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Chapter One

Tamsin

The necromancer gave Tamsin a come-slither stare from across the crowded room. He was devilishly handsome, or maybe handsome devil was a better description. He had mahogany brown hair and eyes the color of an alpine lake. The artful shadow of stubble on his face highlighted strong cheek bones, a fine-shaped jaw and dimpled chin ever so slightly off center. Unfortunately, the aura he projected was gray as old dry bones. 

Tamsin, or rather her new body, knew what he was. Unbidden, she saw his energy turn from a gray glow to a thick soup of fog as she approached. Faces peered out, young and old, features twisted in silent screams. Clearly a necromancer; carrying his dead with him. 

As their eyes met, a cold shiver of dread slid down her spine. She did not like necromancers and their obsession with death. Which was ironic, considering she was dead. 

A gang of Soul Eaters sliced and diced her soul up into five pieces, leaving her nothing but a swirl of spiritual dust. Dust, as she found, is not the end. There are many worlds beyond the borders of the afterlife. In the Shadowlands, Tamsin found a mentor. She learned how to jump into a body on the verge of death and live again. Live to hunt her killers. 

She was currently borrowing the body of a Charmer. A witch with the power to beguile just about anything with a pulse: human, animal, and those whatever's in-between. She had only been in this body a few days and was still learning her secrets. The witch was Faerie, not human. Otherwise, Tamsin couldn’t have jumped into the body upon the woman's death. The universe imposed rules even after losing a soul. One of the strictest: she could only jump into the fresh corpse of a non-human supernatural or the body just spit her back out again.

Giving her white knit cap a coquettish tilt – and making sure it covered the little spiral horns on either side of her head – Tamsin swished and swayed her way through the champagne-drinking, art-buying group of men and women, masked and costumed for the gala Museum Charity Ball. She ramped up her charm-o-meter as she passed the dance floor, wondering if it worked on sorcerers. 

Charmer magic certainly worked on humans. Without exception, every single man and woman turned to smile as she passed, their eyes sparkling with interest behind jeweled masks, raising their glasses in greeting. A tall man reached out from the graceful whirl and twirl of the waltzing couples trying to pull her into the dance. She narrowly eluded his grip and wished she had access to some of this magic before she was murdered. 

Tamsin was currently inhabiting the body of a Charmer. A witch with the power to beguile just about anything with a pulse: human, animal, and those whatever's in-between. She’d lost her last body, a Prime Vampire Princess named Angelique, saving her lover Drake from Bartholomew Knightly. Knightly was one of the Soul Eaters who had doomed Tamsin to dust. She’d been planning to kill him to take back the piece of her soul he held. The plan had not gone quite as expected. Knightly escaped and she died. Again. 
She’d only been in this body a few days and was still learning her secrets. The witch was Faerie, not human. Otherwise, Tamsin couldn’t have jumped into the body upon the woman's death. The universe imposed rules even after losing a soul and turning into a swirl of spiritual dust. One of the strictest: she could only jump into the fresh corpse of a non-human supernatural or the body just spit her back out again.

Tamsin was still wearing the clothes she'd transitioned in. A frothy confection of layered petticoats, skirts, overdress, laced bodice and little cape, all in a cascading palette of pastels. Her feet in old-fashioned eyelet ankle boots. She had more hair then several women combined, nearly white, piled and curled on her head. The up-do was looking a little disheveled since Tamsin was not particularly skilled in the artful arrangement of ringlets. Luckily the outfit was not out of place here in the costume ball. 

She'd meant to get a change of clothes except her Fae lover, Drake, had been so busy getting her out of her skirts, petticoats and stockings at every opportunity following their long separation, there just hadn't been enough time. Or energy. An image of his muscular, hard body, the black, dagger-like tattoos ringing his waist and emphasizing the sharp, cut-lines of his hips popped into her mind's eye and she felt her legs go wobbly. 

Dead or alive, this whole love thing was very intoxicating. 

She bumped into one of the uniformed serving staff nearly knocking over a tray of Beluga caviar-topped crackers. 

And distracting.

The sorcerer licked his lips at her approach.

Earlier in the day, someone rang Drake's mobile from a blocked number. They were in his borrowed, fortified bolt hole in Englewood on Chicago's rough east side. Drake's cell phone ringing was not unusual. Exiled from Fae over a century before, he carved out a new life in the mortal world as a Hunter. Tracking all sorts of odd things for all sorts of odd people. He had a website. Who didn't these days? Though it was only accessible through the heavily encrypted Dark Net. 

A computer-generated voice over the phone said only to go to the door as an invitation was being delivered. There they discovered a pair of enormous ravens standing on the step, a scarlet ribbon dangling from the shiny black beak of one. At the end of the ribbon hung a square white envelope pulsing with magic. After the ravens passed on the missive, they looked Tamsin up and down with a critical eye, cawed once, and flew away. 

