “Did you see any other defining features? Anything that would let us know who was dressed in black? Can you see their face?”

      It took Shengis several heartbeats to answer. “Brown hair, long and wavy, but tied by a band.”

      “What about her eyes? Have you seen her before?”

      “Yes.”

      Arune scowled. “When have you seen her?”

      “She works with Navarre.”

      The room stilled.

      Arune lifted his chin. “When the knife went in his back, was there blood?”

      Shengis nodded. “Yes.”

      “Lots of blood? Or a little?”

      “His shirt was soaked and it began to pool on the floor,” Shengis replied.

      “Bring him out,” Chief Ligurio said, stepping back from the situation and typing some quick notes on his computer.

      “Listen to me well, Shengis. Hear my voice…”

      Wynona slipped to Rascal’s side as Arune brought Shengis out of the enchantment. “It worked,” she whispered. She should have felt elated at the news, but somehow, figuring out a murder never held the same thrill as other adventures.

      Rascal gave her a commiserating smile and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Mr. Shengis,” Chief Ligurio said as the troll blinked and shook himself slightly.

      “Chief! I remembered.” Shengis’s deep tone was excited. “He did it. Your enchanter brought back my memories.”

      Chief Ligurio shook his head. “No, Mr. Shengis. I think what we have here is a case of you being a very good actor.”

      The troll frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      Chief Ligurio stood directly in front of the troll. “The man you thought was an enchanter is simply a witch.”

      Arune grinned. Shengis didn’t need to know that Arune actually could enchant him. Wynona and Daemon both knew no magic had been used in the session.

      Shengis’s frown deepened.

      “He’s not an enchanter and no magic was used here today.” Chief Ligurio waved toward the doorway. “Officer Skymaw made sure of it.”

      Daemon’s eyes were fully black and he raised an eyebrow.

      “But…I remembered,” Shengis said warily.

      “Of course you did,” Chief Ligurio agreed. “Because you were the only one who could.”

      “I saw that woman kill him,” Shengis said darkly, rising to his full height.

      Chief Ligurio didn’t budge. “That woman…as you put it, is terrified of blood,” he explained. “She’d have never made it six inches away from the crime scene without fainting or losing her lunch.”

      Wynona stepped further into Rascal’s side when the troll seemed to grow slightly, as if trying to intimidate the chief.

      “I was enchanted,” Shengis tried one more time.

      “You weren’t,” Chief Ligurio argued. “And I have an eyewitness to prove it.”

      Shengis turned immediately to Wynona, his black eyes boring into hers before his shoulders finally slumped. He fell back into his chair. “It was a set up,” he snarled. “The reporter at the bar, one of the ones who was in the room. He set me up.”

      Chief Ligurio nodded. “Get comfortable, Mr. Shengis. Before we arrest and process you, I have a few questions.”
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      The troll looked as if he were going to be sick and Wynona felt slightly sorry for him. She had a strong feeling that he was nothing but a pawn in this situation, though they’d hopefully know for sure in a few minutes.

      “What would you like to know?” Shengis asked, his voice weary as he slumped in his seat.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning?” Chief Ligurio responded, walking back to his seat near the table. “As in, who hired you to kill him?”

      Shengis snorted. “You really believe I can tell you that?”

      “You really believe they’ll come save you if you don’t?” Chief Ligurio shot back.

      Shengis shrugged. “No one will come save me. But I still can’t tell you.”

      “Was Mr. Langorm trying to get rid of the competition?” Chief Ligurio pressed. “Or perhaps Mrs. Langorm used you as insurance when her first hire didn’t follow through?”

      Shengis’s eyes widened. “Well, now that’s interesting. She hired a mercenary as well, huh?”

      Chief Ligurio waited and the room grew uncomfortably quiet.

      Wynona wanted to shift her weight, tap her foot, do something to break the stifling tension in the space. This room was larger to accommodate more officers, but right now it felt smaller than Rascal’s office.

      Shengis shook his head. “All you need to know is that your story is correct. I killed him.”

      “Why?”

      Shengis grinned. “Because I was told to.”

      Chief Ligurio narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “By whom?”

      “Whom.” Shengis chuckled. “How fancy.”

      Chief Ligurio’s hand tightened into a fist and Wynona was afraid he was going to send it into Shengis’s face.

      Don’t smash the nose, Violet shouted. That’s mine!

      Wynona barely refrained from rolling her eyes. We need answers, she told Rascal. How do we do it?

      Subterfuge, Rascal responded, never taking his eyes off the troll. Somewhere he’ll slip up, give Chief time.

      Wynona nodded reluctantly and sat back.

      “Skymaw!” Chief Ligurio bellowed.

      “Chief.” Daemon stepped away from the door, his eyes still fully black.

      “Can you see the spell?”

      Shengis stiffened and looked nervous for the first time since he arrived.

      Wynona frowned, unsure where they were going with the conversation. With a couple of blinks, she brought her magical vision to the front. Whatever spell had been on Shengis was all but gone. Only a slight tinge of green rested on his skin.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Chief Ligurio smirked, leaning back as if he had all the time in the world. “Not dissipating quite quickly enough, Shengis?”

      Shengis didn’t move, though his eyes darted between Daemon and the chief.

      “Skymaw?”

      “Yes, Chief?”

      “Can you see whose signature it is?”

      Shengis’s eyes widened to the size of dinner plates and he began to shake his head. “You can’t do that,” he said, his tone more gravelly than normal.

      “Obviously, I can,” Chief Ligurio stated. “I have enough evidence to put you away as a murderer, which means I have every right to process everything about you, including any lingering spells and curses.” Chief Ligurio’s red eyes flashed maliciously. “And if we can see the spell you used to avoid Zumyra’s enchantment and see who performed it? Then I’ll be sure to tell them you said hello.”

      Shengis’s nostrils flared. “I don’t think you want to do that.”

      Chief Ligurio leaned forward. “Convince me.”

      Wynona couldn’t breathe. The alpha tension in the room was suffocating. Every creature there was trying to intimidate the other and their auras were fighting a silent, but choking battle.

      Just when she was sure she couldn’t take any more, Daemon stepped forward.

      “It’s the president,” he said softly.

      Wynona’s jaw dropped. How? she asked.

