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Part 1

Marcy wrapped a towel around herself, crossed from her bathroom to her bedroom, opened her walk-in closet—

—and nearly fell into a roiling tunnel of otherworldly flame.

Smoke billowed into her bedroom, darker than midnight, as if the tongues of bright orange fire were casting sooty black shadows. The stench of heat and something else, something unidentifiable, seared her nose and her lungs and stung her widening eyes. And the sound of it, like a hiss, like a scream…

Like a whole lot of screams.

Marcy slammed the door.

For a long, stunned moment she stared at it, uncomprehending. Then she ran, still towel-clad and barefoot, for her apartment's kitchen. She kept a fire extinguisher there because she'd read she should. Should she use it now or call 911 first? Necessities clashed for order. She had to get her cat, Snowball, out, and to warn the rest of the building, and to—

It was the laugh that stopped her.

Deep and malevolent, it splashed out of the bedroom doorway and eddied around her like something physical, something sticky, something downright dangerous. Marcy hesitated.

A laugh?

Stuttering reason battled with a different instinct. A more primal understanding clawed upward through her panic.

Somehow, that fire wasn't fire.
The closet's crystal doorknob hadn't been hot under her hand. She wasn't burned, although she and the peach-colored bath sheet she'd wrapped around herself, after her shower, now felt unnaturally dry.

Yes, she'd seen flames—what she thought were flames—but she hadn't actually seen her neatly hung clothes or her built-in dresser burning. In fact, the fire had seemed to swirl, like water spinning down a drain, like a…

Portal. The word came unbidden, crazy. Like a portal of some kind.

And fires don't laugh. Not even happy ones.

Marcy's sense of reality balked. If it really was a fire, every second counted! Extinguisher, 911, cat, neighbors.

But if it wasn't…

Oh no.
A second helping of guilt now iced her fear, except that she wasn't sure which outcome she dreaded more. Would it be worse if her apartment really was on fire, or if something strange and otherworldly, something that really couldn't be happening, was… well… happening?

Especially if it was her fault?

Either way, insane or not, she had to be sure. She took a deep breath and turned reluctantly back toward the bedroom. After grabbing her little white fire extinguisher from under the sink.

She made herself approach the closet, tentatively reached out her free hand…

And touched the old-fashioned, crystal doorknob.

No heat. No stench of smoke. Nothing.

She turned the knob and, very carefully, cracked the door. Everything in her walk-in closet looked normal. She drew it wider, relief washing through her—

Poof! In a sudden burst, flames and a heavy, inky smoke roiled out toward her. It was a kind of tunnel, swirling counterclockwise far deeper into her closet than any five-by-eight dimensions should allow. Marcy now recognized the hissing, screaming noise as actual hissing and screaming. Inhuman hissing and screaming. A sulfuric stench mingled with the smoke that tore at her throat. The word brimstone came to mind. And over it all, through it all, rolled that deep, dark, unhappy chuckle—and a sudden thought, as clear as if it had been spoken.

At last…
Marcy dropped the fire extinguisher on her foot, too scared to even cry out. Then she slammed the closet door again. Even if nothing else made sense, that sure did! She backed out of the bedroom, limping. She bumped into the doorjamb and bit back a scream. She kept going, backward, all the way into the living room. She was completely dry now, despite having just gotten out of the shower, and very possibly insane as well, but…

But this sure didn't seem to be something the fire department could help her with.

Either she was imagining it all, or there was a…

Think it.
There really was a portal to Hell in her walk-in closet.

But why? How? When… ?

Slowly Marcy turned to her glass-topped coffee table. On it sat the remains of the white candle she'd used last night after getting home from a disappointing ten-year class reunion to face a dismal twenty-eighth birthday. Trails of semitranslucent wax had hardened in middrip down the side of the brass candlestick, like stopped time. Remnants of charred paper still curled in the china saucer beside it, waiting for her to bury both the ashes and candle stub like a good mage was supposed to. A trade-size paperback book, Magic for Beginners, still sat under the table—all of it a mocking reminder of Marcy's first spell attempt ever. She'd been reading about magic for months now, and it wasn't supposed to work like whatever was in the closet. This spell in particular should have been simple, innocent, harmless. A meditation, practically. A where-have-I-been-and-where-am-I-going spell.

Clearly something had backfired, and now she was in well over her head. Maybe over anybody's head. But with flames behind her closet door, Marcy couldn't waste time reviewing her meager collection of store-bought books on modern witchcraft. She certainly couldn't do nothing. She needed help.

So she did what any other single, urban-dwelling woman would do. She telephoned the maintenance man.

Tomas Martinez was a scary guy, true.

But this, at the moment, seemed scarier.

 

Tomas was having a good time frightening little old ladies when his cell phone beeped.

"Me, I'm not so much into the old traditions," he was admitting from his perch atop an aluminum ladder. He deliberately rolled the r in traditions, though he normally had no accent, for effect. He was hanging garlands of red, yellow and brown silk leaves for Mrs. Roberts's party tomorrow. Something about her insistence on providing a "more godly alternative" to the supposedly satanic celebration of Halloween had brought out the devil in him.

Not hard. The devil in him was never far from the surface, especially when he found himself annoyed by someone else's self-imposed fragility.

"What sort of traditions?" asked his white-haired tenant, keeping her distance.

"It's for my grandparents' sake we still do the Dia de los Muertes." He unhooked the phone from his belt clip as he spoke. "Day of the Dead. We picnic in the cemetery, we eat skeleton candy, we commune with relatives who have passed on to the next world." He shrugged. "The usual, eh?"

Though Mrs. Roberts's mouth opened, nothing escaped.

Tomas winked as he asked into the phone, "What's up?"

"Mr. Martinez?" Speaking of self-imposed fragility! The use of his surname, the waver in the voice—it had to be Marcy Bridges from the third floor. She was extremely polite, that one, despite her apparent terror of him. He wasn't sure which annoyed him more.

"Last time I looked, that was me." Tomas used his free hand to drape more fake foliage on hooks he'd installed above the living-room drapes. "What can I do for you, Ms. Bridges?"

"I shouldn't have called," she said quickly, which annoyed him further. Any good rabbit should know that running was practically an invitation to be chased.

"Ah, but you did." Leaving an end of garland dangling, Tomas jumped effortlessly from the ladder so that he could better concentrate on her meek little Midwestern voice. "Might as well tell me why."

Whatever she said next came out so rushed and breathy that he couldn't understand, so he frowned and asked, "Pardon?"

She said, more slowly, "There's something… something bad… in my closet. I'm sorry. I didn't know who else to call… "

Some days he wished this building had more male tenants. He sighed and bent to retrieve another strand of autumnal garland from Mrs. Roberts's bin. "Is it a spider?"

"Um…" Marcy's voice wavered again. "Nooo. Not a spider."

"A mouse?" He noticed that Mrs. Roberts looked even more concerned about mice than she had about him communing with the dead, and he grinned at her.

Marcy Bridges wasn't answering. Not a good sign. Maybe he should be worried about her closet after all. "Something larger?"

"Arhwuhh…" Was she covering her mouth? Then she simply whispered, "Please hurry."

The "please," timid but clearly desperate, worried him.

"I'm on my way." Tomas dropped silk leaves back into their bin. "Do not worry. I will handle it." Whatever it was.

These apartments were his responsibility. He'd put time, sweat, even blood into them. He would accept no other outcome.

After jogging downstairs for a mousetrap and a baseball bat, Tomas took the old, rumbling ironwork elevator to the third floor. When he knocked on 3B's door, he startled a scream from inside.

Something was definitely wrong. Marcy Bridges might not be the most courageous woman he'd ever met—whenever she was forced to request his help, she seemed worried he might murder her in cold blood rather than fix her plumbing. Probably something to do with his long hair. The tattoo circling his left wrist. The fondness for black leather. The unvanilla heritage.

But a scream? That sounded as if she might be up against more than figments of her fearful imagination.

Tomas banged on the door harder. "Ms. Bridges? Hey, you okay?"

Locks rattled. In a moment, Marcy flung the door open.

Tomas stared, grip tightening uselessly on the baseball bat.

She was wearing a towel. Just a towel. He'd never really thought of Marcy Bridges as a looker before this moment. She had light brown hair and a medium build, nothing flashy or sexy about her… except maybe her mouth. Her wide, inviting mouth usually seemed out of place on so timid a woman. Or so he'd thought. That had annoyed him, too, the waste of such a mouth.

Now, what with all that soft, pale, naked skin, her mouth did not look out of place at all.

Her wide green eyes, darting back to the apartment behind her, did.

"What's wrong?" he demanded.

"I can't find Snowball." Her voice shook. "We've got to find Snowball!"

Snowball was her little white cat. Tomas knew that, because he had never once crossed her threshold without some plea, in person or in writing, for him not to let her furry feline demon escape. Go figure, that she'd be the one to lose the cat, except…

Well, she did say that whatever had frightened her was bigger than a mouse. "Is the cat in the closet?" he asked.

Marcy plastered a hand to her mouth and moaned.

 

Normally, the man kind of, well, concerned her. Tomas Martinez dressed like a biker. He wore his long, dark hair in a braid down his back. His golden eyes, like a tiger's, always managed to look simultaneously bored and predatory, neither of which Marcy enjoyed.

But she had worse fears to contend with. The closet Her culpability. And now, worst of all, her cat.

Not Snowball. Not in that strange fire.
"I haven't seen her since I got out of the shower," she explained, limping hurriedly back to the bedroom with Tomas stalking after her. The cat was her roommate, her friend, the closest thing she had to a child. Where was she? "We played shower tag—she likes to balance on the ledge of the tub and pat at me through the curtain—but then I came in here… "

The bedroom looked normal.

Her step slowed, hopeful despite her previous fake-out. She even reached out and smoothed a wrinkled corner of her bedcovers. Maybe she'd imagined it. Maybe…

"Hey, lady." Tomas caught Marcy's arm with a large, warm hand, forcing her to either fully stop or try to drag him forward with her sheer strength. Not having an abundance of sheer strength, she faced him. He looked as solid as ever, somewhat annoyed, competent… and dangerous. For the first time ever, she felt relieved that he looked dangerous.

Fire with fire, and all that.

He said, "Not that I mind, but—have you noticed you're wearing nothing but a towel?"

Oh. Was she?

Marcy clutched the edges of the bath sheet closer together, then saw that the maintenance man's golden gaze, though still predatory, looked increasingly less bored or annoyed. Awareness oozed down her spine, and not from cold. Was he… ?

"My cat may be in Hell and you're scoping me out?"

"In Hell?" repeated Tomas Martinez blankly. He did not deny the scoping. In fact, he blatantly continued to scope.

Marcy pointed dramatically at the closet door, and her towel began to slip. She caught it, then pointed again. "There's something in my closet and, well…" Only one way to say it. "I think it's some kind of portal to a hell dimension."

It took Tomas a long time to look away from her perilous towel, toward the closet. Then he squinted back at her, even more darkly intrigued. "Have you maybe been drinking, or have I?"

"Neither!"
He shrugged with a little sideways nod of his head, then went calmly to the closet door—and opened it.

Marcy closed her eyes.

"Here, kitty kitty kitty," he said, sounding more like he wanted to capture and eat the kitty than like he wanted to give it yum-yum treats and chin rubs.

Marcy winced her eyes back open.

Clothes filled her closet, hanging neatly from rods lining both sides. A long, six-drawer dresser stood against the inside wall under the shorter items. Her shoes sat in ordered pairs on top of that.

Not a bit of it burned with the fires of eternal damnation.