The paper was heavy with the scent of power. Whoever sent it would have to be very strong indeed to get this close to the threshold wards surrounding the little one-bedroom hideout. Nervous, they stood on the scarred stoop, scanning the envelope with several revealing spells to no effect. 

It was cold, it was early and frankly, in this part of town, neighbors did not look too closely at what anyone was doing. Tamsin insisted on laying out a magic circle right there in the street and opening the envelope within. That way any magic would be trapped inside. 

Trapped inside with her, Drake pointed out dryly. 

Tamsin waved away his fears and made the circle with cedar ash from Drake's stock of goodies. To a mixture of disappointment and relief, nothing paranormal popped out and tried to bite as she tore open the envelope.

Inside was a gilt-edged invitation to the Museum Charity Ball and a handwritten note in elegant silver script. It read: 'The Charmer is in possession of something promised to me. I would like it back. In exchange, I have information regarding the sorcerer Knightly. Please attend me at the Ball tonight sans bodyguards.' 

Instead of a signature, hidden within the resonance of the magic was an image. Unmistakably the man now standing in front of her. 

He turned his head ever so slightly in acknowledgment, “You have something of mine.”

Raising her eyebrows, she gave him a quizzical look, saying nothing. 

“That body you have stolen was promised to me.”

Gulp. 'Play it cool, Tamsin', she thought. “Was it indeed?”

“Yes. For services rendered.”

“Yours or hers?”

The screaming faces surged closer, forcing Tamsin to take a step back. 

She didn't know how the young witch died. The unmistakable pulse of death energy had echoed up through the ether and Tamsin just dived in. Opening the body's eyes, she found she was lying on her back in a scorched crater of earth. The trees, grass, and shrubs ringing her still smoldering. Around the rim of the crater lay several charred corpses crumbling to ash in the chill wind of a March night. Impossible to recognize who or what had been involved in the battle. Her new body was not burned. Nor was she bleeding or broken. Transition's magical prestidigitation healed all wounds remarkably quickly. Nevertheless, Tamsin could usually figure out the cause of death. Not with the Charmer. 

Even her outlandish clothes were untouched by the inferno. Tamsin hadn't lingered at the time, grateful there was no one about to jump her with a knife. That's what happened in the body before this, when Tamsin opened her eyes and nearly got sent directly back into the dust of the spirit world. 

That body belonged to Angelique Duprey, a Prime Vampire Princess, drowned like a rat by the man who had become Tamsin's lover, Drake. It had been a close thing and only his inherent kindness and her desperate, honest plea, saved her. 

She wished he was next to her now. When the Necromancer said to come alone, he meant it. Neither Drake nor their new companion, the giant, silver-furred Faerie hound Desmond, could cross any entrance to the grand ballroom despite all their efforts. The borders remained firm; sparking and crackling with green spectral flames. Over Drake's strong objections, Tamsin insisted on going alone. She needed this information very badly. 

A band of murderous Soul Eaters ripped her soul from her, stealing her life and afterlife. The sorcerers divided souls up between them, using soul energy to power their spells of eternal youth. Jumping from body to body, Tamsin hunted her murderers and the five pieces of her soul. Over the course of many years and corpses, she had managed to recover two pieces. Knightly held another precious portion. If she was ever going to put her broken self together again, she needed that piece. The two of them had fought almost two months ago when she came to Chicago searching for a powerful rune. That was when Drake became part of her quest. And her life, such as it was. Unaccountably, unexpectedly, unbelievably.

Tamsin's pride led to a trap set by Knightly just for her. In a battle to save Drake from the sorcerer's control, she lost Angelique's body and been forced to wander, searching for a new host. During that time, Knightly seemed to have completely disappeared. She could not just walk away. 

Facing the necromancer's dead, she wasn't so sure she made the right choice ignoring Drake's warning. 

“So you killed her?” This man was probably more than capable of dispatching a witch without a mark, Tamsin thought. 

“No, I did not,” his deep voice had a slow drawl to it, lingering on the vowels. Almost like he was from the South. Which was odd since he wasn't even human. Drake said the magical signature of the invitation had a distinct Dark Elf edge to it. “For my spells to work I can have no physical hand in the body's death.”

“That doesn't mean you can't set it up.” 

He said nothing, letting his eyes speak the truth for him as he sipped his champagne. 

Tamsin was feeling in need of a little liquid courage herself and motioned to one of the waiters to bring a glass of bubbly. The necromancer waited as she took a drink, favoring her with a slow, sly and somehow disturbing smile. He looked her appraisingly up and down. 

“What an intriguing manifestation you are. Death becomes you, Miss...” 

“My name is not really relevant.”

“As you wish. Death is a process I know very well. You are certainly not a ghost. Nor are you a demon.” 

He sketched a sigil in the air that glowed with a pale green light. 