      He’s bluffing. Hold on. Rascal's mind went silent and Wynona found herself holding her breath once again.

      She studied the magic residue left on Shengis. His face had blanched, but he was still holding out and Wynona began to wonder if she could help push him over the edge. They all suspected her father was involved, but bluffing about the magic was brilliant.

      Yeah, but also devious, Violet snickered. No wonder you didn’t think of it.

      Wynona slowly stood, deciding to poke the bear just a little more. She saw Rascal twitch, as if to stop her, but she kept going, keeping her eyes trained on Shengis.

      At first, he didn’t notice her–after all, she’d been sitting in a corner of the room that was fairly dark–but she knew that he’d catch on soon. She kept her magic vision on. Her glowing purple eyes had a tendency to make people ill at ease and that’s exactly what she was going for.

      Shengis’s beady eyes finally landed on her and he jerked backward. “What are you doing?” he growled.

      Wynona stepped closer. “Let me see,” she said softly, holding out her hand.

      “See what?” Shengis looked at the chief. “Who is she? Where did she come from?” He watched Wynona warily. “And why are her eyes purple?”

      Wynona continued to hold out her hand, waiting patiently for him to connect the dots.

      “She’s a consultant,” Chief Ligurio said calmly, too calmly. He smiled. “If you look past the purple eyes, you might think she reminds you of someone.”

      Shengis scowled and shook his head, then studied her again. After a few awkward moments, his eyes flared and he leaned back before jumping to his feet. “Does he know you're here?” he ground out. “Working with them?”

      Wynona sighed. “Let me see,” she said again.

      Oh, you’re good. Hang in there. Lughead’ll figure it out soon. He’s already said more than he should, Violet whispered.

      “See what?” Shengis bellowed.

      Rascal growled and stepped up behind Wynona.

      She was surprised to notice that his alpha was completely under control, though she could feel his presence. For the first time in a long time, Rascal wasn’t fighting with his inner self.

      Slowly, Shengis held out his arm and Wynona grabbed his wrist, looking down at the magic. She slid a finger just above his skin, the thin layer of magic evaporating with her touch. “Officer Skymaw,” she said softly. “I think you’re right.”

      Shengis yanked his arm back and scrambled a few feet from the group. “He’ll kill you,” he growled. “You know that, right? You’re the one. The one he’s after.”

      Wynona felt the words hit her like a slap and she had to lock her knees.

      “Why did the president hire you to kill Zumyra?” Chief Ligurio asked, rising to his feet and coming up to Wynona’s other side.

      Wynona caught the quietest of grunts from Daemon and she realized he was starting to sweat. Dang it. Sorry, Daemon! She always forgot that he had a hard time with her magic on display since he wasn’t strong enough to stop it and sometimes it caused physical pain. She quickly blinked it away, letting her eyes go back to normal.

      Shengis’s teeth ground. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “Try me,” Chief Ligurio snapped. “My patience is running thin, Shengis. If you won’t cooperate, don’t expect me to protect you when we talk to President Le Doux.”

      The troll laughed humorlessly. “You won’t be speaking to him.” He sat back in his seat and scrubbed at his face. “No matter what I tell you, you won’t pin anything on the president. He’s too good.”

      “Your word would go a long way.”

      “I’ll be dead before the trial.”

      The room stilled.

      Wynona felt her stomach heave. Shengis was so casual about it. As if his death was imminent and unavoidable.

      “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on and we’ll take it from there,” Chief Ligurio urged.

      Shengis shook his head. “I should never have taken the job,” he grumbled, the chair groaning underneath his weight. He looked at Wynona. “How did you know it was me?” he asked hoarsely. “What did you see?”

      Wynona’s brows pulled together and she turned to Rascal.

      Rascal shrugged.

      “The spell,” Wynona responded. “It didn’t behave like a normal enchantment.”

      The troll huffed. “I thought it was because I couldn’t hear you in the station a couple days ago.”

      Wynona’s frown deepened and she thought back on the encounter. It only took a few seconds for her jaw to drop. “That’s why your eyes were green.” She gasped. “ And now they’re black. The spell. It was still there. It kept you from hearing Mr. Zumyra, which was why you weren’t enchanted in the first place. Then in the station, it hadn’t worn off yet so when I tried to talk to you, you didn’t respond, same when the police were interrogating you and I kept seeing a green flash when your eyes moved…”

      The troll looked smug and folded his arms over his chest. “If you hadn’t tried to clear the charm, you’d have never known.” He shook his head. “And here I thought I’d slipped up. Instead, it was sheer dumb luck.”

      Wynona felt her face heat, but she couldn’t deny what he’d said. If she hadn’t chosen him as her practice creature, she’d never have realized that the spell on him wasn’t the same as the others. “Did my father give you magic?”

      Shengis’s head snapped back to her. “What do you know?” he snarled, the defeated feeling in the room immediately evaporating. One side of his lip stayed curled and Wynona backed up, running into Rascal’s vibrating chest.

      “Stay down,” Rascal snarled, his hand landing on her hip.

      Shengis growled in return. “You won’t win. The president has been gathering for too long. He’s almost complete.”

      Wynona opened her mouth to ask what her father was gathering, but Chief Ligurio jumped in.

      “How did Zumyra come into this? Was he simply a loose end? A liability?”

      Shengis never looked away from Wynona. “You aren’t enough,” he whispered.

      Rascal’s skin rippled and he pushed Wynona behind him before getting right in the troll’s face. “Back down, troll.”

      Shengis’s head continued to shake slowly. “He’s coming. He’s taken hundreds. You won’t win.”

      Wynona peered around Rascal’s side, putting her hands on his back to help keep his wolf under control, but Rascal was beyond listening.

      When Shengis stood up, Rascal disappeared, his wolf crouched and snarling loud enough to wake the dead.

      “Sit down!” Chief Ligurio shouted. “Shengis…you’re under arrest for the murder of Navarre Zumyra. Anything you say—”

      Wynona watched in terror as Shengis worked his jaw, finally creating a snapping sound before he swallowed something that appeared large.

      “SKYMAW!” Chief Ligurio shoved Wynona to the side, rushing the troll.