Good! Except… "That's not right," she said.

"Not right?" Tomas drew the door wider, to show her. "Ms. Bridges, if this is Hell, then Mr. Clean must be Satan. Not that people haven't had their suspicions… "

Normally, Marcy would have been more startled by the maintenance man's wicked smile. His sense of humor made him seem a little less dangerous… and in some ways, a little more. Now, she had no time to be startled. She limped a step closer. "No. I mean, this isn't how it was before."

Tomas shrugged and turned back to me closet. "Kitty? Hey, cat. Gata. Get your fuzzy butt out here."

Marcy moved up behind him, then leaned slowly around. Please don't let Snowball be in there. Please let it all be some kind of delusion. Her bare shoulder brushed his arm—and the air seemed to lurch around them. A gout of flame spiraled into existence in the center of the closet. It flared outward into a fiery ring, deepening in the center—

"¡Madre de dios!" Tomas yanked Marcy against his side and spun as if to protect her as the widening ring became a tunnel. His hands were hard, and his broad shoulders blocked the flame. He pushed them both away from the closet, but his voice cracked. "What the hell is that?"

Marcy couldn't answer. She was numbly watching a flock of darting, black-winged things spill out of the portal in her closet, amidst the smoke, and wheel around her bedroom. One of them caught in her curtains, thrashing about. Another knocked a picture off the wall. They left black, smoky streaks across the walls and ceiling.

Again, she heard the throb of laughter, deep and malevolent and inescapable.

Give up, it seemed to say. Send this fool away and give up yourself, give up your reality, give it all…

To me.
Despondency washed over her, drew her down, pulled her under…

Tomas startled Marcy by spitting out a curse and catching her under the arms. His thumbs dug into her flesh, very near her breasts, holding her up. Marcy blinked, realizing that she'd been sinking and was halfway to the floor, hanging from his hold.

Embarrassed and disoriented, she tried to regain her bare feet while the maintenance man kicked the closet door shut. He didn't make it easier by dragging her out of the bedroom and shouldering that door closed, too.

Then he let her crumple to the cold linoleum, opening his grip only once she was safely down. She didn't mind, what with him pressing his back against the bedroom door as if to stop anything from getting out. He seemed even larger from her vantage on the floor. His eyes looked wild in more ways than one.

"What was that?" he demanded again.

"You heard it, too?" Please have heard it, too.

"Heard? What, heard? Did you see that thing? What is it?"

"I don't know!" Which was true—she hadn't had a lot more time to grasp this than he had. So why did she feel as if she was lying? "I left Snowball in the bathroom, and I opened my closet and… it happened."

"Why this morning?" But he didn't seem to expect an answer; he was wondering out loud. "Why here?"

I think it's because I did a spell. She had to tell him. She always did the right thing, and there Tomas Martinez stood like some dark street warrior between her and danger; of course she had to tell him. She parted her lips, drew a bracing breath…

And she couldn't force the words out.

"I—" she tried, looking up at him from the linoleum, but her throat closed. What she knew about magic was New Age theory, maybe the emotional attributes of certain colors, scents, crystals. Nothing she'd read had led her to believe she could summon anything so dramatic as whatever was swirling around in her closet. Snowball was gone. Her foot hurt. Now she'd drawn Tomas Martinez into danger. And something possibly evil and definitely otherworldly seemed to be speaking in her head.

Could this really be her fault?

"I—" she tried again, then sighed in defeat. She couldn't look up at this man and confess something this big. Not yet. "Maybe this is because it's my birthday?"

Tomas stared down through his tiger eyes. "Happy birthday."

"Thank you," whispered Marcy.

"Maybe it's not real," he said decisively, sharply, wonderfully. If only he was right! "Stay here."

He ducked back into the bedroom without her—to go one-on-one with hell.

 

The room looked normal as Tomas shut the door between it and the soft-skinned, towel-clad woman in the kitchen. Her wide eyes no longer annoyed him. He was freaked, and he'd probably had a lot more exposure to occult stuff like this than some Anglo chick had. Enough to know that what they'd seen in the closet had to be an illusion, anyhow. Didn't it?

Magic just didn't work that… dramatically.

He took his time glancing around Marcy Bridges's neat bedroom—reconnoitering, he told himself, not stalling. She'd apparently made her bed even before showering. The yellow bedspread and pillow covers matched the flowered drapes on the window, drapes with nothing struggling in them. Several obnoxiously cute stuffed animals sat evenly on her shelves, but those were the only creatures, or pseudocreatures, he saw.

Nothing dark and erratic wheeled around the room. Nothing sooty or black stained the walls.

"Not real," he muttered, speaking the words out loud for extra emphasis, or maybe extra power… but not so loud that Marcy might come in yet.

Not until he went mano-a-mano with that closet, just in case.

Tomas hadn't lied to old lady Roberts about his family's Dia de los Muertes celebrations. Hispanic traditions had their share of mysticism. His grandmother had considered herself a bruja, a witch, complete with charms, spells, even the occasional curse.

He'd just accepted that as the way things were—except for her insistence that he was somehow sensitive. No guy in his right mind aspired to be sensitive, after all. Tough, sure. Macho.

Not sensitive.

So he'd been around his abuela's superstitions and charms enough to know that what even a bruja considered magic wasn't likely to show as much attitude as what he'd seen in Marcy's closet. Therefore, there was nothing in her closet at all.

But something sure was making them think there was.

Considering it, Tomas sniffed the air. No weird, psychotropic fumes.

He picked up the fire extinguisher lying on the floor beside the closet, just in case. He tested the doorknob and then the door with his hand, like firemen taught third-graders, right along with drop-and-roll. He sniffed again, this time for smoke. Nada.

He opened the door—and relaxed. Nothing in her closet but closet stuff… including, he saw on closer inspection, a surprisingly slinky red dress with the tag still hanging off it. Never worn, but at least she owned it. He raised his eyebrows, increasingly intrigued by Marcy Bridges.

Just in case, though, he went through the ritual of protection his abuela had taught him and his siblings right along with table manners. He crossed himself three times, murmured a quick Ave Maria, then extended his hand and drew an invisible cross over the entrance to the closet.

Tomas hadn't been to church for years, but it was amazing what a man retained.

"You are nothing here," he said to the closet. "Be gone."

The barest hiss warned him. Flame flashed out. He threw himself backward, clear of the closet, and landed into a somersault, still clutching the fire extinguisher. Rolling onto his knees, catching his balance with one hand, he aimed the hose at the closet—and panted.

Nothing. Rather, nothing unusual. Just clothes.

So which part was real?

"Are you all right?" called Marcy through the door.

No. He wouldn't be all right until he knew what the hell was going on. "Stay out there," he called, regaining his feet. He didn't want to be distracted by all that smooth, clean skin just yet. No damn closet was going to get the best of him.

"You are not real," he challenged—and shot a spray of foam into the middle of the nice clean closet.

The foam sizzled and evaporated, as if it had hit something unbearably hot, before ever reaching the clothes.

Tomas took a quick step back, crossing himself from instinct instead of ritual. "I said, you are not real."

Something laughed. She's mine, it warned… except it didn't actually say anything. Even as he recognized the words, Tomas knew he hadn't heard them. Not with his ears.

But they were in his head, echoing as if they'd been screamed.

As he stared, a burst of flame appeared in the middle of the nice neat closet. It expanded into a ring, then a tube, then a tunnel, swirling harder, faster, like last time…

But then it lunged at him.

He threw the fire extinguisher at it—and the canister vanished down the tunnel of smoke and flame as if inhaled. He ducked behind the closet door, shutting it before the heat could do more damage, biting back a cry as a final tongue of flame licked out across his left hand.

He drew the burn to his mouth, then thought to look down at his hand. Yes, that was a burn all right. No matter what he wanted to believe, this was painfully real.

He actually spun, startled, when the bedroom door opened and Marcy peeked in from the kitchen. "Oh," she said softly, miserably.

Looking around again, Tomas now saw the damage to the room that his need for normalcy had blinded him to moments before. Superimposed across the neat-as-a-pin bedroom, charred streaks marked the ceiling and walls. Rips tattered the yellow curtains. The longer he looked, the more quickly normalcy faded to this new reality. A sulfuric stench seared his throat and lungs, almost as sharply as his burned hand, and several red-black, otherworldly, lizard-looking things lurked in the corners and on one of Marcy's bedposts.

Salamanders?
In Chicago?

"You're hurt." Marcy started into the bedroom but Tomas quickly intercepted her, shouldering her back out to the kitchen.

"This is crazy." He shut the door behind him with a second kick. He wished his abuela was there, fully there, so he could tell her he was finally taking her magic seriously… and maybe get some help! "Something crazy is happening."

"You're hurt." Marcy hitched up her slipping towel, opened the freezer and retrieved a bag of frozen peas to press onto his burned hand. "It hurt you."

"Damn thing's real after all," he admitted, barely noticing the hand.

Marcy, he noticed. She lifted one foot and stood on the toes of the other, drawing from a cabinet what had to be the biggest first-aid kit he'd ever seen outside of an ambulance. Reality may have pulled a fast one on him in her bedroom…but it was also shifting right here in the kitchen.

And no burn could keep him from appreciating those long, bare legs, or this woman's fingers on his.

"We should get out of here," he murmured.

Gentle, healing fingers, attached to long, bare arms… and softly rounded, pale shoulders… and the slope and swell of breasts, barely hidden beneath pink terry cloth…

The way Marcy peeked at the damage under the bag of peas, wincing at what was barely worse than a sunburn, reaffirmed her sheer niceness. So did her surprisingly firm "I won't leave my cat."

Now that she was spraying a cooling burn treatment onto his hand, then blowing on it, nice was surprisingly attractive. Lifting her clear green gaze toward his, fingers on his wrist, she didn't seem as scared of him, either. Had he thought her annoying before?

She smelled really good. And clean. And naked.

They stood very close, together against whatever lurked on the other side of those last two doors. Together in the danger. Together in this new, freakish reality. Together in understanding as he leaned closer, human warmth to human warmth, breath to breath…

"MROWRM!"

With a cry of delight, Marcy Bridges spun away from Tomas.

 
Marcy recognized that cry from over her head. It was Snowball's "Mommy!" cry, the one she used when she climbed a tree and couldn't get down, or when Marcy got home from a long weekend away, or when someone she disliked disturbed their home. The cat, clearly upset, drew it out into two syllables. "MRO-WUM!"

"Snowball!" Turning toward the call was an instinct even more deeply ingrained than whatever had compelled her to gaze up into Tomas Martinez's tiger eyes and…

And nothing. Of course nothing. The important thing was that Snowball was all right, crouched on top of the refrigerator, green eyes wide and accusing, white fur puffed spikily along her spine. Marcy raised a hand to her and Snowball completed the ritual by delicately sniffing, making sure Marcy was no imitation.

"MROWR!" the cat then wailed in displeasure, opening her mouth wide, showing most of her sharp little teeth.

"Oh, poor baby." Marcy reached over her head to catch Snowball and draw the cat's silky, warm body to her towel-wrapped breasts. "Were you up there the whole time? I was so scared!"

The towel began to slip. Marcy caught it up again. Snowball helped. Marcy didn't believe in declawing.

"Mommy was so scared for her baby," she murmured, kissing the sleek top of Snowball's head before the cat burrowed into the crook of her elbow, the way she might at the vet's. Marcy felt so relieved, she didn't even care if Tomas heard her talking baby talk, or referring to herself in the third person. "She was so scared."

