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Chapter One

It had taken Bartholomew Wray, the overseer of Portland’s Authority, who was apparently my new boss, exactly forty-eight hours to contact me for a standard-procedure meet and greet.

By “contact,” I mean he sent to my door two goons who asked me if my name was Allison Beckstrom, if I was the daughter of Daniel Beckstrom, and if my civilian job was Hounding. I said yes to all three, which scored me the grand prize of a meet and greet. And by meet and greet, I mean small room, bright light, two-way glass, and interrogative Truth spells that would be illegal if anyone knew about them.

The room itself wasn’t too bad—a conference area on the sixth floor, tucked away behind the very real attorney’s office in smack-center downtown Portland. A redwood and marble table took up the middle of the room, while bookshelves on three of the walls bulged with gold-embossed leather volumes that I bet no one had touched since they’d been shelved. The other wall held two tall windows, blinds closed tight.

The carpet was burgundy with whorls of gold at the edges. It gave the whole room a gilded-picture-frame feel, and it was so thick, I felt like I was wading through loose sand when I walked across it.

I had been escorted by the goons, who were both taller and wider than me and had opted for the twinsy  look in matching black suits, white shirts, and black ties, topped off with the standard secret-bodyguard accessory: reflective sunglasses. The heavier, darker-featured goon on my left smelled of garlic and pepperoni, while the blond, acne-scarred goon on my right smelled like brown sugar and pork.

My escorts walked with me down the length of the redwood table to an unassuming little black walnut desk in the corner.

Goon Two waved a hand toward the plain leather chair, and I sat. I’d tried conversation in the car, tried conversation during the six flights of stairs (no, I had not let them talk me into riding an elevator). By the second floor, it was pretty clear they were paid to keep the chitchat to a minimum.

I leaned back and didn’t ask questions while the goons positioned themselves at each end of the room. One stood next to the door we’d entered through; the other took the door directly opposite.

And then they started casting magic—something in the Privacy spell category. It was aimed at the room in general, not me specifically, which was good. If they tried to work a spell on me, they’d be in for a helping of hurt.

That they were casting a spell wasn’t all that unusual. That they were working it together piqued my interest. They started the spell small, and when the magic they cast sizzled like a cheap sparkler, Goon One canceled his spell and adjusted what he was tracing to make it more closely match Goon Two’s spell.

They were Contrasts. I hadn’t seen a lot of magic users cast magic together—well, except for a few Soul Complements, me and Zayvion Jones included. Zay’s best friend, Shamus Flynn, and I were Contrasts, which meant that sometimes we could make spells a hell of a lot stronger if we worked together, and sometimes magic backfired and blew things up.

But the goons had it down to a routine. All through the cast, and it seemed to be a long and complicated spell, Goon One kept an eye out for things going wrong—like all the oxygen getting burned out of the room—and negated it before it became a full-force killer.

And then they were done weaving the spell between themselves and throughout the room. They both said a word, a single syllable, and my ears were stuffed with cotton. I swallowed hard, tasted the chemical sting of the combined magic—like they’d just drenched the room in antiseptic—didn’t like it much, and tried to get my ears to clear.

Should have packed some magical chewing gum.

“So now no one can hear us, see us, or probably remember us coming into the room,” I said with all the boredom I felt at their theatrics. “Do we get to have our little chat now? And if we do, would one of you like to fill me in on why Mr. Bartholomew Wray wanted me to meet him here today?”

I didn’t add “alone.” And no, I hadn’t told Zay or anyone else that I was coming here. One, it hadn’t seemed like that big of a deal. The first time I’d gone to meet my teacher, Maeve Flynn, I hadn’t alerted the search and rescue or anything. I figured the new boss of the Authority would be following the same rules he expected the rest of us in the Authority to follow.

And if he wasn’t, I could more than handle myself.

I was no slouch with magic or a blade.

Also, I wasn’t as alone as most people. My dead father had been possessing a corner of my brain for months—ever since a magic user had tried to raise him from the dead. He’d been pretty quiet lately, but I knew he was always there, listening.

The goons still weren’t talking. “Listen,” I said, “I wasn’t the one who called this little barbecue. If he wants to talk to me, he knows where I live.”