Tamsin brought up her hand, ready to sign a protective ward. 

“Just checking,” he said by way of explanation, waving the mark away. “No. No demon in there. Good. They damage the body. Sometimes beyond repair. I have gone to rather a lot of trouble to secure her in mint condition for my client.” 

Even though Tamsin did not know the young witch, she felt, now that she was inside, somehow protective. Thinking of the nasty hands of the necromancer working black spells over the girl made Tamsin unaccountably angry. 

“You're going to have to wait a little longer. What do you know about Knightly? He seems to have disappeared.” 

“Ah, the Soul Eater. What a pompous little man,” he made an exaggerated face of distaste. 

“He belongs to me.”

The necromancer raised his glass as if in a toast, “And your body belongs to me. So, our common ground is death. Assuming you wish to kill him, of course.” 

Tamsin met his eyes in an unwavering stare, “I have killed other Soul Eaters and I will kill him.”

“More power to you then. They remove one of the prime spiritual organs worth trapping in a human body. That ephemeral piece of real estate contains vast reserves of power.” He waved one hand languidly up and down, “As you well know.”

“Knightly?” she prompted again, setting her empty glass on a passing tray.

The necromancer looked over her head, staring at something beyond. His lips flattened out into a hard, thin line. Tamsin shifted uneasily. Stealing a glance, she saw only the crowd of people, their features hidden by masks. At this moment, her magical senses were focused very much on the man in front of her. Hard to zero in on anything else through the white noise of the dead swirling around him. 

He shifted his attention back, narrowing his gaze, blue eyes glowing just a little in the dim light. “I do not care about Knightly or the antics of Soul Eaters. My employer wants you, and I want that body.” 

Placing his drink on a side table, he reached out as fast as a cobra striking to wrap his fingers around her wrist, cutting into the soft flesh as his nails lengthened into talons. With a whispered incantation that coiled around her, he pulled Tamsin towards the dancers. Bright drops of scarlet from her arm marked their path along the polished marble floor. 

Couples were waltzing, stepping gracefully in time to the music. Laughing, smiling beneath their masks both fanciful and grotesque. He forced her into the rhythms of the dance. She followed, unwilling to make a scene yet, matching him step for step. They twirled in time to the rise and fall of the music, then faster and faster until the colors of the elegant dresses and sparkling jeweled masks became a bright, continuous blur. The necromancer's dead danced with them, gray hands reaching through the fog, screaming faces pressing closer. The room disappeared as she and the necromancer fell into the slipstream of supernatural speed where you can live a lifetime in the blink of a mortal eye. 

The necromancer let his glamour drop, his face changing, growing pale and gaunt. His eyes became enormous, his ears lengthening ever so slightly to points. Dark Elf in form, now. 

His dead, too, came horribly into focus. Men, women, children. Their black eyes stared from faces gray as ash. The rotting smell of the grave reached out with them, and Tamsin gagged. They clutched at her with bony, hungry hands, wanting to seize the life within her and rip it out. 

Tamsin struggled to free herself from his hold. Laughing, he held tighter, sharp nails pushing deeper into her flesh. They whirled around and around, the floor falling away beneath them. 

Tamsin was not inexperienced in the wily ways of sorcerers and the black arts on the flip side of light magic. She had been in many bodies on both sides of that magical divide. Before entering the ballroom, she prepared several nasty spells empowered with her own blood and held ready on her tongue. Hidden within her, the spells easily crossed the necromancer's threshold magic. 

She spit the first of the deadly barbed words directly into his face. The symbols sprouted clawed arms and legs and raked the smooth, beautiful features of the necromancer. Screaming in anger and pain, he let go with one hand to swipe at the tiny monsters. That was all Tamsin needed.

Within the pretty, puffy sleeves of her shepherdess outfit was a polished iron knife on a spring trigger, courtesy of Drake. Luckily the Ball did not have a security sensor or she would have set off every alarm in the place. Triggering the release, the blade shot into her palm. She brought it out and down, slicing through the necromancer's tuxedo and deeply into his chest. On the upward swing, she stabbed into his wrist forcing him to release her other hand. Iron is deadly to the people of Faerie. Not instant death as many stories implied, but the metal made it much harder for their super-healing processes to kick in. 

Trance jumping, she leaped to one wall where she clung using a resonance spell. Scientists would be so very surprised to learn how much the physics of resonance played into magic. You could tear a man apart with the right frequency, or a building.

He leaped to meet her head-on. Their magic clashing in an explosion of power. They rushed at each other like eagles locked in combat. Punching and fighting, more brawlers than magicians as their spells fought with them. 

Snarling in rage, he pushed away from her, calling out a spell that hung tangibly in the air. Tamsin pushed after him only to bounce painfully off the incantation, solid as a brick wall. 