"Mommy should be scared," Tomas reminded her, finally stepping away from the bedroom doorway. Either he figured nothing was coming after them from there—or he figured something was. "Mommy has a gate to Hell in her closet!"

Marcy felt somehow more sane hearing that he, too, thought it was a gate to Hell. Naming something gives one power over it, right? That's what her magic books said…

Then she remembered she couldn't necessarily trust her magic books. "That's what it looked like to me, too, but I wasn't sure… I mean, how could it be?"

Tomas said, "I can't fix hell."

No, she didn't imagine he could, no matter how complete his toolbox. She shouldn't have called him here, gotten him involved, gotten him injured.

And yet she was so glad he was here. As relieved as she felt to have an armful of Snowball again—to be gently rubbing behind the cat's ear, to feel Snowball's purring attempt to comfort them both—Marcy was just as relieved not to be alone in her kitchen, her apartment, her dilemma. Even if she was a horrible person for involving Tomas, even if she'd somehow damned herself—

—further—

—she was so very glad to have him here that she could have wept with relief.

If she was lucky, she could weep on his shoulder. It really was some shoulder.

Even better was when, with a single nod, he took charge.

"Come on," he said decisively, striding toward the front door.

She followed willingly, putting more weight on her hurt foot. "Where to?"

"My place."

In other circumstances, Marcy would have balked. She didn't know this man very well, and what she knew about him worried her. What made his apartment so safe?

But of course, that would be the absence of portals to Hell.

He was the one who stopped in her living room. "Wait."

That was less of a relief. She wanted to believe he was good at being in charge. "What is it?"

"You're only wearing a towel." His gaze slid down her in an extra, lingering reminder. "Me, I have no complaints. The other tenants… no need to worsen suspicions they might already have, if you know what I mean."

Marcy stared at him while Snowball burrowed deeper between her elbow and her towel, purring more frantically. Snowball wanted to leave, too. "I don't know what you mean."

"Reputations?" He said it like a teacher trying to walk a student through what should be an easy question. "Suspicions about what people might be up to… ?"

"Oh! You mean them thinking you're a thug?"

Tomas scowled. His tiger eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned. Marcy's stomach flip-flopped. As long as he was on her side, she supposed she shouldn't mind the murderous look, but if he ever changed sides—or got hungry—she was in trouble.

He said, "People think I'm a thug?"

"Isn't that what you meant?"

"I meant your reputation, Miss Too-Quiet-and-Keeps-to-Herself."

Marcy stared. Snowball, in her arms, purred and burrowed.

"Miss Must-Be-Up-to-Something," Tomas prompted. "Miss Never-Brings-People-Home."

"You've been spying on me?" The only thing more unsettling than that thought was the momentary, politically incorrect trickle of delight that accompanied it. He was interested? Too bad he was a voyeur. "How could you spy on me?"

"I don't spy on you. Mr. Gilbert across the hall spies on you, and so does Mrs. Roberts downstairs, so you should probably wear something other than a towel before leaving with me." Tomas scowled. "Who is it thinks I'm a thug?"

"Uh… nobody?" She wouldn't even mention Ms. Hurt, from the second floor, even if Ms. Hurt was awfully obnoxious by the mailboxes. Not unless Tomas tortured her for names. "Anyway, I can't put on anything else."

"Why not?"

Dramatically, she turned, stretched out her cat-free arm and drew big, invisible loops in the direction of her bedroom door. "Hello? Gate to damnation in my closet?"

"Don't you keep any clothes… ?" Apparently he remembered the dresser in the walk-in. "Who the hell keeps all their clothes in one closet?"

"It was an idea in an article from Living magazine," Marcy protested. "To clear one's bedroom and make it more airy."

Tomas squinted at her, clearly not up on the different home-and-living magazines.

"The one Martha Stewart puts out," Marcy clarified.

"Like Mr. Clean," he muttered.

Marcy said, "You can't blame this on—"

But she fell silent as Tomas Martinez began to undress, right there in her living room. Wow.

He shrugged off his black leather vest, careful of his hurt hand, then started tugging his T-shirt out of his jeans. Marcy stood completely still—except the slow sinking of every cell in her body, melting down into hot-sugar-goo somewhere below her stomach.

Somewhere. Right.

He pulled the shirt up and he had such abs. Such ribs. A chest that could grace a beefcake calendar. Shoulders. Upper arms with working-man muscles, and all of him a warm, toasty brown, like the most beautiful tan… She felt meltier and meltier…

The spell of his beauty only released its hold on her when the collar of his T-shirt caught momentarily around his head, like some kind of nun's habit. Tomas Martinez might be sexy as hell, so to speak, but Sister Tomas…

In that momentary reprieve, Marcy managed to form words. "What are you doing?"

"My shirt should be long enough," he explained, holding it out to her. Some of his hair had pulled out of its braid to sweep across his cheekbone and tickle at his neck. That and his bare chest more than made up for that momentary nun image. "Put it on."

Now he was giving her the shirt off his back?

"I can't." Marcy felt unable to move for more reasons than her precarious towel, the purring cat she held, for even more than the melty feeling. He looked so… bronzed. Half-naked. He had some kind of thorny pattern tattooed around his wrist. And he smelled of something rich and earthy and just a little spicy.

Thinking suddenly seemed difficult.

Dangerous.
"Here," he sighed, taking the cat to give her the shirt.

Marcy extended a hand in warning—Snowball hated strangers!—but her cat had already twisted into action. Snowball growled, and squirmed, and hissed and dug her claws into Tomas's beautiful, bare arm.

Tomas narrowed his eyes in big-cat warning and hissed right back.

Snowball put her ears back but sat coiled and still, purring sulkily to comfort herself.

Marcy studied the Spanish words on the shirt, trying not to look as if she were inhaling Tomas's scent off of it. "What's that say?"

"Maybe you should put it on inside out." He looked a little embarrassed.

So she turned away from him and did so, breathing deeply. Only once she'd smoothed the shirt down all the way to her midthighs did she undo the tuck of towel underneath, letting peach terry cloth fall to her feet.

Funny… she felt even more naked wearing just the shirt. But he was right. They shouldn't stay in here any longer than necessary. Not until they knew what to do.

By the time she turned back to him to reclaim Snowball, something had changed. The energies in the room had changed—and Tomas looked more dangerous than ever.

"Take the book, too," he growled, with a nod toward the coffee table. In her panic over her cat's absence, she hadn't gotten around to clearing it. Apparently he'd just noticed Magic for Beginners.

Oh.

Marcy wasn't sure whether the weight of foreboding was because she'd been a fool to keep her spell from him… or because his immediate assumption mirrored her own worst fears.

Whatever was happening might well be her fault for playing with magic.

That scared her even more than the voice, the sort-of voice that curled through her head as she and the maintenance man left her apartment.

There is no place you can run, it seemed to warn. I am everywhere.

And you are mine.


Part 2

So Little Miss Good Girl was a witch wanna-be. That was the only assumption Tomas could make from the paperback, since Magic for Beginners wasn't exactly the kind of dusty, handwritten tome he'd sometimes seen at his abuela's.

Great.

The part that annoyed him the most was that, clearly, she wasn't even any good at it. If she were a highly skilled magic user, at least he could admire her competence. But the idea that she may have been sitting in her neat living room foolishly summoning God-knew-what, for heaven knew what purposes…

It was almost enough to distract him from her wide, worried mouth.

Nowhere near enough to distract him from her legs.

In his shirt, and nothing else, she looked as if she'd just gotten out of bed. After sex. With him. He should be so lucky, her having legs like that…

Witch, he warned himself. But his abuela had been a witch.

Summoner of portals to Hell, he reminded himself, which went further toward keeping his distance.

"Should we warn Mr. Gilbert?" asked Marcy, shifting from foot to foot while they waited for the lumbering, old-fashioned elevator. He'd given her back the demon cat as quickly as possible, and she was cuddling it to her chest. Now she looked past him, at the other doors on her floor. Her leaning hitched the shirt up sinfully higher. "Or the Kendalls?"

"Warn them about what?"

"Whatever's in my closet! If the fire spreads… "

"It's not really a fire."

When she stared at his gauze-wrapped hand, he clarified. "We can pretend otherwise all we want, but you and I both know it's something magic. And it's after you, not them."

Still eyeing his hurt hand, she raised her eyebrows and looked stubborn. Sometimes he got the feeling she had more guts than she let on. But the feeling was usually fleeting.

"I got in the way," he said.

"But we should tell them something. If they were to get hurt because of me… "

Fine. Since the elevator was so slow, Tomas went to each of the doors and knocked. Nobody home at one place. Nobody home at the other. Thank heaven for Saturdays. The third apartment was vacant—good. He dug some Fumigating: Please Keep Out signs from his toolbox and hung them on the doors. Done.

Marcy watched him with something close to awe. He didn't know why, but that unsettled him. She didn't expect him to be the good guy here, did she? He'd fix what he had to fix, sure…

But he had his own reasons. His own responsibilities.

With a rumble, the old-fashioned elevator finally made an appearance and sat there, waiting for them to pull open its grillwork doors.

"In case of fire," murmured Marcy. He thought maybe she memorized those kinds of safety tips for fun. But looking at the elevator's close, closetlike interior, he kind of had to agree.

"Stairs," they said, deciding together. But when she lingered, forehead furrowed, as if the elevator might gobble up some innocents once left unattended, he reached in and switched it off. One more sign from his toolbox to hang on the inside door—Out of Order—and they were in business.

Only once they reached his first-floor apartment—a far messier place than hers—did Tomas confront his meekest tenant about her attempts at magic.

"What did you summon?" he demanded, pacing back from his bedroom with another T-shirt.

She said, "Do you have a pet?"

He stared at her, flat-out confused. If she'd summoned that thing in the closet as a pet, she was sure as hell breaking her lease!

She said, "If you have a pet, I should put Snowball in the bathroom so there won't be trouble."

Trouble? As opposed to her place?

"I don't have a pet," Tomas said through gritted teeth, so she reluctantly put down the cat, front paws first. The cat immediately hunkered low, wide green eyes surveying this new locale, then stretched out its neck and delicately sniffed an empty beer bottle on the floor. Then it glared at Tomas.

Pulling on the new shirt, Tomas refused to feel guilty about the mess. He hadn't planned on having guests. Compared to the magical mess Ms. Bridges had made, a little casual clutter hardly mattered… though his abuela would have disapproved of both kinds of messiness. Cleanliness being next to godliness and all.

Tomas didn't figure he'd been next to godliness for some time, either way. "You summoned something out of that book, right?"

"You keep saying that." She looked embarrassed. "I did a spell, but I didn't summon anything."

Right. It was just a coincidence that she was doing magic right before a portal to Hell appeared in her closet. "What kind of spell?"

"A direction spell, I guess you'd call it. I wanted some insight about my life—where I've been, where I'm going. My ten-year high-school reunion was last night," she added, and at first he thought it was another nonsequitur. "It was so strange, seeing how far so many of my classmates have come since I knew them last. Some had these great careers, and most of them were married. Some people have died already! A few seemed stuck in the past, and I really didn't want to become one of them. It got me thinking… so since I've been reading about magic for a while now, I decided to try the spell."

Frowning, Tomas took the book from her. "Which—?"

The page was marked with a pink Post-it note. Hardly eye-of-newt, toe-of-frog stuff. The glossy cover showed three pretty, young women of different ethnic origins, smiling as if to imply that even beginner magic users could find happiness and good looks if they would only shell out $14.95 for the book.

The whole mass-market presentation weirded him out. He imagined Marcy trying to decide whether to pick up a new Russell Crowe DVD or a book of spell craft. This was definitely not his grandmother's magic.