I stood.

Just as the door across the room opened.

In strolled Bartholomew Wray. I’d never met him, but that punch-in-the-stomach kick of recognition from my dad, who was still curled up and possessing a part of my brain, told me he knew the man.

Wray was about my dad’s age, maybe a couple inches shorter than me, and dressed in a nice jacket and slacks, button-down shirt but no tie, collar undone. His receding hairline and the pompadour comb-back, which crested in a six-inch wave, only made the top of his head look too wide and his cheekbones too sharp above his narrow, pointed chin.

Eyes: watery blue. Lips: thin enough I was pretty sure they’d break under the weight of a smile.

“Ms. Beckstrom.” He wasn’t looking at me. He was reading the report in his hand. “Thank you for coming today. Please, sit—” This was when he glanced up.

And stopped dead in his tracks.

Shock, surprise, and then an uncomfortable half smile that he managed to prop up with a stiff sneer. “You certainly resemble your father.”

Ah. Well, now I could assume they had not been friends. I wondered whether he held grudges.

“So I’ve been told,” I said.

He adjusted one sleeve, catching at the cuff links there as if they were worry stones, and then motioned at the chair behind me. “Please, have a seat so we can begin.”

I sat. “What are we beginning?”

He took the chair on the opposite side of the desk and one of the goons came over with two glasses of water, placing them on the coasters near each of us.

“Didn’t they inform you?” He raised silver eyebrows and glanced at each of the goons in turn.

“They said it was a standard-procedure meeting of some kind,” I said. “And I have no idea what that means.”

He glanced back down at the report in his hands. “I’m not surprised. No one has been following procedure during the past five years, apparently. And no one has reported the lapse in discipline.”

“Isn’t that your job?”

He flicked a look at me.

“Supervising?” I said. “Which means working with the ground troops and maybe checking in every once in a while so you know when something isn’t going right?”

“I have a large region to cover, Ms. Beckstrom,” he said. “I can only focus on a specific problem, such as Portland, if it is brought to my attention. No one called me.”

“And you haven’t stopped by in the past five years.”

He held my gaze for a long moment. I suddenly knew he and I would never be friends either.

“No one followed procedure and contacted me until things were in this sorry state of disarray.” He sniffed and pulled a pen out of his breast pocket, clicking it three times and then poising it over the report.

“I’ll need you to sign this form.” He spun it in my direction and held out the pen for me.

I slipped the form off the desk and sat back to read it all the way down to the fine print. It gave him permission to work a Blood magic Truth spell on me. The fine print was all about how I wouldn’t fight him, sue him, or complain if I found out he had me Closed for what I revealed while I was under its influence.

“No.” I spun it back around in front of him.

His eyebrows notched up. “Do you understand that this form protects us both, and leaves a trail for other people to follow if anything goes wrong?”

“Yes. That’s why I’m not signing it.”

“I’m not certain you are aware of your position here, Ms. Beckstrom.”

“Listen,” I said. “I know you want to work a Truth on me. You want to know what happened out at the prison, and the Life well. You want to know what part I had in the fight and deaths at both places. Fine. I’ll tell you. But I will not sign anything that connects me in writing to the Authority.”

“That seems a strange stance to take since you are so very involved in the Authority, Ms. Beckstrom. As was your father.”

“My father’s dead. I’m sure he signed a lot of papers too, and some of those might have made a nice easy trail for the people who killed him. I Hound for a living, Mr. Wray. When you’re in the business of tracking old spells—often illegal spells—back to the people who cast them, you don’t want anyone to know where you’ve been, what other cases you’re working, or who you let get stabby with Blood magic Truth. I won’t leave a trail that would tie me to you.”

“Very well, then.” He reached down and opened a drawer in the desk. He shuffled past several files and finally pulled out a new form and began writing on it. “This indicates that the unnamed member of the Authority refused to sign but is willing to be questioned.” He paused, while each of the goons in turn left his post and initialed the form; then he handed the form to me.

“Please read it.”

I did so. More of the same legal mumbo jumbo, with the exact same small-print clause as the other form. I nodded.