Crowing in triumph, he flung the spell at her and in the infinite time of slipstreaming, she could see behind the words to the true form of the magic. A beast of many legs and more teeth. From the sides of its body, long tentacles waved restlessly, each covered in rows of suckers. Cross a lizard with a giant squid and this might be the result. She could see the name of the spell written across the leathery hide, glowing as brightly as hot neon. Devourer. 

The spell-beast sprang, knocking her off balance. A dozen tentacles attached themselves to her. Each touch burned like hellfire and Tamsin couldn't help crying out. The incantation pushed her to the other side of the room as the suckers lining the tentacles attached themselves to the bare skin on her thighs, forearms, throat, and face. They began to pulse. A horrible, sucking, swallowing sensation. 

A spell as powerful as the Devourer surely would have consumed the life force of the Charmer, truly eating her alive. Tamsin was much more than this single witch. Her personal magic was the sum of many diverse supernatural creatures. Tamsin called upon the still powerful remnant of shapeshifter magic she had learned two bodies ago. A gut-wrenching, vertigo inducing, mind reeling, over-the-drop roller coaster spell that forced her body into agonizing contractions and changed her internal structure into something else entirely. Though it lasted bare seconds, that was enough. 

Shifters were pure poison to most supernatural beings. The Devourer had been created specifically by the necromancer for the Charmer. To suck the life force from her and leave the body untouched. Perhaps this was how the girl originally died. Unfortunately for the sorcerer's schemes, the altered life force of the shifter contaminated the spell entirely. The Devourer pulled away too late, the rubbery skin shifting from blue to inky black. The tentacles flailed out spastically, whipping this way and that and nearly braining Tamsin in the process as she scrambled away. Bouncing off the ceiling and into the wall, the creature convulsed, nearly turning itself inside out. Until, with a great shuddering, shake, the tentacles hung limply and it spun away, dissolving back into the void. 

The necromancer could not hide the dismay in his face. He obviously had been very sure of this spell. Screaming curses, he launched himself at her, a wave of the dead charging before him. 

Her shapeshifter magic was already dissipating. Tamsin tensed her legs and sprang from the wall directly in the wave's path, pulling a circular mirror from another pocket with her free hand. There were hidden pockets all over the fanciful dress ensemble with secret magical goodies stashed inside. Tamsin had spent her spare time these first few days cataloging all she could find. 

Placing the knife before the mirror, she called on the light of every white magic spirit she could think of and plunged into the seething mass of mist and bodies. At first, she was surrounded only by inky darkness, the stench of corpses all but overwhelming. Forcing herself to keep calm, Tamsin centered her power, feeling the heat build within. Channeling that energy, she transferred the spell through her fingertips into the mirror. The talisman lit up like a spotlight, exposing the twisted, horrifying faces of the dead all around her. 

Their screams of anger, pain, despair and rage were deafening. They clutched at her, ripping and tearing her clothes. She felt the little knit cap snatched from her head along with a thick lock of hair. Tensing her muscles – magical and physical – she said the other spell she had prepared. A word. A very hot, bright word. 

Razor-edged brilliance blossomed first around the mirror and then her entire body until she glowed brightly as a saint in a Caravaggio painting. The hands of the dead touching her caught fire, flaring like oily rags. Screaming, the spirits jerked away. She blazed through the press of wretched corpses, burning her way closer to the necromancer. 

As the dead began to fall back, cowering, two faces loomed before her. Beautiful, ageless features, strong narrow nose, and long brows. Their eyes were black hollow voids. A man and a woman. They opened their mouths, and Tamsin saw the fangs. Primes. 

Time slowed as she passed, time enough for them to speak. 

“Find me,” said the man, his voice dry as dust in her ear. 

“Find me,” said the woman. 

“We are lost,” they cried together. “So lost.”

Tamsin pushed forward, forcing them back with the rest of the dead. 

The necromancer raged at his slaves. Several times he called out, ordering them forward. Each time they cowered further away from the white light of Tamsin's power. 

She rammed into him in a bone-shaking body slam and thrust the iron knife into his abdomen pulling it high until the blade scraped bone. With her other hand, she thrust the blazing mirror into the open wound. The light burst from his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth and he screamed, a high horrible sound of pain and terror. She dragged him into one of the little galleries that lined the high walls of the ballroom, pressing him against the wall as his blood flowed over her dress.

“Tell me what you know of Knightly!” she shouted. 

The dead had retreated from them, hovering nearby. Tamsin thought she saw them smiling at his pain. 

“Tell me!”

“Nothing! I know nothing about him. Those who promised me this body told me to use that name to draw you out,” he gasped. 

“Who ordered you?” 

“Saints or Sinners, I do not know.”

“What do you mean saints and sinners? What are you talking about?”

“The one who hired me. Primes and witches are at war in this city. The witches,” he gasped again, giving a sharp cry. “They negotiated a truce some months ago. Not everyone is happy with that.”