      But it was too late. His brown eyes rolled up in head right before Shengis’s knees buckled. The large body hit the floor with a heavy thud, shaking the whole room.

      “Stay back!” Chief Ligurio continued, arms out, watching the body for signs of any repercussions.

      Like pedestrians at a car crash, Wynona couldn’t look away, her eyes glued with morbid fascination as a small puff of black smoke escaped the troll’s mouth, dissipating gently into nothingness.

      Rascal’s wolf continued to growl, pacing the room and staying between Wynona and the body.

      “Rascal,” she whispered hoarsely, reaching for him, but the wolf wasn’t deterred and Wynona barely caught Daemon’s grunt before an explosion threw her against the back wall. Wynona’s head split through the sheetrock and she screamed, her magic reacting instantly by throwing up a shield.

      WY!

      Rascal’s voice cut through the deafening noise of the explosion and Wynona reached out, sending her shield into the room without a clear destination. Everything was black and she could feel her pupils dilating as they tried to adjust, but all she knew was that she needed to save Rascal.

      Where are you? Wynona shouted, coughing and shifting onto her hands and knees. Her head felt as if it had been bashed in with a hammer, but everything in her was screaming to find Rascal. She could feel Violet clinging to her hair and Wynona was once again grateful for the size of her familiar. It made it easier to keep track of her.

      Coughing and retching dominated the space, but Wynona couldn’t tell who was who. She was positive the black smoke was some kind of poison, but how could she protect those she couldn't see?

      Wy? Where are you? Rascal’s voice was weaker and desperate.

      “I’m here,” she whispered, her head hurting too much to carry on a mental conversation. “Rascal. I’m here.” She crawled forward, desperately trying to look through the dimness.

      Arune says to use your soul link, Violet offered.

      Wynona stopped. “You’re talking to Arune?” she choked out.

      Just do it! Violet shouted.

      “I forgot he was here,” Wynona wheezed. Closing her eyes, she dove directly to the mental connection she had found only once before. Rascal’s link, normally the brightest in her head, was dimmer and panic immediately climbed Wynona’s throat. Don’t you dare let go, Wynona shouted mentally. Rascal. Do you hear me?

      Wy…

      She could feel his labored breathing and when he coughed it sounded as if he was going to cough up a lung.

      Wait…Wy…hold up…Violet began stammering.

      Wynona could feel Rascal’s distress, but she still couldn't’ see him. His line was dimmer than it should have been and as his breathing slowed, hers grew more rapid.

      She could feel it coming. A familiar coldness settled over Wynona and her body stopped shaking. A small part of her mind began to scream and urge her to stay in control, to not let this…whatever it was…take over, but with each heavy cough shaking Rascal’s line, Wynona’s control slipped.

      Until finally she stood up. Cool, calm and collected, she surveyed the room with new eyes. Bodies were strewn everywhere, their magical signatures visible to her enhanced eyesight. Looking around, she searched for the threat and pinpointed the body spewing the toxic curse.

      Walking with an elegance and grace that she never seemed to manage in her regular life, Wynona stood next to the troll and her lip curled.

      Wy…Fight it…

      Waving her hand above the body, she began to swirl the curse, sucking the smoke back where it belonged. Slowly at first, then faster, the room began to clear. A dozen officers lay around the room, some on their backs and others on their knees, chests heaving, their skin tinged with the darkness.

      Sneering at the weakness, Wynona began sucking out the toxin, one creature at a time. She started with the wolf, something about him called to her and she knew she wanted him safe first.

      With another wave, she jerked the very air from his lungs and the curse from his pores. The body jerked, twitching as her magic cleansed and left the animal unconscious on the floor.

      One by one, she did every body lying in the room, though she almost left the vampire, who glared at her the whole time she worked. Ingrate, she thought.

      Wy…you gotta get control, a voice warned. This isn’t you. Fight it. Come back.

      Wynona waved the thoughts away as if they were a pesky fly barging into her picnic.

      When the last creature fell to the ground, knocked out from her cleansing, Wynona held the swirling plague just above her palm, then slammed it downward, into the body it originated from.

      The body bounced off the ground, landing with a ground-shaking thud, and quickly began to disintegrate at the edges.

      Wynona watched dispassionately as it disappeared. She couldn’t remember why he deserved to die, but she didn’t mourn his death. The paranormal world deserved to be cleansed of the weak and the disgusting.

      She surveyed the room when the job was done, not one creature was stirring. Shaking her head, she began to walk toward the door. A tug at her midsection had her stopping near the wolf and she looked down. Something wanted her attention. This wolf was…powerful. There was more to him than she could see and she didn’t want to leave him.

      But the vampire was stirring, and his power began to emerge. He was far from strong enough to take her down, but Wynona was finished here.

      Snapping her fingers, the wolf rose in the air and trailed behind her as she marched out the door.
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      Wynona strode for the door of the police station. The officers and others were crowding the hallway, but her magic cleared a smooth path of no resistance. She ignored the gasps and squeals of surprise as she walked.

      The sunshine felt stark against her cold skin once she was out the front door and she took a moment to survey the street. Creatures were bustling about their day, hurrying from one place to the next in their mundane existences.

      WYNONA!

      How easy it would be to simply take care of them all. Wynona tilted her head, watching a mother, some kind of shifter, walk down the sidewalk holding the hand of a small child. The two shared a happy bond. It flared off of them in golden shards of light and Wynona studied the connection.

      She’d seen ties like that before. A flash of connections went through her mind and she felt one of the connections tug at her chest.

      Wynona! Come back! Push back! Fight!

      Something flicked against her neck and Wynona reached up, grasping a small furry creature, who wriggled frantically in her grip.

      Don’t make me take off that nose, Wy. You know I’ll do it too! This isn’t you! This isn’t who you’re meant to be! Remember Granny Saffron!

      Wynona dropped the creature, who scurried across the concrete, deftly dodging the feet of pedestrians as it dove under a hedge of decorative bushes.

      She frowned, another tug in her chest as the creature created distance between them.

      But there was something she needed to do…something important…Wynona put her hand up and blew across it into the air. The world stilled, a hush spreading over the traffic, the creatures and the crowds. She waited. Silence permeated all of Hex Haven and Wynona cocked her head, waiting for her purpose to appear.