But he'd known that when he'd seen the portal.

He opened the book to the flagged page. Bold letters in a jazzy font pronounced: Lifting the Fog—A Spell for Clarification.

"This is the spell you did?" he demanded.

Marcy nodded, looking embarrassed but stubborn. "I did it exactly like it says."

Tomas began reading. He was no expert, but that didn't mean he couldn't make some educated guesses. Who knew? Maybe if his abuela really was a bruja—instead of just being spooky and eccentric—magic was in his blood, too. Maybe he had a knack for understanding this kind of thing.

One page later, he had to discard that theory. "I don't understand any of this."

Marcy, who'd sunk onto a corner of his sofa to pet her evil white cat, seemed relieved to have a reason to look at him directly instead of sneaking embarrassed peeks. "What's there not to understand? Light the candles, say the rhyme, burn the paper. Then you wait for a sign."

Her eyes seemed especially large and vulnerable when she added, "Maybe whatever's in the closet is my sign."

He turned a page and saw a heading for a new spell—Magic to Foster Optimism. After that came Drawing Love into Your Life and so on. He turned back to the one-page Spell for Clarification. "This is all of it?"

Marcy stretched upward a bit, to peek at the book. Her cat, seeming annoyed, leaped soundlessly from her lap and slipped under the sofa in protest. "Yes."

"This is the spell you did."

Now her gaze turned wary, as if his stupidity worried her. "Uh-huh."

"How could this summon anything? It has you ask for protection, then to see more clearly, and that's about it. It's got to say for the good of all at least three times!"

"Uh-huh."

"This isn't magic. This is like an episode of Oprah!"

Marcy cocked her head, increasingly suspicious. "And you'd know the difference?"

It occurred to Tomas that, as suspicious as he'd been a few minutes ago, she might be twice that suspicious if she learned his particular background. "My mother watches Oprah," he hedged.

"And the magic part?"

Tomas swore, which made her lean back into the sofa cushions. Marcy Bridges was scared of him already, right? It might be better for everybody if he kept it that way. "Never mind about the magic part. You stay here—feel free to get some clothes out of the bureau. Stay out of trouble. I'll be back when I'm finished."

"Finished what? Where are you going?" Maybe she wasn't as timid as he'd thought, at that.

Grabbing his leather jacket off the hook by the door, Tomas said, "I'm going to do whatever it takes to fix this."

 

Marcy frowned at the closed door where Tomas had vanished. Well, wasn't he confident?

Then she frowned at herself. Wasn't his confidence a good thing?

Didn't she want someone to solve this? Just as she'd wanted someone—something—to tell her where she was going in her life. Life was easier when you got your information and protection and validation from outside sources.

So why did she feel so dissatisfied?

No matter—she did. There must be something she should do, especially if she was at fault in the first place because of her spell.

Tomas doesn't think your spell did this. That, more than anything else, brought her the first true relief she'd felt since finding Snowball.

But Tomas might not know everything. Right?

And if he did… Marcy had to wonder where he'd learned it.

 

Tomas had ducked his head into his helmet, straddled his Harley and ridden almost a mile before the spires down the block showed him where he'd instinctively headed.

The realization surprised him so much that he swerved into the closest parking lot and throttled down, lowering his booted feet to the pavement. Okay, so he was flying bund, here. It was one thing to let Marcy think he knew what he was doing with this portal-to-Hell business. It was another to actually know.

But this?

His abuela had been the magic user, not him. And she wasn't particularly good at listening anymore. So he'd automatically headed in the only direction where, instinctively, he'd thought he might find help.

Our Lady of Serenity. The nearest Catholic church.

Tomas swore. He'd been raised Catholic; gone through first communion and even confirmation. But after he left his parents' home, he also left behind the habit of regularly going to mass, much less confession. He'd thought he left behind the whole complex belief system, too… Well, most of it.

And here he sat, running to a priest at the first sign of trouble.

Except this wasn't your average trouble. This wasn't a parking ticket, or a night in jail, or even getting a girl pregnant—and he would take that last one pretty damn seriously. This was some kind of otherworldly portal with fire and brimstone! This was a deep, disembodied voice that could only be demonic.

If this didn't merit holy intervention, then he didn't know what did.

Still… church? No.

Throttling up, he turned a tight circle and headed in the opposite direction, into the older suburbs, until he reached his grandparents' house. It had once been a perfectly good house, sometime after World War II. Nowadays it had an air of age and shabbiness that no amount of his repairs or fresh paint could completely stave off.

But the place was paid for. Unlike a certain apartment building he could name.

His grandfather, shoulders stooped and dark eyes bright, was standing inside the front door waiting by the time Tomas made it up the walk. "It's not Monday yet. We're not ready for Monday."

Monday, November 1, would be the Did de los Muertes. The family really would be visiting the cemetery with traditional food and candles. He hadn't lied about that.

"I know, Poppi." Tomas bent to kiss the old man on his leathery cheek. "It's Saturday. I just need to talk to Nani about something."

Poppi raised his eyebrows. "What's that?"

"I know," insisted Tomas, ducking into the living room where—as expected—his white-haired abuela sat in her rocking chair in front of a Spanish soap opera. "But I wasn't sure where else to go."

Lie. He could've gone to Our Lady of Serenity, or any number of Catholic churches between here and there.

"Hola, Nani," he greeted, kissing her and kneeling beside her chair as he had his whole life. "How are you doing today?"

Nani didn't even look at him. She just smiled and rocked—just as she had for the last three years.

Poppi, coming in behind him, asked, "What's so important you need to bother your abuela?"

Tomas ignored that—his grandmother hardly looked bothered. "Nani, it's Tomas. Mano's oldest boy. I don't know if you can hear me, but I need to ask you something."

She smiled and rocked.

Tomas took her frail brown hand, its wedding ring wrapped in tape to stay on. "Nani, were you really a bruja? Did you really do magic?"

Poppi swore in Spanish and sank into his worn recliner. At least he was finally interested.

"I need to know because one of the tenants in my building has got a problem, Nani. A magic problem. I think it's a diablero."

For a moment he thought she hadn't heard any of it at all. Then, still rocking and smiling, Nani lifted her right hand to her forehead. Then her heart. Then her left shoulder.

She was making the sign of the cross.

"Si," said Tomas. "A diablero. And I need to know what to do."

Nani finished her benediction against evil and dropped her hand to her lap again, still rocking. Still smiling.

"She just told you what to do," said Poppi softly.

Tomas looked at him, confused.

"Pray," said his grandfather.

"But there has to be something else. This isn't—I don't think this is a religious kind of magic."

"Tomasito." Poppi shook his head, not even thrown by the idea of diableros and magic. "She was a bruja. Her power came from the Virgin Mary. That is the only kind of magic she could have given you, even before."

And from what Tomas could remember of his grandmother's magic, that was true. There had been charms, yes, and advice about when to light candles or when to turn around three times with your eyes closed. But it always went along with praying and saying the rosary.

He let his head fall forward in something that felt half like defeat and half like hope.

Our Lady of Serenity, it was.

 

Okay, so this was weird.

Marcy paused in the midst of digging through Tomas Martinez's drawers for a reality check. She had some kind of magic portal in her closet, and she thought going through a man's clothing was weird? Comparatively speaking, this was Disney World.

"Might as well check out Fantasy land," she murmured through the doorway toward Snowball, who'd come out from under the sofa only after Tomas left. The cat now sat on a small stack of newspaper, licking her flank as if to clean off the man's touch.

Some kind of heavy, spicy scent hung in the air of his bedroom, the scent she'd been savoring off his shirt. Aftershave, cologne, soap—or just him? The heavy brown drapes were closed, throwing the whole room into shadow, but when she'd switched on the overhead light, she saw the room was dominated by a large, unmade bed.

So here was where he slept.

Alone?

It was none of her business, of course. But when Marcy thought of her twin bed upstairs, and all her quiet nights alone, the contrast seemed to beg making. Tomas Martinez radiated sexuality—maybe that was the undercurrent of scent in here—and facing his bed only emphasized that. Especially facing his bed, wearing just an oversize T-shirt.

His oversize T-shirt.

She turned back to the chest of drawers. "Clothes."

His clothes were almost as fascinating as his bed—loosely folded shirts, fleece pants… and briefs. Pulling on his cotton underwear, which was a little baggier than hers and had a flap in front, felt unnervingly intimate. But the soft drawstring shorts, cinched tight at her waist, helped her achieve some measure of independence. If she had to, she could now leave the apartment without risking arrest for indecent exposure if a wind blew up.

This was October, after all. And the Windy City.

Thus armed with clothing, she went back into his living room. Snowball silently followed her. He had heavy oak furniture; even the table in the corner with a computer on it was thick and manly. The cushions were dark brown, also somehow masculine. She felt as if she were standing in the middle of a lion's den.

But it still had to be safer than her own apartment.

Her apartment. She really should be doing something herself, not counting only on him. But what? He seemed so competent, so capable. What could she do that wouldn't just get in his way?

Without even thinking about it, she began to pick up clutter. The place wasn't a terrible mess—not bad enough to make her uncomfortable touching things. But the man could use a small wastebasket in the living room. She threw three empty beer bottles into the kitchen trash, stacked papers and magazines on the thick oak coffee table, and fluffed his sofa pillows. Then she went back to the kitchen, drawn by the dirty dishes in the sink, and began to run hot water. She'd added soap and was sponging out a bowl, when she realized what she was doing.

Not just cleaning—which, while unasked, wasn't necessarily a bad thing, since he was helping her with her mess.

She was avoiding the real question.

She should be doing something herself. But what?

Her dishwashing took on a jerky, nervous edge. Briefly, she considered going back up to her apartment alone. But that just seemed stupid, especially if Tomas was coming back with a better solution. She didn't want to be one of those stupid women in a horror movie, going down into a dark basement to check out a noise when a killer was on the loose. She considered going to the library to do some research, but really… how likely was a standard public library to have anything that dealt with this situation?

Besides, she'd left her purse upstairs.

Stumped, draining the now-empty sink, she turned in a slow circle… and noticed his computer. It was running with a soft hum, a geometric Screensaver playing across the monitor.

No. That was his computer, his private property. What if she got into it and found that he was into cybersex or had downloaded all kinds of pornography? She shouldn't be touching his things.

But she had to do something.

She looked at Snowball again, where the cat sat silent vigil. "I'm wearing his underwear," she pointed out.

Snowball didn't disagree.

With a deep breath for courage, Marcy sat down at Tomas's computer and moved the mouse. A standard opening screen came up, and she was relieved to see that he used the same Internet connection as she did. She could log on to do some research under her own name, and his secrets could stay secret.

That was what she wanted, wasn't it?

"One thing at a time," she said to Snowball, and logged on to the Internet.

The local library might have limited resources about magic and portals to Hell, but really, you could find anything on the Internet.

By the time Tomas got back and Marcy heard his key in the lock, she'd forgotten to worry about having appropriated his computer. She barely managed to look up.

Then she saw him, standing in the open doorway as if he didn't even mean to come in, and she managed looking up just fine. It felt good to have someone to share all this with. "Wait until you hear some of the stuff I've turned up online. It's pretty chaotic, and I can't vouch for the legitimacy of most of it, but—"

"I'm going upstairs," Tomas said in that dark, vaguely accented voice of his. "Stay here."

And he shut the door.

Marcy blinked after him. Why wouldn't she stay there? And why was he going upstairs? Why was it safe for him but not her?

Then again, she'd just found a site called Sacrifices and Sorcery, posted by someone claiming to be a "wizard." There was plenty she could do in the safety of Tomas's den.