“I’ll initial that the unnamed read it and that it was witnessed by Mr. Harrison”—he nodded toward Goon One—“and Mr. Ladd”—he nodded toward Goon Two.

Well, at least I had their names now.

He initialed the paper, slipped it back into the file  folder on top of his desk along with the other unsigned form, and, after squaring the edge of the paper to properly align with the folder, sat back.

“Mr. Ladd,” he said, “please inform Ms. Whit we are ready for her.”

Goon Two turned and cast your basic Unlock, then opened the door behind him. The door’s angle blocked my view, but in a minute a woman strolled in.

She was tall and big-boned, her sandy hair cut short and messy around her face, which seemed to be dominated by wide lips and a strong jaw, lending her a tomboy look, even though she must have been in her thirties. She had on a cardigan over a tank top and slacks, and running shoes. She wore very little makeup, and smiled appreciatively when she caught sight of me.

“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” she said, striding over with her hand out to shake.

I stood. I was right. We were about the same height. Her hands were calloused enough that I noticed the rough ridges running like rings down her fingers and along her palm. I tried to think of what would make those kinds of wear marks. Came up blank.

“The famous Daniel Beckstrom’s daughter,” she said with a gold-star voice.

“Allie,” I said. “Just Allie.”

“Melissa,” she said. “Whit.” She searched my gaze for recognition, but I had none to give her. Not even Dad flinched at her name. No, he was being suspiciously quiet.

I just nodded.

“Well,” she said, dropping my hand like I’d gone dead. “Are we ready?” She pulled a slick, thin Blood magic blade out of the hip sheath hidden by her sweater.

“Ms. Beckstrom has read the papers and signed off,” Bartholomew said. “You may begin the Truth spell.”

I’d wondered what she had to do with all this.

She glanced around the room, then rolled a chair from next to the table over to my side, positioning herself like a nurse about to take my blood pressure.

“Do you want me to use physical restraints?” she asked.

“What? No. Why would I want that?”

She glanced over at Bartholomew. He shrugged. “It’s within her rights to refuse them.”

“You’re just casting Truth, right?” I asked.

“Yes. But it’s a very . . . detailed spell,” she said. “I wouldn’t think anyone here would have used it. It’s difficult,” she said just in case I wasn’t catching on. “But don’t worry. I do this all the time. Haven’t lost anyone yet. Well, not on accident.” A smile stretched her lips just a smidgen too wide for the sane kind of happy.

I opened my mouth to tell her that maybe she could just hold off on the creepy Blood magic user shtick and let me get my own set of witnesses in the room to make sure nothing went horribly wrong. But with the first stroke of her knife through the empty air in front of me, she caught up the edge of the goons’ spell that was still lying like a heavy cloak over the room and so, too, she caught up my ability to speak.

Another Contrast? The place was just crawling with them.

Then she slashed the knife across her hand, a straight line through the meat of all four fingers—that’s what the calluses were from—and the blood blade drank down her offering of blood, mixing it into the spell she traced. A spell that locked me into the chair as surely as if she’d buckled me in and set a whale on my lap.

Her eyes were glassy, her lips forming the words of the spell even though she didn’t so much as whisper.

She didn’t have to. Magic followed each stroke of her blade, formed to the rhythm of her unspoken words. She  closed the spell and Truth took hold like a vise on my head that squeezed at my temples.

Lovely.

“Set,” she said. “Ask her anything you want. She’ll tell the truth.”

I heard the chair squeak as Bartholomew got up and sat on the corner of the desk. He moved my glass of water aside and brushed the condensation off his fingertips and onto his slacks.

“Tell me your name,” he said.

“Allison Angel Beckstrom,” I said.

“Yes.” That was from Melissa.

Huh. So it wasn’t just Truth. She was acting as a lie detector too. I’d never seen the spell used this way before—didn’t know you could use Truth on someone without using at least a drop of their blood, and I had most certainly not let her cut me.

I wondered if Dad knew how this spell worked.

From the uncomfortable shifting of his thoughts in my head—some of which I caught—he did, and he thought it was oversanitized and outdated. A failed attempt to adapt a spell outside a specific discipline, which resulted in an inferior spell with an even higher pain price.