      There.

      Something pushed back against her spell. On the far reaches of the city, from a hill that overlooked the town, another creature…a worthy opponent…rose to the challenge.

      Wynona turned, reached toward the police station and pulled a bit of the ashes from the dead troll to her hand. Reaching high over her head, she sprinkled them on the wind and watched as they rose, floating with purpose toward the coming creature. An indication of where the spell originated from.

      “Good,” she cooed, flexing her fingers. Justice against her own was about to be served.

      A flash of light brought two bodies, one weaker than the other, but still deadly and Wynona smiled.

      “I knew you’d come,” she said, barely recognizing her own voice. The low, icy chill of it sent a shiver through the small part of her brain that she kept locked in a tight prison. In that prison was a voice that weakly called out for freedom and sought to change Wynona’s behavior, but Wynona refused to listen. The wolf had been harmed, though Wynona didn’t understand why she was connected to the animal. She knew she had to take care of the one responsible. She had to keep them safe.

      “Daughter,” the woman cackled, walking sideways in a low, stealthy movement. “At last…we see the full rise of your potential.”

      Wynona raised an eyebrow. This creature was her mother? There was no maternal warmth like what Wynona had just witnessed a moment ago on the street. In fact, there was no connection at all between the two of them, only a rising disgust in Wynona’s core.

      “Come.” The man held out his hand. “Your place is with us.”

      Wynona took a step forward, then stopped. “You sent the curse.”

      Her father dropped his hand and nodded. “It had to be done.”

      “Why?”

      A heartbeat passed before his answer. “Shengis knew too much.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “The troll.”

      He nodded again and took a step toward her. “What do you remember?” he asked softly. “Do you remember your family?”

      “Family?” Wynona’s mind stuttered. The woman claimed to be her mother… Was this man her father? Why didn’t she feel drawn to them? Why had they nearly killed her wolf?

      He stepped closer, hands out in a placating manner.

      Wynona could feel the power of him, but it wasn’t threatening…it was…welcoming. Her righteous judgment from sending the curse began to wane.

      “We’re your family,” her father insisted. “Your mother. Myself.” He put a hand to his chest and gave her a charming smile. “Your place is at our side.” He straightened, thrusting back his shoulders. “Together, we rule all of the paranormal world. Together we are unstoppable.”

      The voice in the back of Wynona’s head began to scream and she found herself confused. She had been so sure she was supposed to destroy the creature who sent the black magic. The one who hurt…who did they hurt? Had anyone been hurt?

      She winced as a sharp pain went through her head.

      “Come, Wynona,” her father insisted. “Come join us.”

      The edges of her spell began to fade and noises from the town slowly filtered into her consciousness. A car honked, a child screamed, heavy footsteps were pounding behind her until the door of the precinct shattered.

      Wynona spun to see the vampire, blood trickling off his chin and from a cut along his forehead. His eyes were round and red and fixated on the creatures who claimed to be her parents.

      Next to the vampire was a massive wolf, the very one that Wynona felt as if she wished to protect. Her containment spell must have weakened and the animal now stood growling, staring over her shoulder with his lip curled. Power pulsed from his body, though not as strong as hers or her father’s, but threatening nonetheless.

      Another piercing pain went through her head and Wynona grimaced, shoving against the intruding pressure.

      “Wynona,” the vampire ground out. “Come over here.”

      “Don’t listen to them, Wynona,” her father called out. “Your place is with us. You can feel our power,” he insisted. “You can feel that you belong with us. We’re family.”

      “Wynona,” the vampire said more urgently. “It’s important you pay attention to me. Remember Rascal? Your soulmate?”

      Her mother gasped and Wynona felt the wolf’s feet shift.

      “Remember him?” The vampire’s eyes never left her parents, though his words were addressed to her. “You need to come back to him. Rascal and Violet.”

      Rascal and Violet…Wynona cocked her head, letting the names ruminate in her mind. They were…familiar. Something about the names struck a chord.

      “Wynona.” The man claiming to be her father sounded frustrated. “Your place is here. Come.”

      The last word was a command, not an invitation, and Wynona felt her spine stiffen and her will bristle against the word. She spun, putting her back to the man, and stared at the vampire.

      “Go,” the vampire said softly.

      Wynona’s eyes narrowed and the wolf warily walked toward her.

      Wy?

      Large, dark eyes sought her and Wynona jerked slightly. The connection, the one she had seen between the woman and her child…she, Wynona, had some of…

      Wy? Can you hear me? Follow the chord, Wy. I’m here. Follow the chord.

      The wolf stepped closer, enough to nudge Wynona’s fingers with a soft whine.

      A shudder ran through her body and Wynona closed her eyes, then gasped. She hadn’t seen it. She hadn’t seen the pull between her and the wolf, but she saw it now. Her mind raced through the white rope until she found its pulsing center, the place where she and the wolf were one.

      “Rascal,” Wynona breathed, her body shaking as it came back into full awareness, shedding the magic that had held her in its grip. She heard the vampire sigh in relief, but it was the voice behind her that caught Wynona’s attention the most.

      “NO!” her father bellowed.

      Her senses still sharpened past normal, Wynona spun and immediately threw up a shield just in time for the spell to hit so hard, it nearly shattered the bubble on impact. Wynona gasped, her chest heaving in immediate panic. “I’m so sorry,” she panted.

      “No time for that,” Chief Ligurio snapped. “Where’s Skymaw?”

      Wynona glanced over her shoulder. “He didn’t come out of the building with you and…I don’t think he’s strong enough for this.”

      Chief Ligurio grunted. “I need to find him. You take out your father.”

      Rascal growled and Wynona’s bubble wavered.

      WYNONA!

      “VIOLET!” Wynona strengthened her shield and shot another over the mouse as she raced across the concrete. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”

      Violet scrambled up her leg and into her hair. Where’s Arune? I can’t get a reading on him.

      “Here.”

      Wynona shifted the shield again to include her uncle. “I forgot you were here.”

      Arune raised an eyebrow. “When you…transformed…I stepped back. I didn’t want to aggravate you.”

      “Do you understand what happened to me?” Wynona asked, her voice shaking.

      Arune nodded. “But like the chief said, there’s no time.”