She said the word again, louder, and the light became incandescent. “Are you saying a Prime hired you? Or the witches?” 

He howled.

The dead, who had been at arm's length, were suddenly all around her – which is what happens when you take your eyes off reanimated dead spirits. Their power was growing as the sorcerer's diminished. They threw Tamsin aside, forcing her to pull the mirror from the ragged hole in the necromancer's abdomen. As she did, the dead rushed in to fill the void.

A horrible, grinding sound and a sudden, intense absence of light, plunged them into total darkness. The necromancer screamed again as an explosion of energy blew Tamsin off the gallery and into the air. 

The sonic boom from the dispersal of magical energy tumbled her over and over, petticoats flying up in her face. She fell out of slipstreaming, slowing down to slip back into the pace of real time. Something sparkling came into view. Tamsin dropped the knife and reached out automatically, just managing to grip it with one hand as she tumbled by. Shaking off the concussion of energy, she tried to focus. 

She was wet, she realized. It seemed to be raining very hard. Blearily she saw something solid receding and getting closer, receding and getting closer. 

What the hell?

She stared harder. A wall, she realized. That was the wall of the ballroom. Why was it moving? And why was she wet and getting wetter? Shaking her head and tightening her grip, Tamsin took a deep breath, looked around and understood. 

She was hanging one-handed from the giant crystal chandelier of the ballroom, swinging precariously back and forth high above the dance floor. All the emergency sprinklers were going full blast and every dancer, every partygoer, every waiter had stopped to stare above their heads in astonishment. At her. 

“Oh crap,” Tamsin groaned. 

Chapter 2

Drake

Tamsin was shivering, wrapped in Drake's large double-breasted wool coat, his plaid muffler wound around her head like a turban to hide the little curling horns, sipping a brandy. She was trying not to stare at their new ally Desmond, the dog-like Capelthwaite from the rocky cliffs of northern Faerie. 

Dez, as he preferred to be called, was also wearing a large overcoat though topped with an old-fashioned fedora. He had his long, clever paws wrapped around a hefty tankard of draft beer and was drinking it with great, if sloppy, gusto. 

Drake chuckled at the expression on her face, and she shot him a narrow-eyed look. He had far more experience with strange sights than Tamsin. The fact that Dez was a dog the size of a pony with intelligence equal to any human, who spoke via sign language on paws shaped more like hands and able to walk on two legs when he chose to, didn't bother him at all. 

The three of them were some miles away from the soggy debacle that had become the Museum Charity Ball. With the fall of the necromancer, his threshold wards ran from the walls like green slime, sliding across the sidewalk and spilling into the sewers. Hopefully, most of the magic had dissipated or who knew what could be crawling back out in a couple of days. 

Drake had pushed his way into the ballroom, shouldering through the dripping, unhappy crowd exiting the two sets of double-wide doors. Police were already on the scene and the piercing howl of fire trucks not far away. 

He couldn't help the bark of laughter that escaped as he saw his little soul-lost spirit swaying back and forth 30-feet above the ballroom floor, her white lace pantaloons starting to slide towards her knees. A crowd had gathered below, staring up in disbelief. 

“Hi, Tamsin,” Drake called out, the laughter still gurgling in his throat. 

“Shut up!” Tamsin howled. “Stop laughing! Get me down!” 

“Let go. I'll catch you.” 

Tamsin was no girlish supernatural lightweight. She had fought, killed, and schemed her way back to life after the murder that stole her soul. She didn't even hesitate. 

Drake expected her to wait a moment before letting go and had to dive to get himself in position or things would have ended rather badly. There was a collective gasp as she plunged towards the wet floor, followed by an audible sigh of relief when she landed in his arms. 

Keeping a firm hold, he pulled a rough shadow glamour over them as several uniformed police with very serious expressions headed in their direction. 

He ran out, leaving confusion behind, pushing through one of the side serving doors connecting to the kitchens. The sprinklers were gushing there as well and he splashed through pools of water. 

The Charmer was only a little slip of a thing, but her layers – and layers – of wet clothing doubled the weight. “This was you, right?” he said just a little breathlessly. 

Tamsin gave him a dark look, “Don't judge.”

“I'm not judging.”

She squinted at him suspiciously, “You have your judging face on.” 

He groaned, “I have my hernia face on.” 

She squirmed around in his arms, “Are you saying I'm fat?” 

“Well, your clothes are...Okay, we're out.” 

He pushed through one of the service entrances. Drake had used the waiting time well, scouting every possible escape route. 

Kitchen and wait staff gathered outside in little groups surrounded by clouds of vapor and cigarette smoke, talking and laughing, wearing jackets, coats, and what looked like several tablecloths over their damp uniforms. It was a cold night. 

A few steps away from the delivery dock, Drake's black '78 Trans Am waited, the V-8 engine rumbling and grumbling, exhaust condensing in the damp air. 