She stayed there.

 

Marcy's apartment looked completely normal. Almost stereotypically normal—no touch of ethnicity, not even Celtic or Norse or whatever; no touch of any kind of social rebellion. It was so neat and normal, it could be a model apartment which Tomas could probably use to rent other apartments to other Middle Americans.

This made it something of an anticlimax for Father Gregory.

The middle-aged priest looked into Marcy's very normal walk-in closet with solemnity. "You wouldn't be playing some kind of Halloween prank on me, would you, Tony?"

"Tomas," Tomas corrected. Our Lady of Serenity was not his parents' church, only the closest. He and Father Gregory had only just met. "And no, Father. This is no prank. I swear to you… "

Funny, how even after years, he took an oath to a priest so seriously that he had to swallow first.

"Earlier this morning there was flame in there," Tomas said. "And things flew out of it, leaving stains on the wall. And I heard a voice."

Father Gregory looked concerned. "Was the voice telling you to do something, Tomas?"

"No, it was talking about Marcy. Ms. Bridges."

"The woman who rents this apartment."

"Yes."

"Does she know that you come in here when she's gone?"

Tomas rolled his eyes heavenward, as if that would help him deal with Heaven's spokesman. But he couldn't really blame the priest. He'd been just as doubtful when he'd first answered Marcy's call, and he believed in magic.

Of a sort.

Father Gregory had already told Tomas that he was no exorcist, and that he questioned whether exorcism was anything more than old-world superstition. But he was the only priest available on short notice.

"Yes, she knows I am here. She was here earlier as well. She heard the voice, too."

Father Gregory considered that. "Would you be willing to attend some counseling sessions, Tomas?"

Frustrated, Tomas stepped closer to the closet and, tentatively, reached a hand out. Nothing. Wary, he reached for a pair of heels sitting on the chest of drawers. Nothing kept him from taking them.

He turned back to the priest. "I'm sorry to have wasted your time, Father. Could you at least—would you please bless the closet? Just in case?"

Father Gregory nodded. "I see no reason not to. If you would make room… "

Tomas stepped out of the closet so that Father Gregory could stand just inside the doorway. The priest straightened his shoulders, raised his chin and made the sign of the cross in the air. "In the name of the Father, the Son—"

No! The protest in Tomas's head did not sound worried. It didn't sound like anything, technically. But it echoed with fury all the same. "Um… Father?"

"—and the Holy Spirit. May this… closet… be sanctified by God's grace. May this place be illuminated by the grace of God."

There was a strange popping sound. Tomas reached for the priest. "Father!"

"May this place—" Father Gregory stumbled to silence as Tomas forcibly yanked him backward. "Really!"

Tomas looked quickly around them. A salamander sat on one of Marcy's bedposts. Something black fluttered across the ceiling. And from the seemingly normal closet, he could now scent a hint of brimstone. "Do you see anything unusual, Father? Like, about the bed? Anything at all?"

The priest glanced right past the salamander and the bat, finishing with a quick, "Amen." Then he said, "About that counseling, Tomas."

Something from the closet chuckled darkly, and from the priest's expression he hadn't heard it. That, Tomas realized, put Father Gregory in even more danger than he and Marcy had faced.

"Let's talk about it in the hall," he said quickly.

 

Marcy stared at the computer screen in disbelief. What the so-called wizard had written about curses on the Sacrifices and Sorcery Web site rang horribly, twistedly true. But it couldn't be… could it?

Could somebody have cursed her that way? Why?

She suddenly felt a lot more vulnerable here, alone in Tomas's apartment, than she liked. She needed to go upstairs and get him. Maybe he'd have an opinion on her theory.

Though how he knew so much, she still wasn't quite sure. Nor was she sure she wanted to know.

"Stay here, pooky," she said to Snowball, who was currently sitting on top of Tomas's refrigerator where it was warm and she had a good view. "I won't even go inside the apartment—I'll just knock on the door. That should be safe enough, shouldn't it?"

Snowball stared, unblinking, from her regal height.

Marcy left Tomas's place. Head filled with the disassociation of a long time online, and the arcane information she'd found there, she automatically stepped into the open elevator. Just as she did every day.

Only as the grilled doors slid shut did she remember that Tomas had turned the elevator off. On the third floor.

She lunged for the doors—

And everything around her turned to flame.



Part 3

The flame surrounded her. Bright and alive, it wrapped her in its writhing, sizzling embrace. Marcy shut her eyes to scream.

Surprise that she wasn't hurt silenced her.

She felt the fire, definitely. Her whole body felt hot. Heat scraped across her skin like claws. But she wasn't actually on fire.

She squinted her eyes open—and found herself staring into a shifting pattern of flame and smoke that formed some kind of sharp, planed face. The edges flickered and flared, so that sometimes it had sharp ears, sometimes horns, sometimes spiky hair, but the face stayed recognizable.

It really was somebody. Something. The fire was its own being.

Sooty eyes with an underglow of red, like cinders, held her gaze. Sharp sparks of teeth, almost too bright to bear, twisted into something resembling a leering smile. Its heat writhed up her legs, down her arms, sharp as a blade.

But some kind of intelligence was holding back, not burning her.

Not yet.

She wasn't in Hell, she realized. Not exactly. She was still in the elevator.

But she was in the elevator in the towering, all-encompassing embrace of some kind of demon!

You aren't afraid of me? Its semblance of a mouth moved with its challenge, but that was for show. Like a poor dubbing, the undulations of the living flame didn't match its words. Instead of hearing with her ears—her miraculously uninjured ears—Marcy was hearing its hiss in her head.

"Of course I'm afraid," she said, and almost gagged from the heat of its presence drying her mouth. She tried to pull back, but it held her, powerless. "What do you want?"

What else would I want?
"My soul?"

Its black-cinder eyes flared with more red heat. Amusement? Or…

Eventually, it sizzled.

Now it was starting to burn her… sort of. Heat shuddered deeper into her breasts, her stomach, her abdomen. Tongues of flame licked at her bare legs, her bare arms, her neck. She tried to shift position, tried to readjust to its intensity, but it held her fast, closer, hotter.

Tongues of flame singed into her ear—and the creature's sordid meaning sank in.

"No!" She wasn't just beginning to panic—she passed panic and was making headway on hysteria. "Oh no no no. And no means no. Absolutely not!"

She shut her eyes to its leering, shifting face and its heat-mottled gaze, but it glowed red through her eyelids. She tried again to struggle free. But how did one escape something that couldn't even exist?

Could she be imagining this?

She clung desperately to the hope of mere insanity. "I've been studying witchcraft!" she gasped, but it made a weak warning. "Witches don't believe in the devil."

THE devil? it asked.

She had to peek again, at the sardonic note in the creature's nonexistent voice, and winced from the brightness of its amused grimace.

You're no witch, taunted the creature. Magic takes personal power. The one who summoned me, who promised you to me as sacrifice so long ago—his despair gave him power. You've not even that. As for devils…

Its laugh shuddered through her, as if the floor itself was moving. You do believe in evil, do you not? Then…

The last came out a roar, its wavering mouth stretching as wide as a portal itself: Believe in ME!

Marcy cringed away—or tried. "No!"

You will believe readily enough tonight, my little mate. You will believe for eternity!
"I won't!" But she sensed the helplessness of her words even as they whimpered from her lips. She wasn't a witch. She didn't have personal power, and really never had. Even as she futilely spread her hands, as if to claw the creature, her fingers met nothing but flame… a flame that was singing her painfully now, fully capable of destroying her in one blast. It held her, licking around her, possessive, licentious—eternal.

Tears that squeezed from her eyes sizzled and evaporated from her cheeks.

Give up yourself. Give up your reality. Give it all…
This was really happening to her, and she was helpless to stop it!

"At least tell me who did this," she begged, defeated. "When? Why?"

Again the laugh shuddered through her, around her, and she was so very hot, and she couldn't breathe the searing air around her.

No, the creature taunted.

Then, as if from a distance, Marcy heard some kind of clanging noise. She thought she felt something besides flame on her face. Air? Coolness? Then hands closed on her shoulders—real hands, human hands—and dragged her backward.

Out of the elevator, onto the third floor.

And into Tomas Martinez's competent arms.

 

"You could come for individual counseling," Father Gregory had been saying moments before. "Or you could join one of our groups."

Tomas, unsettled by how the priest hadn't been able to see anything unusual in Marcy's apartment, was barely listening. Were he and Marcy Bridges crazy? The burned red slash on his hand said differently, priest or no priest.

Maybe Father Gregory was just too godly to recognize something that evil… which also said interesting things about Tomas and Marcy.

"It might do you some good to share your challenges with others," the priest continued over the rumble of the arriving elevator.

Arriving?

Hadn't Tomas turned it off and put an out-of-order sign on it? He wondered what meddling tenant had been messing with a broken elevator… or one that was supposedly broken.

Then a cage of pure flame rose to the third floor—and someone stood in the center of it, weirdly untouched.

Marcy!

Tomas didn't stop to think. He tore open the door, iron grillwork burning his palms, and reached into the flame. His hands closed on Marcy's shoulders and he yanked her clear, backing quickly away.

Only as her arms closed desperately around him did he realize that he wasn't injured. The grillwork had been hot, but not injurious. And Marcy—

He pushed her back from him, oddly reluctant to do so, but needing to see. She wasn't burned either. Not at all. Her pale skin had a feverish flush of pink about it, but her brown hair and wide, winsome lips seemed untouched. How was that possible?

Were they really imagining… ?

But Father Gregory, Tomas now saw, was staring, horrified, at the flaming elevator. No… he was staring at the creature that the flames created. Fire. Horns. Darkness.

"In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit," the priest said, hoarse, "I command thee to be gone!"

Two coal-like eyes in the midst of the flaming form seemed to spark with unearthly emotion.

"In the name of the Lord and all the saints," insisted Father Gregory, extending the crucifix that hung around his neck, "I command thee, be gone!"

And in a puff of smoke—it was.

Just like that.

Marcy, with a mew that wrung Tomas's heart, ducked her head back into his chest. He not only let her, he closed his arms around her, tight. Possessive.

What the hell was that?
And why did Marcy feel so good?

"Thank you, Father," he said belatedly.

The priest did not say you're welcome. He was too busy clutching his crucifix and staring at the empty elevator. "Good God."

That's what Tomas hoped, anyway.

"You weren't making it up," said Father Gregory, bending to lean into the iron cage, looking more closely for signs of fire damage. "This is really happening."

With a little snuffle, Marcy turned her head so that her cheek, instead of her nose, was smooshed against Tomas's chest. When Tomas tucked his chin to better see her, she looked confused. Then her eyes widened. "No!"

Tomas looked back—but not in time to stop a spiral of flame, from the center of the elevator, surrounding the priest…

And vanishing with him.

 

"No!" screamed Marcy again, but it sure wasn't making a lot of difference.

All but paralyzed, she watched Tomas launch himself into a full-body dive for the priest. Flames swallowed the clergyman too quickly, with an audible pop, leaving nothing to tackle. Tomas landed hands first, somersaulting with his momentum, and crashed into the barred, back wall of the elevator. Then, pushing himself up into a sprawled sit, he swore.

Darkly.

It was Spanish, but Marcy got the gist. She also saw that he was in the elevator. "Get out!"

He lifted his furious tiger eyes, half-lost under long strands of dark hair, to meet her gaze.

"Tomas, get out! What if it conies back?" She reached for him—but from a safe distance, several feet back from the cursed contraption. She wanted to step forward, to pull him out. She wanted to be a person of action, like him.