      Wynona scowled when another spell hit her shield. She turned around. I’m not ready for this.

      You are, Rascal assured her. You’ve been preparing for a long time. It’s time to stop him.

      Wynona swallowed hard. Her mother’s smile was too smug for comfort.

      I believe in you.

      Me too. Violet’s tail tightened on Wynona’s neck.

      Wynona locked her jaw and threw back her shoulders. Any creature paying close attention would notice the tremor in her hands and the shaking of her knees, but Wynona did her best to ignore them. Truth was, it didn’t matter if she was ready. The fight was here. And from the screams and running of the creatures in Hex Haven, Wynona knew that she either needed to step up or others were going to get hurt…or killed.

      “Come out, Wynona,” Marcella sneered. “You think you can fight against us? You think you’re a match for your father?”

      She wasn’t. Wynona knew she wasn’t strong enough, though there was no choice but to try. Impossibly, her father was actually stronger than the last time they’d met. It shouldn’t have been possible. His magic should have peaked when he became an adult, but there he was, the power thrusting from him in waves that even a non-magical creature would have noticed.

      “It’s the spell,” Arune spat. “That’s what he’s been doing. Gathering magic from other creatures for himself, not just others.”

      Wynona’s eyes widened and her mother laughed.

      Righteous anger arose in her and without worrying about the consequences, Wynona stepped out of her shield. “You,” she said accusingly. “You’ve been murdering others and taking their magic.”

      Her father raised an eyebrow, one hand lingering in the air with another spell dancing at his fingertips. “Murder is a little harsh, don’t you think?”

      Wynona’s nostrils flared as her magic sprang to life, purple sparks dancing in her vision and along her skin. “I don’t have another word for someone who kills for their own benefit.”

      Her father looked bored. “Their willingness to sacrifice for the greater good was appreciated.” He shrugged. “The intent was never to kill anyway. But sometimes it takes time to perfect a skill.”

      Wynona used a temporary shield against his sudden spell and shot one of her own in response, but her father only chuckled as he swatted it away. “Those were creatures’ lives!” she shouted.

      “Those creatures,” he responded, “are weak. They need a leader.”

      “And you want to be that leader?” Wynona said thickly. Her eyes were pricking with tears. How could she be related to such horrible creatures? Where did things go so wrong that her parents were like this?

      Wynona screamed when something seared her arm. She immediately put out the flame, but her skin was black and bubbling. Looking over, she realized that in her chat with her dad, Wynona had forgotten to pay attention to her mother.

      Heal it, Violet said curtly. Now.

      Wynona glared and backed up in order to keep her parents both within vision.

      Marcella smirked. “Don’t you wish you could do that?” she taunted.

      “Marcella,” President Le Doux commanded. “We need her alive.”

      “Why?” Marcella shot back. “I think she’s made her stance clear.”

      Wynona’s eyes bounced back and forth between her parents as she desperately tried to figure out what she was going to do. How could she manage two strong creatures at the same time?

      President Le Doux put his hands on his hips. “Whether she wants to be part of our new world or not, her magic will be a nice addition to my collection.”

      Wynona’s blood ran cold. Her father wanted to drain her. He wanted to suck the magic from her very soul and he didn’t care one iota whether it killed her.

      A howl of rage came from behind her and Wynona felt a shove on her shield from the inside.

      Let us out, Rascal growled. Now, Wy. Let us out.

      Wynona hesitated. The chief, Arune, Rascal…none of them were strong enough to take on the witches. If she let them out, someone was going to be killed.

      NOW! Rascal demanded, hitting her shield again. You can’t do this alone.

      Wynona tightened her grip on the shield. Her heart ached, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t let them out. If something were to happen…

      DUCK!

      The choice was taken from Wynona as she dove to the side, her protective bubble dissipating with her broken concentration, as she avoided yet another spell from her mother.

      Her wolf howled and charged, skidding to a stop beside her, his growling never stopping. We’ll talk later, he ground out. Right now, get ready. Things are about to get real.
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      “Hello, Marcella,” Arune said casually, strutting out into the street. “It’s been simply ages since our last chat.”

      “What’s he doing?” Wynona hissed, glancing around the car she was currently hiding behind.

      Distraction, Violet snapped. Pay attention. He’s giving you time to get your magic together.

      Wynona pinched her lips together. The moment had come and she was far from ready. She’d trained until she could barely move, but she still didn’t feel in charge. How was a creature ever supposed to be prepared to take down their own parents?

      “What do I do?” she whispered, her mind racing.

      “Uncle Arune,” Marcella sneered, the magic snapping around her like tiny whips. “How nice of you to join us.” She cackled. “Our last meeting didn’t end so well… I certainly hope you weren’t planning on a repeat.”

      Arune’s body language didn’t even register the insult. “I think you’ll find I’m a bit more prepared for you, dear niece,” he drawled. “And your loving husband.” Arune shook his head. “I can just tell you two have the most loving marriage.”

      “Leave,” President Le Doux demanded. “This is your only warning, Arune.”

      “Now why would I do that?”

      Wynona shifted to the back of the car so she could better see her father. She had to have something up her sleeve that could help. Arune was poking the bear and was about to get eaten alive.

      “We let you live once,” President Le Doux said in a low tone. “I won’t make the mistake twice.”

      “You call being cursed to be a brownie living?” Arune’s laugh was as dark as his nephew’s. “I believe we have different definitions of the word.”

      Marcella’s cackle echoed along the now mostly empty streets. Wynona was really starting to hate that sound. Rascal was a statue beside her, his alpha power leaking from all sides, but his focus never wavered.

      Wynona couldn’t help but wonder what his power could do. There had to be a purpose in it, but what? How could any of their gifts take down the man who’d been sucking magical creatures dry for years?

      “Bring us Wynona and we’ll let you all go free.”

      Wynona’s heart stuttered.

      He can’t be serious, Violet scoffed. Your dad needs to get coaching on his threats. He sounds like something out of a dime novel.

      Rascal’s growl grew so loud, it shook the ground beneath Wynona and her eyes widened.

      “Shh,” she scolded, but Rascal didn’t listen.

      Slowly, like the predator he was, he began to stalk around the car.