Wrenching open the door, Drake piled into the front seat, Tamsin still in his arms. “Punch it, Dez!” he shouted. 

The Faerie hound gave a wicked grin and gunned the motor. They peeled out in a slippery squeal, tires spinning on the icy street. 

Wriggling around in Drake's arms to face forward and nearly braining him with the bloody magic mirror, Tamsin squeaked in surprise, “The dog is driving?” 

Drake said nothing, watching behind for possible pursuit, then pointing to turn right at the next corner. 

“I said, the dog-is-driving! Why is the dog driving?”

“Dez is not a dog, you know that. Don't be so linear. Left, next corner.”

Putting the mirror in her lap, she waved her hands around her face to shape a muzzle and ears, “Got that whole four-legged, dog-thing going on. Ahh! Look out for the truck!”

The Trans Am squeezed between a delivery truck and white van, swinging into a rubber-burning left turn through a red light. 

Tamsin gave Drake a wide-eyed look, “We are going to die.”

Taking one paw off the wheel, Dez signed a quick series of motions with his long, finger-like claws. 

“He says, don't worry, he learned to drive in LA. when he was a pup. Green means go, yellow means go faster, red is more of a guideline.” 

Tamsin made a choking sound, “Both paws on the wheel! Both paws on the wheel!” 

Despite Tamsin's loudly-voiced doubts, and far too many hairpin turns, they arrived back on the east side, settling into a dark, quiet, basement bar where no one asked any questions as long as you kept drinking.

The dog was disguised with a glamour making him look like a slightly grizzled, gangly older man. Magical science or scientific magic, at glamour's most basic, the magic worked by rerouting electrons across the surface of the user via crystal resonance. Dez' crystal hung sparkling on a silver chain around his neck.

His race had far more bones and joints than the dogs they closely resembled, enabling him to sit on the chair comfortably with his hind legs crossed. 

“How can he sit like that? He's a dog!” she whispered. 

“Shh,” hushed Drake. “He can hear you.”

Dez winked at Tamsin, signaling the waitress for another beer with one paw, and signing a swift series of gestures at Drake with the other. 

“My thoughts exactly.” Drake crossed his arms and looked expectantly at her, eyebrows raised, “Dez and I would like to know what happened in there.”

Tamsin pushed several wet strands of curls out of her face, tucking them into her makeshift turban. Her mass of white hair was slowly shading to a rich brunette, and she had no idea how to stop it. Apparently, in addition to the ram's horns, the Charmer was also part chameleon. 

Ah, body jumping. Always a surprise. So often not in a good way. 

“Aside from a fight to the death, very little. The man was a necromancer. Said he was told to use Knightly's name to entice me to the ballroom. He wants this,” she indicated her body with a flourish.

Drake smiled at her and winked, “As well he should.”

“Not like that!” Tamsin made a face. “He said it was promised to him for services rendered.”

Dez signed a few words. 

“He couldn't have killed her, Desmond is saying. Being a necromancer and all.” 

“I didn't know that. I mean, before. He told me he couldn't physically kill the body to reanimate it.”

“Doesn't mean he didn't orchestrate it,” he pointed out.

“My words exactly.” She set the brandy glass down on the table, “He said something I don't understand, about the people who hired him. 'I don't know if it was a sinner or a saint'. What the heck does that mean? Sinner or saint?”

Drake felt his chest go tight. Damn, damn, damn. He took a deep breath, forcing his voice to remain calm and neutral. “Primes. Who else in this town but those game-playing elemental vampire psychopaths? The city has become their game board.” 

Prime vampires were virtually immortal. Immortality leads to a lot of spare time to fill. Long periods of war in Fae were inevitably followed by long periods of peace and the Primes got bored. Really bored. Many millennia ago, some bright Prime came up with the idea of creating complex, role-playing stories staged in the mortal world. Games could last months, years, decades, or even longer. 'All the world's a stage and the men and women merely players' had been words to live by for the Primes since long before Shakespeare penned that now hackneyed phrase. 

Drake scooted his chair a little closer and leaned in, speaking very quietly, “No game is worth playing without a well-matched opponent. Prime games require two opposing teams. The spread of Christianity gave them the idea of designating those teams 'Saints' or 'Sinners'.” He gave a brittle laugh, “Prime humor. Sinners are involved in all sorts of shady business dealings, both supernatural and real world, crime-lord style. Saints work against them in the guise of law keepers, academics, politicians, private detectives. Whatever the parameters of the game call for.”

“The Duprey are Sinners, I'm guessing. Who represents the Saints?”

“Does it matter? The designations have nothing to do with the nature of the players themselves. Just which side of that particular game appeals to them more.”

Tamsin looked surprised. Drake realized his tone of voice had been quick and harsh. 