After her ordeal with the demon, she couldn't seem to make her feet move.

"Please," she whispered, hot tears finally welling out of her eyes and down her cheeks without evaporating.

Tomas glared at her a moment longer, then levered himself up. He didn't leave the elevator. "Hand me my toolbox," he said, his voice deep with threat.

Marcy didn't think the threat was meant for her, but when she spotted the big red box sitting beside her apartment's door, she picked it up—with both hands, and without being able to straighten herself again—and waddled it over to the elevator.

Closer, anyway. Then she kneeled and pushed it the rest of the way with both hands. "Please get out."

Tomas reached into the box and pulled out a screwdriver, then did something with the number panel on the elevator. Then he exchanged the screwdriver for a hammer—

And he beat the crap out of the thing. Curses flew from his lips with every blow, to match the bits of wire and fuse that flew out of the box.

Marcy watched him, half afraid, half envious. After destroying the workings, he pulled out a rope and threaded it through both the interior and exterior grille of the elevator so that nobody could step into the box without having to dodge ropes, and the elevator itself would have to work very hard to pull loose.

Unless the ropes burned…

As Tomas finally stepped out of the box, and leaped with catlike grace up onto the crossbar that ran four feet high beside the shaft, Marcy's fear eased… and her envy turned into something more like yearning.

She didn't just want to be able to do that, she thought, watching the flex of Tomas's legs and butt under his black pants, watching the easy shift of his chunky leather boots as he kept balance. She wanted that.

Of course, anything would be better than a demon, right?

Tomas jammed a crowbar into the pulley system of the elevator, momentarily finishing his destruction, and looked back down at her, panting. "Son of a bitch," he said. He had more of an accent when he swore.

Marcy stepped silently back, and Tomas jumped noiselessly back to the floor in front of her and immediately began to pace.

Maybe anything would be better than a demon. But this wasn't just anything. Or anyone.

Tomas paced like a caged animal, with long strides and sudden turns, finally stopping to face Marcy head-on. "It ate my priest."

She still hadn't fully made peace with the idea that the mysterious maintenance man had brought a priest here in the first place. But she nodded.

Tomas kicked the elevator. "It ate my f—" Then he looked down, fisted his hand, shook his head as if chiding himself. "My freaking priest," he finished.

Marcy swallowed. Hard. "I think I know what it's after."

"Whatever it is," said Tomas, spinning back into more pacing, "it's not getting it."

"Good. Because it wants me."

He pivoted back to her, eyebrows lifting. "You?"

"That's what it said. Thought. Whatever. It called me its bride."

Tomas's glare didn't waver. "Why you?"

What—was she such a loss that not even demonic creatures of the underworld could want her? "I'm not sure, but I think… someone seems to have cursed me. Someone desperate."

Tomas leaned closer, eyes narrowing dangerously, and hissed his question. "Because you did what?"

"I don't know!" All she knew was, she liked this man better when he was holding her so tight that, for a moment, it had felt as if nothing could hurt her. Not even Hell. Now she was backing away from the sheer force of him. "I'm just—I'm trying to tell you what it told me. I read something on the Internet about a curse—how a person can curse someone else as his or her sacrifice in order to gain some kind of demonic favor."

Tomas stared.

"And I came to tell you," she added quickly, taking another step back.

He took another step forward and gestured widely behind him, without looking that way. "In the elevator?"

Another step back. "I wasn't thinking. It was a mistake."

"You think?"

She bumped into her apartment door. "I'm sorry."

Instead of stalking her farther, Tomas seemed to draw himself back. He shoved a splayed hand past his forehead, pushing some of the long, loose hair out of his face, and sighed. Tension seemed to ease out of him as he sighed, and his next question sounded almost… normal. "What else did the demon say?"

"It said that I didn't summon it." That I have no personal power. She didn't want to admit that, though. He probably thought it was obvious. "It said whoever did the summoning had power from his desperation, that whoever it was had promised me to it long ago. And it said… tonight… "

She suddenly felt dizzy with the memory of it, of the creature's sordid laughter, of the way its hot tongues had slithered across her. To her relief, Tomas stepped forward and took her arm, the promise in his burning gaze sending a completely different kind of dizziness through her.

"We will figure this out," he said.

"It's not like there's a help line," she said.

"We know a lot more now," he insisted, and kissed her on top of the head. Marcy went very, very still. Was that a big-brotherly kind of kiss on the head? Or could it possibly have meant more?

Surely not. She had no personal power…

"If this really is a curse," said Tomas, "then whoever cursed you should be able to uncurse you. Right?"

"I have no idea." And why was it he did?

"It makes sense," he insisted. "As much as any of this does. So now you just have to think of who you know that might have wanted to make a deal with the devil. Someone you knew long ago. Someone who wouldn't mind sacrificing you for his own gain."

"I don't like thinking any such person even exists!"

"Me," said Tomas, "I don't like thinking that our demon friend there exists. But it has my priest, so maybe it's time to join the program."

He sounded vaguely annoyed, and he hadn't kissed her again. On the other hand, he was still holding her arm. She would take that. "I honestly can't remember knowing a single person who could have been involved in… in the dark arts. When I first started reading about Wicca last summer, the idea of any magic was completely new to me."

"Some people hide their involvement," Tomas said—again knowing more than seemed usual. How did he know this much?

Marcy felt a chill when she realized that, of all the people she knew, he was the only one who'd shown any knowledge of the dark side of magic. Would he mind sacrificing her?

She'd been living in this building, the one Tomas worked at, for three years now.

How long ago had the demon meant by long ago?

"I really don't know anyone who matches that description," she lied very carefully, feeling far less safer in Tomas Martinez's company. To her relief—and maybe a flush of foolish disappointment—when she shrugged her shoulders with discomfort, Tomas stepped easily back from her. No meant no. He smiled a half smile, as if in silent apology for being so forward.

Damn it, she'd liked the forward part. It was the familiarity-with-the-dark-arts part that worried her.

"What I still don't understand," he said, as if her ego weren't bruised enough, "is why you? Not that you aren't attractive."

Attractive enough for a demon, anyway? But that was something. "Maybe whoever cursed me just thought I was… convenient."

"No, that doesn't make sense." And yet Tomas seemed almost fluent with the idea. "If you're trying to land a big business deal, you don't take your client to a fast-food joint. Marcy, something about you makes you prime rib to a demon looking for sacrifices. But what… "

Then he froze, eyes widening. "No!"

She felt increasingly wary. "No what?"

"You're not!"

"Not… ?" But she couldn't pretend not to know what he meant. So much for keeping her own secrets. "Okay, fine. So I'm a virgin."

That was the part of the curse she'd read about that she hadn't wanted to divulge.

"Wouldn't Mr. Gilbert and Mrs. Roberts be surprised! They swore that your politeness and quiet ways meant you were hiding a wild side—may be even a killer!"

"It's not that big a deal," insisted Marcy, uncomfortable. "More women abstain from sex than movies and TV would have you believe."

"Well, sure," he agreed, though his gleaming eyes still indicated that it was a big deal. "I was raised Catholic, remember? My unmarried sisters are virgins."

She widened her eyes, questioning that.

He narrowed his. "They'd better be. But of course, not all Catholics are good Catholics. Depending—" he grinned "—on how you define good."

"My choices had nothing to do with religion," Marcy insisted. "I just felt like waiting until I was ready. I didn't want to sleep around."

"Around?" His grin widened.

She folded her arms.

"To sleep around, you need multiple partners. If you sleep here, and here, and here—" he pointed at random spots on the floor, making a circular pattern "—then you've slept around. You haven't even slept."

"Well, maybe I would have if I'd known about this."

He spread his arms. "Easy fix."

"What?"
And since she still was standing framed by the jamb of her apartment, and he was still right in front of her, he planted a hand on either side of her and she was effectively trapped. "I said," he murmured, leaning closer. Close enough that his breath warmed her cheek in a completely pleasant way. Close enough that his lips brushed hers as he whispered, "Easy. Fix."

Then he kissed her.

 

Tomas was teasing her, of course. She made it too easy. Who would have guessed prudish Marcy Bridges really was prudish Marcy Bridges?

Besides, he kind of liked the harmless image of himself as a sexual predator.

But then he trapped her against the door, and he pressed his lips to hers… and things got far less harmless. Her innocence suddenly became something bigger than a silly word—virgin—or even a reason for demons to be stalking her. Her innocence suddenly became something tenuous, and precious, and completely… her.

Her lips seemed to tremble under his.

He drew back quickly, ready to apologize—then saw the yearning in Marcy's wide eyes. Why was it she'd never felt ready?

He leaned back in, using his bent arms to lever his face to her level, holding her gaze with his.

She didn't look away.

He nuzzled toward her ear, exhaling hot breath onto her neck, and kissed a tender, sweet spot on the side of her throat. She shuddered, but it seemed to be a good shudder. So he drew his mouth to hers again, inordinately pleased when she turned her head to meet him halfway, parting her lips for his.

Now he kissed her in earnest. Her innocence. Her sweetness. Her tentative hunger. He relaxed his arms until he was leaning, full body, against her, sandwiching her against the door.

Marcy shifted, languorous, beneath the weight of him. Her bare foot slid slightly up his jeans, then down, exploring the hardness of his leg. He murmured encouragement between one kiss and another, glad to have her use him for her education, more than happy to move on to advanced courses sooner than he'd ever expected.

Damn. No wonder the demon wanted her. He could sell his soul for someone like her, himself.

Then someone cleared his throat behind Tomas—and when he looked over his shoulder, he wondered if he'd damned himself after all. He was staring at three people: an older man whose wide mouth resembled Marcy's at its most prudish; an older woman whose willowy shape looked like Marcy's surely would in thirty years; and a younger woman about his age who, well, looked like Marcy. Just older with more makeup and a more sophisticated hairstyle and wardrobe.

Tomas stared at them, still dazed from the kiss, as uncertain about their reality as he'd been about the demon's.

Then Marcy, half-hidden behind him, said, "Hi, Daddy. Mom. Sharona."

They were real.

"Let me guess," said Sharona. "Tomas the maintenance guy?"

Straightening so that he wasn't pressed so lewdly against the family's younger daughter—but moving slowly so that he wouldn't look too guilty—Tomas glanced from her to Marcy and back. Had Marcy described him to her sister?

Marcy looked embarrassed. Interesting.

"Hey," he said. "Sharona, right?"

Actually, he'd never heard of the woman, but information was information. He went with the idea and offered a hand to her father. "Mr. Bridges. Mrs. Bridges."

Okay, so he sounded as if he belonged on a sixties sitcom and should be wearing a letterman sweater. It still bought time.

"Pleased to meet you," said Mrs. Bridges, forgiving him for making out with their daughter more quickly than her husband seemed to. She had a firm grip when she shook his hand. "Excuse my appearance. The elevator doesn't seem to be working."

Mr. Bridges looked at the elevator, with its web of rope and the wedged crowbar, and his expression didn't soften. "You do maintenance work for a living?"

"No," said Tomas. "I also manage the building."

"You do?" asked Marcy, addressing him for the first time since the kiss. She was blushing. It was adorable.

He shrugged. He'd never said he didn't.

"So you're coming to lunch with us, right?" asked Sharona. "For Marcy's birthday?"

Mrs. Bridges said, "Marcy, honey, you aren't wearing that, are you?"

That meant Tomas's inside-out T-shirt and his drawstring shorts, which looked great on her, leaving her legs long and bare. Between the demon, and losing the priest, and kissing her, Tomas hadn't had the full opportunity to admire her legs in those shorts.