      Wynona’s heart leapt into her throat. First Arune, now Rascal, the creatures she loved the most were putting themselves in danger and here she was, hiding behind a stupid car. Groaning, she gripped her hair.

      “Ah, the wolf,” President Le Doux said. His lip curled. “Soulmate,” he spat. “Her lineage was impeccable, I don’t believe you have any claim on her.”

      Rascal’s muscles bunched and Wynona watched his size begin to stretch. Her jaw nearly hit the ground when he seemed to stand a foot taller than before. Something was changing in his animal and Wynona had no idea what it was.

      “Careful,” Arune continued. “Taking a wolf’s mate is a death sentence.”

      President Le Doux laughed. “Haven’t you been listening, Arune? I now hold the power of dozens of creatures.” He snapped his fingers and several cars flew down the street, smashing into buildings.

      Tears began to track down Wynona’s cheeks. She had to find a way to fix this. It was all her fault. She’d called him here and she’d brought the bodyguard, with his poison that had nearly killed everyone.

      Wynona, if you don’t snap out of your self pity and get your behind out to face your father, I really am going to bite your nose off.

      Wynona smiled through her tears. “Violet, fate knew exactly what I needed when they sent you to me.”

      I know. Now get up and act like someone who has the most amazing familiar ever.

      Wynona took a deep breath and forced her shaky knees into action. She still had no idea how she was going to fight her father, but fight she would. Slowly, she walked around the car, coming to stand in the middle of the street.

      Stand down, Wy, Rascal growled at her.

      No. I have to do this. Wynona let her hands hang loose as her father studied her, the conversation having ended when she appeared.

      “Before we go back home,” her father said conversationally, “I’d like to know how you found Shengis.”

      Wynona folded her arms over her chest, cocking a hip. She could see her mother from her peripheral vision and the woman was once again trying to act in the shadows. Without answering her father, Wynona thrust a hand toward her mother, enveloping her in a purple shield and pinning her to the closest building.

      Marcella squawked and strained against the restraint. Foul language poured from the woman’s mouth and Wynona turned back to her father, pretending that she couldn’t feel her mother’s power blasting at the inside of the shield. “You need to keep her on a leash.”

      Violet laughed uproariously. Ooh…that was good. Do it again.

      President Le Doux raised his eyebrows. “You were taught better than that.”

      “No,” Wynona argued. “I wasn’t taught better than that. I was taught that I was worthless and yet now you’re asking for my help.” She snorted. “You should rethink your brainwashing tactics.”

      Her father’s eyebrows pulled down and his face began to shift. Apparently, she’d pushed him past the stoic demeanor he’d wanted to present to the group. “Enough with this.” He reached a hand for her and Wynona felt something wrap around her chest, yanking her forward.

      Rascal barked and lunged forward, grasping the back of her skirt, but it only took seconds for it to rip.

      Wy!

      Don’t, she told him. Stay back! Wynona could barely breathe as she was yanked within inches of her father, his hot breath blasting her face as he sneered down at her.

      Wynona couldn’t move her arms and she struggled against whatever spell he was using against her, her heart beating out of her chest and her brain speeding like a jet broom to find a way out of it. She began to build her magic in her chest, hoping to find a way to release it that wouldn’t hurt anyone, but let her break loose of his hold.

      “You were always ungrateful,” her father hissed. Reaching to the side, he snapped his fingers and Marcella appeared, Wynona’s spell having been broken when he caught her. “If you won’t join us, then I’ll simply take your power for myself.” He grinned. “No paranormal will stand a chance against me.”

      He turned to move and Wynona let her magic burst.

      She screamed at the burning inferno that broke free from her chest and squeezed her eyes shut. Concrete met her palms as she landed forward, Violet clinging to her hair, but at least her father’s spell was gone.

      “No!” President Le Doux bellowed.

      Wynona looked up just in time to see him scramble to his feet, shoving his wife behind him.

      “If you continue to fight, I’ll just have to kill you here and now.”

      Wynona could feel Rascal coming up behind her. “I’m not the one we need to get rid of,” she said softly, knowing her father would hear her.

      His scowl deepened. “You really think you can get rid of me?” he asked in a dark tone. “You, the weakest witch born to paranormal kind?”

      Wynona held out her hands, letting the magic begin to dance between her fingers. Her anger and childhood trauma were building in her gut and she let it all move through her arms. The entire town was relying on her and Wynona let the weight sit on her shoulders and push more magic forward. The only thing she couldn’t do was let it go to the point that she lost control like she had earlier, but she gathered as much power as she could without tipping the scales.

      “And what do you think you’re going to do?” Her father put up his hand, flicked it to the side and crumbled a building without looking. “You’re weak, Wynona. You were always weak. Saffron made sure of it.”

      Wynona clenched her teeth, trying to breathe through the dust of the crashing building, and kept her focus on her father. She allowed herself one blink to turn on her magic vision. She could see the aura pulsing around him and it was more power than she’d ever seen before.

      He can’t touch you, Violet said tightly, her tail wrapped against Wynona’s skin. You got this. Don’t let him affect you.

      Wynona’s chest began to heave and she shifted to keep Rascal behind her, but Arune moved forward instead. “Stay back,” she bit out.

      “You can’t do this alone,” Arune shouted as her magic began to swirl above their heads, pulling debris and dust with it into a small wind funnel.

      “I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Wynona snapped. She shifted again, still trying to block Rascal, but he wouldn’t hold still and made his way to her side. “Please,” she begged. “Get behind me.”

      The ball of magic continued to strengthen and her father watched it, looking slightly wary as the wind whipped at his hair.

      “You’ll kill yourself,” he shouted at her. “What good will happen then? I’ll be wounded and you’ll be dead.” His lip curled. “And then we’ll be right back where we started.”

      Rascal howled and moved again and Wynona screamed at him.

      “NO!” Pulling one hand out of her inferno, she used her power to pull Rascal back. The spell she’d been building wavered and she almost dropped it, but she couldn’t let Rascal and the others get hurt.

      Taking a deadly risk, Wynona spun and pushed Arune, Rascal, the chief and Daemon, who was standing nearby, into another shield. Her father was right. She might die. But the only creatures she was willing to take with her were her parents.

      WYNONA! Rascal pounded into the shield, ramming it over and over again.