“I think it does matter,” she said looking him in the eye. “In case the Saints are the ones who sent the necromancer in my direction.”

Drake glanced at the TV above the bar, the news was about the string of murders and disappearances over the last year in and around the city. Ordinary people living seemingly ordinary lives. Two more were missing. The media feeding frenzy had begun anew, pushing the downtown festival bombing of two weeks ago to the side.

Dez began to sign; Drake waved him to silence. “Don Villanova, head of a Federal Government task force fighting domestic terrorism, is boss of the Saints on the Chicago team opposing the Duprey. The current game seemed simple enough. Cops and robbers with a supernatural twist. Humans in the F.B.I. discover a vampire connection to a Chicago crime syndicate as the story unfolds. Then, abruptly, a few weeks ago the whole thing changes direction. I don't know why.”

“Don?” Tamsin interrupted. “The Prime's name is Don?”

“That's what surprises you? Don is short for Donal, though that's not his true name. Villanova is just a character he created for the game. One with quite a backstory. Former military intelligence officer working with the FBI.” 

“There are vampires in the FBI?”

“Yes. That is what you should be surprised about. And collaborators. Turned humans who serve their Prime masters. But in the story, the humans playing, or being played I should say, have no idea this is a story created by the Primes and every new twist they discover is making points for their masters.” 

Tamsin shook her head, “That is so sick, but not my immediate problem. A Prime hired the necromancer and was probably involved in this death.” Tamsin pointed to herself. “Do they also know about the incident at the docks between the Duprey clan and Knightly's private supernatural militia? The Saints, I mean.” 

Dez signed hurriedly with both paws. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Drake nodded. “That wasn't exactly a secret operation. Most of Chicago's Dark Side knows the details and it was incorporated into the points and levels of the Sinners' gameplay. Oh, they also know about a soul jumper being involved. I think that turned it into a bonus level.”

Tamsin went very still. As a Hunter, Drake was attuned to the tiny nuances of body language. The smallest movement – or lack of – could be extremely revealing. The tenseness in her hands, shallow breathing, and set of her shoulders pointed to anxiety and fear. But of what? 

Drake said nothing, sipping his bourbon. Bartholomew Knightly, the sorcerer Tamsin was chasing for that elusive portion of her soul, had chained Drake to a contract. A contract he'd willingly made in exchange for the power to kill Angelique Duprey. One of Prince Duprey's daughters and Drake's own personal devil. The beautiful vampire had engineered his exile from Fae and tormented him here in the mortal world for over a century. Tamsin jumped into that body and unaccountably into his heart. One of the strangest things to happen to him in his long, strange life. Angelique on the outside, someone totally different within. 

The attraction, he thought at the time, had been a fever of the moment. A strange fascination with Angelique perhaps. Hideous as that was to contemplate. The vampire loved him in her sick, twisted way for a long time. Then Tamsin died for him. Throwing herself into the river to kill Angelique again and break the bond tying Drake to the evil little sorcerer.

Drake waited, staying in Chicago when he should have been long gone. Hoping she would come back. He hadn't wanted to hope; hadn't wanted to care. He was wasting precious time staying in Chicago. The clock was ticking on a matter of life and death that had nothing to do with Tamsin West's soul quest. The longer he put off heading south, the more danger he was in. Several times that first week she was gone, he packed up the Trans Am, determined to drive to California. Once he even got to the city limits. 

She put her hand on his knee, obviously making a point. She'd been speaking.

Drake gave himself a mental shake, getting himself under control, “Right. Knightly. While you were floating bodiless in the ether, you know that Dez and I searched exhaustively for him. To disappear that completely, well, it's not easily done. Unless...” 

The dog started to sign, Drake interrupted, saying a few words in a language Tamsin didn't understand. 

“Guys?” 

Dez signed again.

'Tell her what I said.' his hand signals said to Drake. 'Tell her! I will have vengeance for my brother.' Desmond growled low in his throat. 

Drake saw Tamsin give the hound a hard look. He and Dez had joined forces to find Knightly after Tamsin was lost. Desmond's younger brother had come to the mortal world questing for adventure and been caught up in the sorcerer's schemes. 

Desmond was a Capelthwaite. An ancient race every bit as old as the elves and Primes. Capelthwaites often chose to serve as guards on the many merchant ships traveling across the frigid rim of the world to the open portal linking Faerie to other realms. 

The ships were forced to make part of the journey drawn on giant sleds pulled by teams of wooly oxen, traversing a perilous route from ice bridge to the city nearest the portal gate. On the ice pack, the Capelthwaites scouted out raiding ice giants and snow bears, keeping merchants safe until the ships reached the city and the sea that never froze. There, the traders abandoned the sleds for ships and the week-long passage to the portal and onwards into the trading routes and warm southern seas of Daemon, one of the hidden worlds. 

