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Chapter One

 

"
You still got those files on the bastards who ruined your dad?"

Rick Moore
's mental alarm bells blared at the question. Its oh-so-casual tone signaled that Stan Wells, the fiftyish editor-in-chief of MageWire.com's southeastern bureau, was up to something.

"
Yeah, I have 'em." He would hold onto them as long as there was any hope of clearing his father's name. But that was old news, not something MageWire, the main news source for the mages living secretly among Mundane humans, would cover after so many years had passed. "Why?"

Rick settled himself in the battered, blue visitor
's chair opposite Stan's cluttered desk. The chair creaked, protesting having six feet of reasonably athletic male dropped into it.

Stan
leaned forward. "I'm thinking about pushing for an investigation into your father's case."

Rick
's heart jumped. His father had been wrongly accused of using dark magic when Rick was only twelve. The resulting mess had caused his dad's death and ruined Rick's family. If the case were reopened, Rick would finally have a chance to prove that accusation was false.

H
e had never wanted anything more.

Except having his dad back, alive and well.
Nothing could give him that, though.

And
nothing came for free with Stan.

The guy
was a master strategist, something Rick had always admired about him. The many awards hanging on the walls of the cramped office attested to Stan's success in spurring his reporters to land the tough stories. The ones that made a difference.

Schooling his face to blandness,
Rick asked, "What's the catch?"

"
The national office is talking budget cuts. To cover ourselves, we need to break a big story, the kind you used to really sink your teeth into. I want you to write it."

"
An investigative story," Rick said, his voice flat.

He should
've known the invitation to MageWire's Lawrenceville, Georgia, offices was about more than catching up. Exposés made Stan's heart go pit-a-pat, but Rick had long since had enough of that work. "You do remember I walked away from investigative stories four years ago?"

Stan leaned forward in his leather desk chair
. "Yeah, but before you burned out and decided you wanted to piddle around with your 'Furthermore' column and your novels, or whatever, you were the best I had."

He tapped his pen on the desk, maybe letting the ego stroke soak in
. But Rick didn't care about ego points. Investigative journalism had turned him into something he didn't want to be.

Stan continued,
"I need you for this, Rick. I don't have anyone else with your knack for getting the stories people don't want to tell. In return, I'm willing to stick my neck out over an old, fairly minor scandal. And you get what you've wanted for years."

His father
's disgrace and subsequent death weren't minor to Rick even if they'd scarcely made a ripple in the wider mage world. Damn it, Stan was casting a good lure, one he knew Rick would find hard to refuse. The MageWire southeastern bureau covered a wide area. If its editor pushed to reopen the case, odds were high that there would be an investigation.

There was no guarantee
an investigation would clear Dad's name, but a slim chance was better than none. "What's the story?"

Stan grinned, probably scenting victory.
"You remember that shire reeve who went rogue three years ago?"

"
The guy who flipped out and killed a Councilor." The shire reeve was the top mage cop in his or her region, the equivalent of a US Marshal, so the guy's rampage had stunned the mage community. "Still at large, isn't he? Or did somebody kill him?"

W
ouldn't Mundanes go crazy if they knew about any of that – or found out that mages lived among them, complete with their own regional, or shire, governments?

Stan s
hook his head. "He's still out there. Went on to kill his former chief deputy, his lover, and an old friend. And that's on top of the four deputy reeves he slaughtered when they tried to apprehend him in the Council chamber. Name's Griffin Dare."

"
I remember that. He was hero until that day. Then he pretty much tossed the shire reeve code of courage and integrity out the window." So had the shire reeve who'd helped ruin Rick's dad, only most people didn't know it. "What could make a guy like Dare turn traitor?"

"
Word is, he sold out to the ghouls." Stan's eyes narrowed. "It's been three years since he went rogue, but nobody has ever found that sumbitch. There's got to be a reason."

"
You think someone's helping him."

"
Gotta be," Stan said. "Otherwise he'd have to be screened 24/7/365. Nobody can do that."

True.
And intriguing. Mages could scry, magically viewing and locating anyone who wasn't covered by a magic screen. But such screens burned power fast, and mages didn't have an unlimited store. They required periodic recharges from natural energy –sunlight, trees, wildlife.

"
The deputy reeves were scrying around the clock for weeks after the first murders," Stan continued, "but they never got even a glimmer. That means Dare had help. I'm betting on his family."

"
Surely the reeves questioned them."

"
Politely." Stan snorted. "At their house in Macon. At their convenience. Supposedly, the deputy reeves searched the place. Also politely."

The old pain gouged Rick
's gut. When his father had been accused of using dark magic, Rick's parents had been hauled into the Great Lakes Area Collegium, the mage headquarters that covered their Illinois home, and questioned for days. Dark magic use was a serious crime because its power came from death and blood in a perversion of natural law. While Rick's mom and dad were questioned, the deputy reeves had ransacked their house.

Ric
k leaned forward. "How did the Dares rate kid glove treatment?"

"
Three guesses." Stan shook his head. "Dare's father is a hotshot lawyer, practices in both the mage and the Mundane courts. His mom's a famous sculptor. On top of that, the Dares are one of the oldest, most powerful mage lines. Griffin Dare's friends, who of course enjoy the aura of the family's influence, were questioned with a bit more intensity but not much."