      Arune gritted his teeth and began to use his magic to wear down the shield, causing Wynona’s knees to buckle.

      She fell, the gravel of the road digging into her skin.

      You need to let them out, Violet warned. You need their help.

      “I can’t,” Wynona panted. “I have to keep them safe.”

      Her shield flickered and Rascal yelped when he poked his nose through, only to have it close again. She glanced up and caught Daemon’s black eyes. He was helping Arune, pulling away her power.

      The spell teetered again, barely under her control.

      “What will it be, daughter?” President Le Doux cried. “Protect them? Or kill me?”

      Wynona looked over her shoulder and almost screamed in frustration. Her father was also building a spell and his eyes were focused on her wavering shield. She could see the blackness threading through his magic. It wasn’t meant to stun or burn, it was meant to kill. Her own purple magic was no comparison and his power wasn’t being split at the moment, making him available to build the spell faster than she could.

      Clenching her jaw so tightly she thought her teeth might break, Wynona forced herself to her feet and reinforced her shield. It was the only option she had. Spinning to fully face her father, she took a heavy step forward, the spell swirling around her entire body at this point and whipping her hair in all directions. She could barely see, but she only needed to follow his magical signature in order to aim.

      “One more step and I let it go,” he shouted. More blackness swirled, making Wynona sick to her stomach.

      She squeezed her eyes, feeling the men trying to break out while she continued to build the spell for her father.

      Hex Haven would never survive this.

      Wy…the shield…

      Wynona could feel it. She couldn’t hold on any longer. Either she took out her father and risked his spell against her waning protection, or she put everything into the shield and risked the entire city.

      President Le Doux tsked his tongue. “Time’s up,” he said in a low, steely voice.

      Wynona’s head jerked up so fast, she nearly snapped her neck, but with a scream to shake the ground, she threw everything she had at her father.

      Black clashed with purple in a light show bright enough to be seen from the heavenly expanse of stars and Wynona fell, her eyes burning blind from the brightness.

      Her head connected with the road, leaving her seeing stars besides those in the magical warzone. A jolt of power shook her body and Wynona groaned at the pain that went from her head to her feet as she landed on the ground again.

      “Violet?” she wheezed. “Rascal?” No voices answered her plea and Wynona’s mind, body and magic were too spent for her to try again. When the blackness came, she welcomed it, knowing that if she hadn’t managed to win by now, there would be no chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone was breathing above her. Wynona kept still, her senses slowly coming to life and she wished she’d stayed asleep.

      Every part of her body was aching. She was lying on a hard, unforgiving surface and she felt as if her body had been stirred in a cauldron before being spit back out.

      She groaned involuntarily and immediately felt the shift in the behavior of the creature above her.

      “Wynona,” a deep voice rasped. “Open your eyes.”

      She wanted to obey, but her body was so tired and hurt so much that Wynona could do little more than shift and groan again.

      “So help me, Wy…if you don’t…” The voice cut off and Wynona finally realized it was Rascal. His tone was nearly unrecognizable with the heavy grief and anger dripping from each word. He growled, sealing her thoughts of who stood nearby and she heard him pace away.

      “Rascal?” she whispered. Lifting her eyelids felt like lifting a two-ton trunk from the Grove of Secrets, but Wynona managed to crack them open just enough to be blinded by sunlight.

      Rascal came closer and blocked the sunlight, allowing Wynona to finally open her eyes fully. But her vision was immediately obscured by tears as she took in his appearance.

      Small cuts and bruises covered every inch she could see of his face, neck, chest and arms. His eyes were red rimmed and full of fury and heartache. His hair stood on end and dust fell with every breath he took.

      “He won, didn’t he?” Wynona pushed out, her breathing growing shallow and rapid. “He won.” A sob broke free and her ribs protested with the movement.

      Rascal closed his eyes and his head hung down, nearly brushing her chest.

      That was all the answer she needed. “I’m sorry,” she said, her words nearly inaudible. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I…I wasn’t strong enough…I should have just gone with him…I should have…”

      Rascal’s head snapped up, his eyes lighting up so bright, it hurt to look at him. “Don’t say that,” he ground out. “Don’t ever say that.”

      “But I lost.” Wynona sobbed, her tears leaking into her hair and pooling in her ears. “I lost it all. It’s my fault.”

      Rascal made a face, turned to the side and growled again, this time sounding in extreme pain. “He’s gone,” he ground out, still not looking at her.

      It took several minutes for the words to penetrate Wynona’s frantic brain. “I don’t understand.” She hiccuped, wishing Rascal would hold her and tell her everything would be okay. But it wouldn’t. She’d lost. Nothing would ever be the same again. And he must have known it, or he’d have reacted differently when she woke up. Normally he would have pulled her into his arms as soon as her eyes opened.

      “He’s gone,” Rascal said again. Every muscle in his neck was bulging and his skin rippled with the angry wolf beneath. His eyes came back to hers. “He ported just before your spell hit. No one knows where he is.”

      Wynona tried to make sense of it all. She’d sent out the spell. One big enough to take down a creature like her father, but she’d also been trying to hold up her shield to protect Rascal and the others. Her father had been threatening with a spell of his own and Wynona had known she couldn’t continue to hold them both. She couldn’t fight her dad and protect her family, so she’d thrown the spell before it was fully ready. It had been unstable and her control weak, but if she’d given more energy, she’d have lost the ability to hold the shield.

      “I…he’s…” Her mind couldn’t focus on what Rascal’s words meant. “He’s gone?”

      Rascal nodded curtly, his jaw working back and forth.

      “You stupid, STUPID, girl!”

      Rascal’s head jerked and he growled as Arune stormed in their direction.

      Wynona pushed herself up on shaky arms, knowing instinctively that Arune was speaking to her.

      “Don’t give me that, Wolf,” Arune snarled. “Do you have any idea what she’s done?”

      Wynona squinted up at her uncle, who looked ready to tear her from limb to limb. She glanced at Rascal and couldn’t help but notice that though he was still growling, he was doing nothing else to help her.

      Her heart squeezed in her chest. With the lightest touch of their connection, she let herself feel his emotions through their bond and the force of his anger nearly knocked her back down on the concrete.