Terrific he had an opinion about it. Less terrific an inferior spell with a higher pain price was currently attached to my head.

“Were you involved in the battle at the Life well a few days ago?”

“Yes.”

Melissa nodded.

Bartholomew rubbed at his cuff links again. Note to self: get into a high-stakes poker game with him. His tells were so loud I needed earplugs just to be in the same room with him.

“Tell me who was there.”

“Everyone?” I asked. The vise on my head was starting to get uncomfortable. Inferior spell, wrong discipline meant the price of pain leaked to me. Faster would be better.

“Yes,” he said.

So much for fast. This was going to take some time.

“Me, Zayvion Jones, Shamus Flynn, Terric Conley.” That covered the current members of the Authority. Now to sum up the ex-members who were there. “Sedra Miller, Dane Lanister, some of Dane’s men, and Roman Grimshaw. Also, there were some dead people there: Mikhail, Isabelle, Leander, and my dad.”

“Your father?” Bartholomew asked.

Out of that entire list, the last four people were Veiled—ghosts of dead magic users who had been possessing the living. And of those four people—Mikhail, who had died years ago and was once the head of the Authority; Isabelle and Leander, who were the most powerful magic users in history, along with being two very sick and twisted souls bent on killing anyone in the way of their plans for ruling magic; and my father, who was a successful businessman—my dad, the most recently dead, was the only one who sparked Bartholomew’s curiosity?

“Yes.” Short, sweet, let’s get this the hell over with.

“Where was your father?”

“Possessing me.”

That got me a long, doubtful stare.

“Is he currently possessing you?”

“Yes.” I was starting to sweat. The pain from the spell was growing stronger, sending out licking tendrils to burn down my neck.

“Let me speak to him.”

“No.” Hey, it was a Truth spell. I had to answer his questions truthfully. I didn’t have to do what he told me  to do. If he stacked Influence on top of this little bundle of fun, then things would be different.

But I hadn’t signed up for anything except Truth. At so much as one Influency wiggle of his fingers, I would be so out of here.

“Why won’t you let me speak to him?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Why?” The word pressed like he’d just put the heel of his palm against my forehead.

Ouch.

“Because I don’t like him.” Or you. Somehow I managed to shut my mouth before that last came out.

“If I forced the issue?” he asked.

“Do you have a form for that?”

The corner of his lips twitched, but it did not produce a smile. “Yes.”

“I won’t sign it.”

“Perhaps another day,” he said. “Tell me what happened at the well of Life.”

I paused, trying to gather my thoughts. So much had happened that led up to the fight at the well, I wasn’t even sure where to start. Jingo Jingo, one of Portland’s powerful Death magic users, kidnapped the head of the Authority, Sedra Miller. Sedra had been possessed for years (though we hadn’t known it) by Isabelle, who was waiting for Leander to return to life. Probably me stepping through the gates into death to save Zayvion’s soul had done something to let Leander into this world. Not that we’d figured that out before we’d ended up having to buddy up with Roman Grimshaw, the ex-con Guardian of the gates, whom we’d accidentally helped escape from prison, and Mikhail, Sedra’s long-dead lover, who was hell-bent on killing Isabelle and saving Sedra’s soul even if that meant possessing and nearly killing Shame.

Brevity. I needed it.

“When we walked into the room above the well, I  saw Sedra Miller and her bodyguard, Dane Lanister. Several of Dane’s men were already dead. Sacrificed, I think, for the spells they were casting so that Leander and Isabelle could both possess Sedra at the same time.”

“Who was with you?”

“I just told you that.”

“Who among you was possessed?”

He had to have heard this before. At least three times, from Shame, Terric, and Zay. I was the last of the people directly involved in the fight to be called in. And they’d all told me they’d gone over the exact same story with him. No surprises were going to come to light from this. We were all telling the truth, under the geis of a Truth spell. Even though it was a crappily constructed spell, it still did the job.

“My dad possessed me,” I said. “Mikhail possessed Shame Flynn, and Leander and Isabelle possessed Sedra Miller.”

“Yes,” Melissa said.

“Continue, and do speak up.” He fingered the cuff links. What? Did he have a recording device hooked up to them? “What happened after you walked into the chamber?”