Faerie is a very dangerous place. The lochs feeding into the northern seas were home to kelpies and worse. The Faerie hounds and kelpies were natural enemies, which was a very good thing for the traders. Capelthwaites would leap from the ships and tear the kelpies apart before the monsters could snatch a sailor or passenger. They could close their nostrils and ears like seals, a membrane sliding over their eyes to see underwater. 

They were every bit as bright and curious as any other intelligent race. Sometimes they journeyed all the way to the mortal world. Dez did not know how his younger brother met the Soul Eater, only that they had both been in Iceland. The exit for the portal for the hidden worlds was not far from Reykjavik. Somehow Knightly entrapped the hound and sacrificed him to the kelpies to seal a magical contract. Knightly needed the kelpies in his fight to take part of the docklands from Prime control. Desmond had hunted and killed all the kelpies involved. Only Knightly still eluded him. 

Drake swallowed against the sudden tension in his throat, “Dez says that he knows Knightly is still in Chicago.” 

“But in hiding?”

Drake pulled away ever so slightly, shifting his gaze to a point behind Tamsin's head. Determined not to meet her eyes, “Being hidden. Your sorcerer put himself on the Prime's game board, however unwittingly, by moving on Duprey. He has become a playing piece for the Saints and Sinners. As such, he now has value. Winning the game is all about points. Depending on how the game has changed, whoever holds him has scored points. Whoever takes him back will undoubtedly score twice as many, or even more.”

The three of them were silent for some time. Tamsin spoke first, “Are we?”

“Are we what?”

“On the Primes' game board?”

He paused, contemplating the lie or the truth. Perhaps part of the truth, as much as he dared tell. “Yes.”

Drake watched as the muscles tightened in her face and neck, the fear rising in her throat obvious to him. He knew she was afraid of Prince Duprey. Who wouldn't be? An elemental vampire of Fae, probably a thousand years old. Able to summon the powers of earth, air, fire, or water. The only way to kill him, one of those elements. But which one and how? A man whose greatest pleasure in life was playing a game of let's pretend with disposable human game pieces. Even now, the touch of his deep, implacable power might be reaching for her, trying to pull her back. Duprey enjoyed having people under his control. Drake murdered Prince Duprey's daughter, not without ample justification. There would be payback for that eventually.

“You spent six weeks in the spirit ether. Knightly vanished at the same time. You've been back, let's see.” He counted on his fingers, “One, two, three days. And already a necromancer has found you, us, whispering Knightly's name. I think they're after you. The best thing is for you to hide out in the apartment while I keep looking. Leave it to me.” 

Dez made a single hard slash of his paws. 

He and Drake exchanged glances. Though Tamsin didn't know it, Dez was being extraordinarily patient with Drake. That patience, Dez said, would not last for much longer.

“Me and Dez,” amended Drake.

Tamsin bristled, visibly, like a cat. Her hair snapped and crackled. Drake put one hand on her shoulder but pulled it back as hot sparks pricked his fingers. 

“You know, Drake, I have been looking after myself a long time now. I don't need a quest manager. Don't get me wrong, this is kind of awesome. Having you and Dez as my allies but...”

“Quest manager?” Drake interrupted. “Really, Tamsin?” 

She waved her hand, “You know what I mean.” 

Schooling his features to betray nothing of the conflict inside, he said, “I'm a Hunter. Let me hunt.” 

She threw her hands in the air, “I'm a hunter, too. A very good one, if I say so myself. When I first found you, you said there was a lead, to Knightly. That was a couple of days ago. Now you say you don't know where he is and I'm chasing necromancers. Or they're chasing me, I guess.” 

Dez interrupted with a flurry of gestures. 

Drake watched him, brows drawn, eyes narrowed, “I know, I know. I can't. Not even the words. I didn't know until I tried and I can't interpret for you. Not about that.”

Rumbling low in his throat, the Capelthwaite made several sharp, cutting movements with one paw. 

Drake flinched. He deserved that. 

Tamsin raised her hand, “Guys? What are you talking about? And if you say 'man stuff', I'll leave. I swear it.”

Heart pounding, his fears for himself receded and all he could think was how ephemeral their time together might be. Drake scooted his chair closer, taking her swiftly, suddenly, in his arms, holding her tightly. 

After only a moment's surprised hesitation, she relaxed into his embrace. She put her lips to his ear, just brushing the lobe with the whisper of a touch. He had to catch his breath as desire surged through him. 

“The quest is mine,” she said softly. “It doesn't bind you in any way to me or my job, Drake. You know that. However much I care for you. My mission does not have to become yours. I never asked for that. We can still be together.”

“Too late,” he groaned. “Too late now.”

There was a lot going on that Tamsin didn't know about. Like how he had managed to mess things up for her unwittingly again. Damn it. He knew exactly where Knightly was right down to the square foot. 

He just couldn't tell her. 