      The tears were back as she realized his anger was directed at her.

      Arune squatted down, pulling Wynona’s attention from her self loathing to her uncle. “You nearly killed us all,” he hissed. “How could you think that you could take him on by yourself?”

      Wynona shook her head, her hair flailing and her tears streaming down her chin. “I couldn’t let him hurt you,” she choked out. “I was trying to protect you!”

      “YOU DON’T NEED TO PROTECT US!” Arune bellowed.

      Wynona winced and curled into herself, her breaths coming in stuttered pants. Her entire body was trembling and she didn’t have the courage to look around at whatever damage the city had incurred. This was all her fault…and everyone knew it.

      Even her soulmate couldn’t stand to touch her.

      Rascal scoffed, stood and walked away, taking the last bit of Wynona’s sanity with him.

      The asphalt stung her palms as she landed and let the sobs break free. “I’m sorry,” she wheezed. “So, so, sorry. I never meant for this to happen.”

      Footsteps met her ears as Arune stormed away and angry shouting began to filter in.

      Wynona couldn’t bring herself to look up. She could already feel the stares and the judgment of all the creatures around her. She had no idea how many were there, but it was enough to feel as if the weight of the world was about to crush her into the ground.

      She hadn’t meant to make it worse, she’d only meant to protect those who were most important to her. But somehow, it had all become a mess and she still couldn’t quite wrap her brain around how it had happened.

      Heal yourself, a small voice said. Heal yourself first and we’ll go from there.

      Wynona turned her head just enough to see Violet. “I can’t,” she whispered thickly.

      Violet’s fur was singed and she was covered in dirt, looking haggard and worn as she gave Wynona a compassionate stare. This isn’t the time to fall apart, Witch. But we can start small. Heal yourself.

      Wynona shook her head and wiped at her face with the back of her hand. I don’t deserve to be healed. Even as she said the words, she found herself oddly relishing the pain. It was obviously pain she deserved.

      A witch with too much power, who couldn’t control herself when she let the power take over and yet couldn’t save her loved ones when she tried to stay in control. There was no way to win. Her father would always have the upper hand.

      Wynona! Violet snapped. I know you’re upset. I know you’re hurting, but you have to pull yourself together.

      For a moment, Wynona felt a flare of her normal self trying to push through, but it fizzled faster than she could grab it. More tears sprang down her cheeks. “Violet…I don’t know how.”

      Her eyes wandered and everywhere Wynona looked, there was devastation. The buildings were decimated, the cars were upside down, bent in half and thrown halfway down the street. The creatures milling about looked dazed and confused, many of them bleeding in some fashion and covered in debris.

      “What have I done?”

      Violet’s tail lashed. This isn’t the time to fall apart.

      Wynona’s head shook, slowly at first, then faster. “What do you want from me?” she asked, her breathing growing frantic. The hurt, the pain, the loss…it built in Wynona’s chest until she thought her heart would stop beating. “WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?” she screamed, collapsing back on the ground in a puddle of tears and sobs, not caring who heard her break down.

      Her entire frame shook and Wynona finally let more than thirty years worth of buried emotions rise to the surface. The purging shook her body to the very core and Wynona lost control.

      Outraged and scared cries of those around her flew past her ears as if they didn’t exist and it wasn’t until Violet intervened that Wynona realized what was happening.

      Wy…you’ve got to stop. You’re making it worse. Wy…WY!

      Wynona pulled her head up just long enough to see creatures scrambling away from her and a few glaring at her in undisguised anger. But it was the shaking ground and trembling buildings that caught her attention the most. Her emotions were creating an earthquake.

      What is WRONG with me?

      “Wy,” Rascal warned, his footsteps stumbling toward her. “Wy, stop!”

      Wynona closed her eyes and slowly rose to her feet, her legs shaking so hard, she was worried she’d break something. Holding out her hands, Wynona ignored the pain in her chest and the feeling of physical exhaustion and magical depletion as she sent a potent burst of healing magic in as big of a radius as she could manage.

      Shouts of surprise and more fear only added to the weight in her chest and Wynona stumbled before righting herself. She knew without opening her eyes that the city was back to normal…all except for the monster in the middle of the street.

      “Wy?” Rascal’s question was quiet and careful.

      Wynona wiped under her nose, feeling something wet and slimy dribble down her lip and chin.

      “Wy, please…stop.”

      She couldn’t look at him. She couldn't bring herself to see the pain and disappointment in his eyes. She’d already felt it through the bond and Wynona knew she wasn’t strong enough to add a visual picture to her memory bank.

      Her fingers shook, but she brought them together anyway and with a barely there snap, sent herself away.

      NO!

      The word faded in her mind as the mental connection between them grew too strained for Wynona to hear Rascal anymore.

      She opened her eyes, stumbling around and trying to catch her balance. Wynona wasn’t sure where she was, but at least it was away. At least she couldn’t cause any more damage to Hex Haven or any of its inhabitants.

      Her heart clenched and Wynona bent in half, then fell to her knees, clutching at her chest. All she’d wanted was to help. All she’d wanted was to make things right, to put the bad creatures in prison and make the paranormal world a little safer.

      She pushed a hand into the grass, catching herself before falling on her face again.

      And all you did was make it worse.

      She couldn’t breathe. Her chest felt as if a great chain were squeezing, tighter and tighter, until her lungs were barely able to function. Her stomach churned and Wynona couldn’t hold it back, turning her head until everything in her system was out.

      By this point, she was so tired, her eyes had begun to cross and she didn’t have the energy to hold her head up any longer.

      Turning from the mess, Wynona moved a few feet to the side and curled up in a ball on the wet grass. She could only hope that Violet, Rascal and the rest of them were safe. Of course they’re safe. I’m the problem. I’m the danger.

      She’d done what little she could to make up for her actions, or lack of actions, as the case may be. But her father had attacked and Wynona had frozen. All her preparations had been useless and in the end, she hadn’t been able to save them. They were hurt and the town had been nearly decimated. Who knew how many city dwellers had been wounded during the battle.

      So Wynona had done the only thing she could. She’d healed the city and its inhabitant, at least physically…and then taken the real monster and left.

      One thought floated through her mind as she fell into a troubled sleep…And I’m never going back.
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