“Sedra Miller—who was possessed by Isabelle—said she was going to kill us all, and especially Mikhail, whom she knew was possessing Shame. She said that she and Leander were going to rule all magic.”

I swallowed, and took my time to inhale and exhale a couple times. The pain was getting worse, skittering out along my shoulders, but I was good at handling pain. Hounds almost always Proxied the pain of their own spells, unlike most magic users I’d met in the Authority, who hired out for Proxy.

I glanced at Melissa. She was sweating, smiling. I could smell the pain on her and knew she was carrying at least some cost of this spell. It didn’t seem to bother  her. As a matter of fact, from the way she licked her lips, and from how dilated her pupils were, it looked like she was enjoying the pain.

Masochist. Probably cast the crappy pain-leaking spell on purpose.

“And what did you do?” Bartholomew asked.

“We fought them, Zayvion, Roman, Terric, Shame-Mikhail, and I. We used magic and our weapons and it almost wasn’t enough. They almost killed us. All of us. Zayvion and Roman were able to take care of the Veiled who Leander and Isabelle dragged out of the well. Shame-Mikhail and Terric fought Sedra-Isabelle and Leander. They were able to force Leander to exit Sedra’s body. He then attacked me. I was already a little busy dealing with Dane, who had brought a gun to the fight along with magic. Leander somehow pulled me out of my body. I almost died.”

I swallowed, tasting the acrid burn of that memory on the back of my throat as if I were still standing in that underground room, filled with magic, the dead and dying, and trying to decide if I should return to my own body or join with Zayvion and be with him forever as one.

“Things got a little blurry for a bit,” I said. “But I know Shame-Mikhail eventually forced Isabelle out of Sedra’s body. That’s how Sedra died. I think Mikhail crossed over into death with her soul. I didn’t see how Roman got away. But I know Leander and Isabelle didn’t just walk into death. I think they might still be loose. Here. Maybe in the city.”

“Yes,” Melissa said again.

“How did Dane Lanister die?”

“I didn’t see it.” That was true. But I knew how he died. Zayvion shot him through the head because Leander had possessed Dane and was using him to remove my soul from my body.

He considered that answer. And I waited for the big questions: why did we let Leander and Isabelle slip through our fingers? Why did we break into the prison filled with magical criminals and not only ended up with ex–Authority members Greyson and Chase dead but also set the spirit of Leander and the ex–Guardian of the gates, Roman, free? Why did we join up with Mikhail—the dead, exiled ex–head of the Authority—and Roman, both of whom were considered enemies to the Authority?

But all he said was, “Very well. Just one more question, Ms. Beckstrom. How long have you been possessed by your father?”

It took me a second to count back. “Six months or more.”

“But your father died eight months ago.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me, how is it he possessed you?”

“How do you not know this? Maeve sent you reports on me, even before I started training with her.”

“If I wanted Maeve Flynn’s information, I would have asked her here and put her under a Truth spell.” He didn’t say it like he was angry, or concerned. Which was what bothered me. This man was above us, all of us here in the Authority. He could, and from that statement would, do anything he wanted to us. And there was nothing we could do about it.

“Tell me how your father possessed you,” he repeated.

The pain kicked up a notch or twelve as it snapped along my ribs. I breathed through it. In through the nose, out through the nose.

“I don’t know how he did it.” Calm, clear. Like I wasn’t hurting enough to scream. Go, me.

“Surely you must have some memory of when and how it happened,” he pressed. “I understand you keep notes. In a notebook, I believe.”

“Dad’s dead body was on a slab. Frank Gordon, who was a member of the Authority at the time, was using magic, light, dark, Life, Death, and I don’t know what else. I didn’t know it then, and I don’t know now what he was trying to do. Maybe he was trying to bring my dad back to life. Maybe not. I was there trying to save some girls who had been kidnapped and were being used as Proxy victims.

“Dad stepped into my head. I don’t know how. He’s never told me.”

Bartholomew narrowed his eyes, then shifted his look to Melissa.

“Yes,” she said, sounding a little surprised.

Right. Mr. Wray needed a second opinion on whether I was telling the truth. For a man who had risen in power and status over people I considered wickedly deadly with magic, it was a real disconnect to see him needing a second opinion on anything magical.