Now seemed a bad time.

Marcy looked at the apartment door behind her, and Tomas suspected he knew what she was thinking. She didn't want to go into that apartment. The demon might be behind any door. "Um… yes?"

"You at least need shoes," insisted her mother. "What restaurant will let you in without shoes?"

Tomas said, "I'll get them."

"No!" protested Marcy.

"Really. Just tell me where they are."

"I'll go with you."

Tomas glanced at her parents, who looked understandably dubious at this interchange. They could probably use some privacy anyway. "Fine. C'mon."

When he unlocked her door with his passkey, he didn't miss Mr. Bridges's disapproval. Both Tomas and Marcy held their breath—but nothing greeted them through the doorway except an overly neat living room… and a whiff of brimstone.

"What's that smell?" asked Mrs. Bridges.

Marcy said, "Fumigation." Then she darted in, Tomas following and closing the door behind them.

"Your family?" he demanded.

"I forgot they were coming! It's been an unusual morning." Which was true, what with portals to Hell, curses…

Tomas noticed a pink flush spreading across Marcy's cheeks, intrigued. Had the kissing been that life changing, too?

Even he'd been shaken by it.

Maybe Marcy saw something in his eyes. "I'm not sleeping with you just to screw over the demon. So to speak."

Had he actually asked her? "I thought you said you weren't saving it for any particular reason?"

"Except to wait until I'm ready, and I've got to tell you, this whole day has not made me ready. Even before my parents showed up."

"Look, I'm not suggesting anything." But as soon as he said that, Tomas found himself considering suggesting things after all. A lot of things. "We don't have to grab a quickie while your family's waiting in the hallway. But let's not forget, you seem to be on some kind of deadline. Even if I weren't fairly good at this—which, by the way, I am—I'd have to be a better first time than that… that thing."

Something chuckled, deep and sadistic, from the bedroom and in their heads.

Tomas said, "Please tell me your shoes aren't in the closet."

 

Marcy would never, ever have imagined Tomas Martinez riding beside her in the cramped back seat of her parents' minivan, on their way to her birthday lunch. He looked completely out of place, from his coiled size to his black clothing to the spiky tattoo that circled his dark wrist. From the way Sharona kept turning to glance at them from the middle seat, and the way Dad kept catching her gaze in the rearview mirror, the family was taken aback as well.

Then again, maybe it was the whispering that was catching their attention.

"I am just saying," hissed Tomas into Marcy's ear, tickling, "your sister seems to be the kind of woman who notices people."

He paused to grin forward at Sharona. Sharona grinned back.

Marcy wished she were the kind of woman who noticed people, but clearly she wasn't. "So?"

"So maybe she'll remember the person who cursed you, even if you don't."

"You don't think she would have mentioned it?"

Tomas narrowed his eyes at her sarcasm. But a man could only look so dangerous when strapped into the corner of a van's back seat with a shoulder belt. "I meant, she might know if anyone around you was into black magic."

Mom called back, "We were thinking of going to that Indian place you like so much, Marcy. Is that all right with you?"

"I love that place," agreed Marcy—then considered how her day had been going. Demons in her apartment. Demons in the elevator. Innocent priests vanishing into a puff of smoke. She could tell, when she met Tomas's gaze, that he was equally wary. "So much, that I've overdone it. Let's not go there."

"How about the new steak house?" suggested Sharona, as eager to spend their father's money as ever.

Marcy had wanted to try that one since it opened, so… not the steak house. "Let's go to that old Chinese restaurant," she suggested quickly. "The one in the strip mall."

Mom said, "You're sure? I thought you had some trouble with them."

Exactly. They'd made extra charges on her credit card. She glanced guiltily toward Tomas. "I'd really like to try them again."

Tomas said, "The place by the laundry? They aren't so good. Their hot-and-sour soup is—yes," he finished, about-facing as he finally caught on. "I would like to go there, too."

If they had to endanger a restaurant, why not one with lousy soup?

Sharona glanced over her shoulder again, suspicious, but Dad said, "You're the birthday girl, Marcy."

Tomas leaned in close again. "Sharona seems like the kind of person who picks up on things. What could it hurt to ask her?"

Other than not wanting her big sister to think she was crazy? Or doomed? "We went to different colleges," Marcy protested. "She wouldn't remember anyone beyond… "

Her stomach sank, and not from motion sickness.

"High school," she whispered.

Tomas ducked his head even closer to hers. "What?"

Dad said over the traffic noise, "So, Marcy, I ran into Joe Pierson's son on the golf course the other day. Remember him?" Subtle.

"High school," she repeated softly, ignoring her father. "This may not have anything to do with my birthday. It might have something to do with last night's high-school reunion."

Tomas looked annoyed, as if she should have told him sooner. "Did anyone there seem… ?"

"Magic?" she finished for him. "No. That, even I would have noticed." Even if she wasn't Sharona.

Dad, in the driver's seat, said, "Good fellow, Biff Pierson."

Tomas widened amused eyes and mouthed, Biff? Marcy ignored them both.

 

The Chinese restaurant looked just as it always had—red and gold decorations, a mixture of booths and tables, a large aquarium by the door. There was only one exception.

What looked like a salamander lurking in the corner.

Marcy realized that what looked like dirt on the wall behind it was actually a sooty tail track. Nobody else, other than Tomas, seemed to notice the creature. So far, it was part of their reality, but hadn't intruded on anyone else's. Yet.

Father Gregory's fate pretty much showed it could.

So the salamander made her decidedly nervous for such a small mythical creature.

As if to distract her from one disaster with another, Tomas said, "So, Sharona, what kind of guys did Marcy date in high school?"

Sharona looked up from her Chinese astrology place mat with a snort. "You think Marcy dated in high school?"

Tomas raised his eyebrows, intrigued.

"I did so date," protested Marcy. "Not so very, very often as you did, of course, but… "

Sharona stuck out her tongue. Something about being together brought out the child in them. Then she turned haughtily to Tomas. "When she did go out, it was usually with the leftovers. You know—the guys she felt sorry for because nobody else was dating them."

What a mean thing to say—about those boys, not Marcy. "That's not true!"

"Chess club," Sharona continued, warming to her topic. "Computer geeks. The one time she dated a guy on the baseball team, he was the shy one who was always on the bench."

"Any gamers, maybe?" asked Tomas. "You know… Dungeons and Dragons types? Or maybe Goths?"

Marcy said, "There's nothing wrong with people who play Dungeons and Dragons. And no," she insisted when both Sharona and Tomas looked expectant, "I didn't date any gamers… they never had the time anyway. I was just friends with a lot of them."

Sharona took a long sip of green tea. "Really, Tomas, you're about the most interesting person she ever dated."

Marcy picked up her little cup of tea, trying not to spill it. Please don't tell them we aren't dating, she thought, not even sure why it seemed so important. Please don't tell them that.

Blessedly, Tomas let Sharona's assumption slide. "But a lot of guys had to be interested in her, even if she didn't date them," he pushed. "Even the strange ones."

Sharona said, "That's so nice that you think that!"

Marcy put down her tea untouched, deciding she didn't want to risk a bathroom run. Not knowing what might just lurk behind the stall doors. "It's nice that he thinks I attract weirdos?"

"It's nice," clarified her sister, "that he's able to see how attractive you are, period. It's kind of subtle, Marce. A lot of guys aren't perceptive enough to really see you."

Now Marcy blushed. She blushed even harder when she realized Tomas was studying her, intrigued.

His smile, this time, was more quiet than usual. "It's amazing, what some people can look past."

Against her will, she glanced toward the salamander smoldering in the far corner of the wall. But when she looked back at Tomas, his gaze hadn't moved off her.

Something deep inside her shivered in a very pleasant way. This probably was not good. He wasn't really interested; he was only playing a role. Then there was that dangerous air he wore and his surprising grasp of black magic—something that she, having only studied the "harm none" practice of Wicca, preferred not to tamper with.

But good golly, he was sexy. When his gaze slid off her at the approach of their blond waitress, the sensation was not unlike that of a towel sliding sensuously from her body.

Casting desperately about for more reasons not to risk her heart, here, Marcy thought, On top of everything else, he's just a building manager. But damn it, he was a really good building manager! Competent. Consistent. Clearly ready in any emergency. That had to count more than the prestige of other jobs held by men she'd dated.

Except Tomas wasn't dating her.

Thank goodness the soup was here.

 

If someone had told Tomas that he'd be joining Marcy Bridges's birthday lunch with her caricature of a Middle American family in a mediocre Chinese restaurant… that might have seemed like a good definition of Hell.

Therefore, it surprised him tremendously to realize, halfway through the egg rolls, that he was enjoying himself. Marcy's father was stiff enough to use as a display in a store, and her mother had a Junior League edge that still made him nervous, but both parents clearly loved their daughters. Sharona had a wicked sense of humor that made him wonder where Marcy had hidden hers. And Marcy herself…

Well, Sharona was right. When you looked close, she really did have a subtle but distinct attractiveness to her. It was nowhere near as obvious as her great legs or her sexy mouth. It had more to do with how she held herself, how she quietly defended everyone, from a slow waitress to the D&D-playing nerds from high school that she hadn't even dated. It had more to do with how she looked at the world.

It wasn't that Marcy didn't notice people, he saw now. She simply didn't notice their worse qualities.

With that kind of vulnerability, he thought, she was lucky not to have been sacrificed to a more mundane evil long ago. Thank God for women who played it safe.

"So, Tomas," said Mr. Bridges, well into the entree. Marcy's father didn't much like Tomas, but he wasn't getting in Tomas's face about it, so it wasn't a problem. "How did you get into doing… maintenance?"

"Yes," said Marcy quickly, coming to his defense just as she did to everyone else's. "You're so good at it."

Had he once thought she was meek, simply because she didn't confront people to stand up for herself? She sure stood up for everyone else! Funny, how Mr. Bridges's opinion of him became increasingly important, the more clearly Tomas saw the man's younger daughter.

"I was having trouble hiring anybody who was competent and would agree to be on call," he said. "So when emergencies came up, half the time I fixed them myself. I finally decided to take some lessons at the hardware store and stop placing want ads."

He sensed Marcy staring at him. It was Mrs. Bridges who asked, "So you've got administrative responsibilities, too?"

"I manage the building," clarified Tomas. This was the second time he'd said it, and Marcy still looked surprised.

"So how was the class reunion, Marcy?" asked Sharona brightly, to cut the awkward moment. "Were you depressed, or did you feel validated?"

"Did you see a lot of your old friends, dear?" asked Mrs. Bridges.

Interesting, how Marcy avoided the question about the friends. "It was kind of depressing," she admitted. "Especially the people who weren't there. Do you realize, seven people from my graduating class have died? Traffic accidents, cancer—and fires! What are the chances that three separate women in the same class would… ?"

Tomas had put the pieces together before Marcy's words petered off. Was it possible Marcy was number four on someone's list? "Madre de Dios," he said.

The rest of the Bridges family looked from him to Marcy, blissfully oblivious to their connecting of dangerous dots.

"Fires, you say?" prompted Marcy's father after a moment of awkwardness. "That's a bad way to go."

Marcy took a strangled breath, and Tomas found her hand under the tablecloth and squeezed it. Nobody was going to hurt her. Nobody.

"Liz Carpenter," she said, squaring her shoulders as she returned the squeeze on Tomas's hand. "And Judith Barstow. And Cassie Adams. Do you remember any of them, Sharona?"

Sharona made a face. "Not really, thank God. Wasn't Cassie a cheerleader?"