"
Connections," Rick noted grimly. "It's not what you know, it's who." The lack of such connections for his dad, while the true criminal had them in abundance, had wrecked Rick's family.

At Stan
's nod of agreement, Rick said, "So you want me to find this guy. That seems more like a job for the deputy reeves than an ex-reporter."

"
Not exactly. I want you to find out what the Dares know about all this. They stonewalled reporters from day one."

"
As though they had something to hide," Rick said slowly. Just like the mage who'd really done the things that'd been blamed on his dad.

"
Exactly," Stan said. "If they're hiding him, find out where. If they helped him, find out what they know. If they did anything criminal–and I'd bet my right arm they did–take them down."

Something about this still wasn
't right. "Why now? The southeast bureau covered all this at the time."

"
Never made much headway. We had a reporter on it, Jim Todd, but he said the story fizzled."

"
So what's changed?" Rick barely knew Jim, but the guy had a stellar rep. Until his retirement, he'd been the Southeast's top investigative reporter.

"
There's an opening. Stuart and Lara Dare are granite about their privacy, but their daughter, Griffin's younger sister, is trying to launch an arty career–fancy placemats, rugs, some kind of fabric art. Name's Caroline. She'll have to be more accessible if she wants traction."

"
Maybe, but if she's hiding something, getting her to open up will be a challenge." And something about her was niggling at his brain, something from the press release
Georgia Arts Monthly
had forwarded to him in his capacity as their Macon stringer.

Stan continued,
"Caroline Dare is twenty-seven, three years younger than you, so you're the right age to hang with her. You both live in Macon, which is handy. She has her first showing at the Parkhurst Gallery the day after tomorrow."

Rick frowned.
"She's flying high for a newbie. That's one of the city's most exclusive galleries. I've covered events there."

"
Connections again." Stan informed him. "Her mama, Lara Dare, always shows her sculptures there. Anyway, you have a gift for getting people to talk to you. And women seem to like you. Though why they'd go for that unshaven look is a mystery to me."

Rick shrugged.
He'd never had trouble getting dates. Maybe it was because he kept himself in shape and had passable looks, but light brown hair and blue eyes were ordinary. A more likely reason was that, as Stan had noted, something about Rick seemed to invite people to talk.

He
'd never played a woman for a story, though.

"
You covering the Dare girl's opening?" Stan asked.

"
I'd thought about it, but–wait a minute!" Aghast, Rick said, "Caroline Dare is blind. I remember that from the press release. You want me to cozy up to a blind woman to get an inside track with her family."

Cursing silently, he shook his head.
"Investigative work always means swimming around in the shit pool, but that'd be a new low."

Swimming in muc
k was a big part of the reason he'd gotten sick of investigative journalism. That, and the occasional kid whose life was wrecked by a parent's crimes. Rick had been such a kid, and his father's actual innocence hadn't cushioned the destruction of their family one bit.

"
So she's blind." Stan shrugged. "I'll guaran-damn-tee you she had an easier time of it than most sighted people. First, she has some magic, which the press release we got, unlike the one that went to Mundane news outlets, says is how she makes the tapestries. But even more important, she must've had the very best mobility training, educational assistance, adaptive equipment, whatever, that money can buy."

"
Yeah, but–"

"
Rick, if she's helping to hide the most wanted fugitive in the mage world, a man who killed eight mages, does being blind let her off the hook?"

"
Of course not." But Rick had left investigative work in part because it was making him more jaded than he'd already been. Now Stan wanted him to dive back in.

A blind woman, for God
's sake!

Still, this could be Rick
's one chance to clear his dad's name.

Mom
had never gotten over Dad's disgrace or his subsequent death. If Rick could lift the shadow that had lurked in her eyes for the last eighteen years and eliminate the embarrassment his sister, Jenny, still suffered when anyone made the connection, how could he refuse?

"
I have the MageWire research file, the updates Jim Todd sent me as he worked, and my notes on what we discussed," Stan said. "I made you copies. I'm also trying to get you an embed with the deputy reeves, give you a chance to make some contacts who might know something about Dare. That'll take some doing, seeing as how they haven't allowed any embeds since the reporters on Dare's last, disastrous raid were killed. If I can pull it off, you'll have to move fast."

Rick nodded.
Surely the deputies would've shared anything relevant during the investigation, but you never knew when a lead would turn up.

"
So you're in?" Stan asked. "I need the story by the time the national budget committee meets, so you've got two weeks."

Rick stared at him.
Two weeks to get inside a family with something to hide. Not nearly enough time. But winning the trust of wary people had earned him his biggest stories. He could do this.

Justice for the dead was always too late, but better late than never.
And Rick would do anything to lift that shadow in his mom's eyes.

Besides,
Stan was right. If Caroline Dare and her parents were harboring a murderer, they deserved to be taken down.

"
Yeah," Rick said. "I'm in."

#

"You hit it out of the park, baby." Caroline Dare's date, Jerald Layton, spoke softly in her ear. "I can hear the sweet
cha-ching
of money flowing in."

Caro mustered
a smile. Jerald's focus on sales was only natural for an ambitious stockbroker. It wasn't his fault this evening wasn't perfect.

The soft fizz of champagne in the flute she held sent ticklish bubbles up her nose.
She didn't need eyesight to know the art gallery was busy, even growing crowded. The mix of cheerful conversation, footsteps on hardwood flooring, and the mellow tones of a saxophone filled the air.
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