Maybe he wasn’t good at Truth spells. Or maybe he sucked at magic. I wondered if someone could brown-nose his way up the Authority’s ladder.

“Thank you, Ms. Beckstrom. That will be all for today.” He stood and I looked over at Melissa.

She was practically glossy with sweat, her cheeks hot red. And she was smiling all the way back to her molars.

“How’d you like it?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” I replied, well, truthfully.

“I’m so sorry,” she said with no remorse. “This might sting a little.”

She slashed her knife through the air, breaking the Truth spell. The spell backlashed so hard, a hot line of pain whipped across my chest.

I hissed.

She faked a little surprise. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it would kick like that.”

Lying bitch.

The weight of the spell took a couple seconds to lift, but finally my head, my body were mine to move again. I stood and brushed my hair back behind one ear while I reached for my backpack.

I turned and headed to the door. Goons or no goons, I was not staying here a second longer.

“Ms. Beckstrom,” Bartholomew said.

I paused in front of the goon who was blocking the door. Clenched my hand to keep from throwing magic at him, and turned to look at Bartholomew.

“I want you to know that I am going to do everything in my power to clean up the mess you and the other members of Portland’s Authority have made. And if you cooperate, I am confident we will find a place for you and your skills within the organization.”

Sounded like a threat to me. “And if I don’t cooperate?”

His eyebrows hitched up, stacking wrinkles up to his hairline. “If you don’t cooperate, you will expedite procedures that will put your file and service on review. And with the current state of things, I do not think the results of your continued . . . service would be favorable.”

“Good to know,” I said.

He gestured at Goon Two to open the door for me, which he did.

I stormed out of there and through the attorney’s office, not caring whether it would blow Bartholomew’s cover. My head was pounding and I was shaking from after-pain sweats—that I-want-to-crawl-into-bed-and-not-come-out-for-a-week kind of feeling. The backlash in the middle of my chest from the spell still burned hot—it was either blistering or would soon—from my belly up between my breasts to my collarbone. She’d broken that spell with the intent to make me hurt.

And on top of all that I was angry. Angry at myself for going there alone. I’d watched my father in enough business negotiations to know you should always, always bring a witness into any contentious situation. And I was angry at Bartholomew for being a dick.

Zayvion had said as much, though in a politically correct sort of way. I should have paid attention. I should have had him come in with me.

“Beckstrom!”

I stopped. I was on the street outside the lawyer’s office. Somehow got down all six flights of stairs without paying a damn bit of attention. That kind of detail tracking would get me killed.

Could this day get worse?

I glanced at the people walking the streets, then over at the cars.

“Hey!” The voice called out again. And then I spotted him.

Anthony Bell, the kid who wanted to be a Hound. The kid who had been involved with Frank Gordon, kidnapping and killing those girls to try to raise my dad from the dead. The kid who my friend Martin Pike had tried to help out—and instead had died for—was walking my way, smiling.

He had on jeans, a white T-shirt, and a dark hoodie. Walking next to him was a woman who looked enough like him that I figured she was his mom.

“Allie,” he said. “I was gonna stop by and talk to you. This is my mother. Mom, this is Allie. Beckstrom.”

“Marta,” she said, leaning forward to shake my hand. I shook. Her hand was warm around my icy palm.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, trying to get my social norms in line.

“Anthony told me you were considering letting him job-shadow a Hound,” she said.

“Really?” I leveled a look at Ant.

“No, Mom,” he said. “I told you I was gonna ask her for a job shadow.”

“Listen,” I said to both of them. “We’ve talked about this. I don’t think Hounding is a first-choice career move. And I told Anthony that I wouldn’t even consider his Hounding with my—” What did I call us? Group? Union? Pack? “With me and the other Hounds until he got out of high school.”

Marta was nodding and nodding, and beaming with pride. “And he did!” she said. “My boy finally got tired of acting out, got cleaned up, and finished his school. Look.” She dug in the massive purse hanging off her shoulder and pulled out a cell phone.

“Just last week. Isn’t he handsome?”

“Mom,” Anthony moaned.

I glanced down at the cell phone. A photo of Anthony in graduation robe and cap smiled back at me.

“He’s been looking forward to talking to you about the job shadow,” she continued.

“I don’t—,” I started.

“I know it’s a lot to ask. After everything that has happened.” She didn’t look away from my gaze, which I respected. Her son carried a big share of the blame for why Pike was killed. But he wasn’t the only reason for it. Pike had confronted the killer alone with no one to back him up.

Hounds are stupid like that.

“It would mean so much to him, and to me,” she said, “if you would give him this chance. Just a trial run for a month or so.”

I shook my head. “I still don’t think Hounding is a long-term line of work.”

“I just need a start,” Ant said. “A few weeks’ training. I just want a few weeks’ training. Enough so I know.”

“So you know what?” I asked.

“If I can do it like Pike said I could.”

Shit. I could make it easy on him and on me and just  tell him he couldn’t. But Pike had told me Anthony was good, and might even be a really good Hound if he could get his life together.

Taking on another responsibility was the last thing I needed. There was no chance in hell I was going to let him follow me around. And I couldn’t leave him alone in a room with the Hound who usually followed me around, Davy Silvers. Davy had idolized Pike and blamed Ant for his death. He’d throw Ant out a window first chance he got.

I supposed there were other Hounds I could buddy him up with. Sid Westerly was pretty even-headed. He could probably take Ant in for a few weeks and show him the ropes. And Sid did some kind of computer programming on the side. Maybe he could push Ant toward a better sort of career and get him out of my hair for good.

“Fine,” I said. “Call me before you come by the den. I’ll talk to a couple people and see who’s up for a shadow. Nice meeting you,” I said to his mother.

“You too,” she said. “Thank you, Ms. Beckstrom. Martin always spoke so highly of you and now I know why.”

I smiled and tried not to let my real feelings show. I didn’t think she understood how dangerous it was to be a Hound. Was pretty sure she didn’t know the suicide rate, or the burnout that drove anyone with any sense out of the business. No, from her genuine smile, I could tell she saw this as a chance for her son to follow his dreams and make something out of his life.

Considering the road he had been headed down—magical crime, jail time, probably death—Hounding looked positively civilized.

“Thank you,” I said. “Remember, Bell—call. If you show up unannounced, I will not be responsible for how you are greeted.”

He nodded. He knew Davy hated him. Knew the other Hounds probably didn’t like him much either. “Got your number. I’ll call.”

I strode down the street toward the MAX stop. The wind, warmer now that May was almost done, picked up and brought with it the smell of the bakery on the corner. My stomach cramped at the buttery toasted smell of bread and I considered stopping to get something to eat. It was almost noon, and I hadn’t had anything but coffee today. But I’d promised Zayvion I’d meet him for lunch at the Works.

No time to go home and change out of my sweaty clothes, I caught the next train and hoped Zay wouldn’t notice just how sick I looked and felt.

But by the time the MAX dropped me off half a block from the restaurant, I was feeling even worse. Fever must have set in from that crappy magic spell. Plus, the burn down my chest was making it painful to move my arms. I don’t know how that bitch Melissa managed to make me bear so much of the cost of that damn Truth spell. I didn’t like it. If that’s the way the new management was going to run things, I wanted no part of it.

I tucked my hands deeper into my jacket pockets and put my head down against the wind that seemed colder than it had just a few minutes ago.

I was in a bad mood and going downhill fast.

I didn’t even see the guy striding toward me. Didn’t expect him to hit me in the gut. I stumbled back, one arm thrown over the echoing agony in my stomach and chest. Managed not to go to my knees, but was slow on the recovery. He was fast, came in close. Close enough I got a lungful of the rotted smell of death and body odor that stank so bad my eyes watered.

Close enough I could see the weird green glow of  magic flash in his eyes. A green glow I’d only ever seen from the Veiled.

He grabbed my backpack and took off running. I turned and traced a Tracking spell, but as soon as I called on magic my arm went numb. Too damn much pain in too short of a time. I botched the spell, swore, tried again, and still didn’t get it right.

Finally nailed it on the third time. But by then he had disappeared, leaving me nothing, and no one to track.
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