"I don't remember," said Marcy. "I wish I did—"

"Happy birthday to you," sang a group of voices from across the restaurant, then, and their waitress approached with a cluster of other staff, carrying a birthday cake, serenading Marcy.

"Oh, Dad," protested Sharona, when Marcy only stared in dismay. "You didn't!"

"It's her birthday," insisted Mrs. Bridges.

"So you put her through hell?" her sister demanded.

Tomas leaned closer to Marcy. "And here I thought we left Hell back in the elevator."

Marcy's smile came out crooked… but at least she made the attempt.

Someday, he thought, she would have to start standing up for herself. But the better he got to know Marcy, the more he could see it wouldn't be over a birthday cake with her parents.

She was too afraid of hurting other people.

He just hoped that didn't apply to people who deserved hurting.

 

Marcy didn't want to say goodbye to her family. She hadn't felt this kind of separation anxiety since summer camp. But now she had a far better reason to cling to normalcy.

As her parents and Sharona drove away in their wonderfully normal minivan, they unknowingly left Marcy to a world of demons, curses, possible fiery deaths… and definitely fiery maintenance men.

Managers, she corrected herself, still having trouble readjusting to that particular bit of reality.

"Let me guess," said Tomas beside her as the van rounded a corner and vanished. "Your yearbooks are in the closet, right?"

"They're in the living-room bookshelf," she corrected him. "But going anywhere near that apartment is too dangerous now. We should… just… "

There was no reason to finish her suggestion, since Tomas had paused by his own door and opened it, but was now stalking toward the stairs. "You stay down here. Don't open any doors on your own."

"Wait!" she called.

"No," he called back, vanishing up the first flight.

She stared after him, annoyed and impressed and envious. What would it feel like to have an impulse and just follow it, right then, and damn the consequences? No comparison of pros and cons. No deep worries about worst-case scenarios. Just pure, fearless action.

What could it possibly feel like?

"I hope," she murmured to herself, "that it doesn't feel like eternal damnation."

Then, hesitating a moment longer, she turned and went into his apartment, wondering only briefly how he'd deduced that the demon seemed only able to get at them from doorways.

She would try to hunt down her magical stalker first. Then she would worry about Tomas Martinez's fount of occult knowledge.

By the time he brought in the yearbooks, blessedly whole if a tad sooty, Marcy was on his computer, perusing the Web site one of her classmates had created for the reunion. They'd already posted quite a few digital pictures.

"I got them," announced Tomas, dropping the books on his coffee table.

Marcy said, "Good for you," without looking up. She was busy scrolling past pictures, after all. She didn't want to miss a clue.

"No, really." Sarcasm gave Tomas a thick accent. "It was my pleasure."

She clicked ahead to yet another picture, using the computer's mouse. "I get that."

Then he was standing right beside her, his hip near her shoulder, and she couldn't have ignored him if she wanted to. She wasn't sure why she would want to. But she felt a tightness in her neck, in her shoulders; a strain in her forehead. It made her short-tempered.

"What does that mean?" asked Tomas as she looked reluctantly up at him. He seemed dark and glowering all over again, as well as sooty. She could only imagine what had happened in the apartment. "You get what?"

Actually, she wasn't sure she could imagine. Had he been fighting with the demon, or conferring in other ways?

That's stupid, she thought, and looked back at the computer screen. "I get that it was your pleasure," she said. "Why else would you go barging into an apartment that's already proved dangerous? You like taking chances."

Tomas said, "Ha." Then he strode back to the coffee table and sank into an easy crouch beside it.

Marcy turned in the computer chair. "Ha?"

He sorted the yearbooks in quick, strong movements.

"What you consider taking chances is what other people consider normalcy."

Oh. She should have realized he wouldn't let that topic drop so quickly. "You think sleeping around is the only measure of normalcy?"

He made a tsk-tsk noise, and drew an invisible circle around him with his index finger, a reminder of his definition of sleeping around. "I have only slept here," he said, pointing in one direction. "And here." He pointed in another, then considered it. "Maybe here, depending on your definition. But it is not a round. A triangle, maybe. Maybe a quadrangle."

"That doesn't make either of us more normal than the other," she insisted. "I'm not about to be blackmailed into having sex. We've got to find out who it was who cursed me. That's the only way."

The catlike ease with which Tomas rose from his crouch made her throat hurt. "I was teasing before, Marcy. But what if we don't find out in time? Death before dishonor?"

To be honest, the word dishonor didn't sound anywhere near as bad as it should. Not when she'd gotten such a great demonstration of the power in this man's thighs. "Talk to me again at eleven-thirty," she said, forcing herself to turn back to the computer.

Tomas grinned/and, just like that, the tightness in Marcy eased. "It's a date."

"If we don't find the bastard who cursed me," she reminded him.

"What, you have other plans?"

She grinned at the computer screen, scrolling past pictures. Was Tomas Martinez flirting with her? He might be right. She wasn't exactly an expert on taking chances. It had been so much easier to stay home with Snowball, where she was comfortable and could judge her companion's contentment by the purring, that she'd gotten out of the habit of socializing with humans.

On that topic…

"Snowball," she said, pushing her chair back on its castors.

Tomas raised his eyebrows.

"I forgot to leave a faucet dripping for her," Marcy explained, heading for the bathroom. "She likes to have fresh water. Here, kitty kitty kitty."

She turned on the faucet in the bathroom sink, then turned it down to a bare trickle. It wasn't the best way to save water, but it kept her cat's kidneys in good working order. "Here, puss puss."

But Snowball didn't come running.

Frowning, Marcy stepped to the doorway into the hall. Something was wrong. "Kitty?"

"Maybe she's hiding under the bed." Tomas turned another page in the yearbook he was skimming and grinned at something he saw there. Probably a picture of her with braces.

"She doesn't—" But who knew, maybe Snowball had adopted new habits since demons took up residence in her closet. She went into the bedroom and kneeled on the carpet. "Snowball?"

No cat. She burned her knees on the carpet, spinning to then look under the bureau, under the dresser. "Snowball!"

"You can't find her?" Tomas stood in the doorway. Maybe he'd heard something in her voice. Her relief not to be alone mingled with her fear that something in his apartment had hurt her cat. Had he left some unscreened window open? Put out poison for bugs or mice? Was there some dangerous cranny or nook where a curious cat could trap herself, or hurt herself… or worse?

"She's got to be here," Marcy insisted, voice uneven. "She's got to."

Tomas gave her a hand up, steadying her, comforting her. "Where did you see her last?"

"She was on top of the refrigerator."

He guided her into the kitchen—but no Snowball watched them from the top of either cabinets or appliance. Marcy hoisted herself onto a counter to look behind the unit, but Snowball wasn't there, either.

"Nobody would have been here since we left, would they?" she asked, and swallowed hard. "Nobody who might have gotten something out of the dryer, or the oven, or—"

She stared at the refrigerator door—and this time she refused to dwell in inaction. She yanked it open.

And whimpered.



Part 4

Tomas responded instantly, wrapping his arms around Marcy and spinning her away from the gout of flame that spat out of his Frigidaire.

He couldn't protect her so easily from the feline wail that warbled out, along with a malicious chuckling, from the depths behind the flames.

"No!" screamed Marcy, struggling in his arms. "Snowball!"

"Leave her." He pressed his cheek against hers both to make himself heard over the demonic noise and to somehow steady her. "Leave her, Marcy!"

"I can't!"

"You've got to!"

Another cat cry wailed into the kitchen—and he kicked the door shut. With a soft sigh, the refrigerator sealed.

Marcy twisted free of his embrace, not the least bit timid now. "No! Not my cat!"

She reached for the refrigerator. He grabbed to stop her—and she bodychecked him out of the way. If he'd expected it, maybe it wouldn't have worked; the woman was no linebacker. But since she took him by surprise, she had a chance to pull open the door almost ten inches before he shut it again.

Both of them glimpsed the milk, condiments and bag of bread in the appliance's lit interior before the door resealed.

This time when Marcy opened the thing, Tomas let her. Again, it was just the interior of a refrigerator.

"No," she repeated, pushing food aside without any care of whether it spilled or not. "No. It can't have Snowball."

"Marcy—"

She fixed him with a glare that actually made him step quickly back. "Why didn't you let me get her?"

"Because that's what the thing wanted! You're what it wanted. If you'd gone in after your damn cat, it could have closed up behind you permanently."

"I don't care!" And she started to push around some to-go boxes.

He grabbed her by both arms and drew her back, again kicking the door shut. "Of course you care!"

"Bui she's my…" To his horror, her eyes swam with tears. He didn't necessarily get that she could feel this much love for a cat. But there was no doubt that she did; that the quiet Marcy Bridges was capable of almost unimaginable love and loyalty.

He drew her to his chest—and felt lucky to have that chance. "Of course she is. And as long as the portal stays open, maybe we can get both her and the priest back. But Marcy, listen to me. If you're right, and the one thing it wants is you… "

She searched his gaze, as if starving for his logic. "Then when it has me, the game's over?"

He nodded, and she tucked her head under his chin, and he rested his cheek on her hair. It felt good. It felt right. It felt like something he'd rather die than lose the chance of. "Except that it's more than a game, querida."

"How do you know that?"

Her words caught him by surprise and, despite the surprisingly intense pleasure of simply holding her, he drew slightly back. "What?"

She dropped her gaze, momentarily looking like the old Marcy Bridges. Then, perhaps because the stakes were so high, she raised her eyes and faced him dead on again. "I've been reading about Wicca and magic for months, Tomas, and this seems completely foreign to me. But you speak its language. You seem to understand how it thinks, how it works. You're the one who says that if we find the person who cursed me, we can stop this. But how is it you know so much in the first place?"

He found himself surprisingly reluctant to confess. As if her opinion of him mattered more than he'd ever guessed it could.

Maybe it did. But her opinion of all of him, the real him, meant more. So he told her. "It runs in my family."

She swallowed hard, and her next question came out as a croak. "Demons?"

"No! Magic. My abuela—my grandmother—was a bruja. That's like a witch," he explained, studying her, hunting for any clue that this was too much for her. "She believed very strongly in protecting against demons and devils. I was never sure if any of it was real or not, but I was still around it, and I guess… "

He shrugged.

She waited.

He said, "I guess some of it rubbed off."

Marcy nodded.

He waited there in front of her, in the kitchen. There were few people outside of his own culture that he'd told about his bruja abuela—and all she did was nod?

Then she stepped closer to him, rose up on her toes—and kissed him. Soft. Light. But not at all timid.

The sensation swam through him like lemonade on a fiery day. He recognized it, despite never having felt quite this kind of easy understanding before. Madre de Dios.

He was falling in love with Marcy Bridges!

"Thank you for being here," she whispered, her heels sinking back to the linoleum.

He could have simply said she was welcome. He could have made another joke about inoculating her against sacrifice by taking care of that little virginity problem. But her virginity wasn't a problem and, to be honest, he understood exactly why she wasn't going to be blackmailed into doing anything against her will.

He respected the hell out of her for it.

So he said, "Let's go look at all those pictures again."

 

Maybe a half hour later, they found their man.

It happened when, after having little luck examining yearbooks and class-reunion pictures, Marcy thought to find more information about her classmates who'd died. While Tomas looked up every possible picture of them in the old books, she did more Internet searches, confirming that all three women had been killed in suspicious fires.

"How suspicious," asked Tomas from the sofa, "is suspicious?"

"Their bodies seem to have burned more than anything else around them. I found a Web site that's using one of the deaths as proof of spontaneous human combustion."

"Okay," he agreed. "That's suspi—Hold it."

She turned to look at him. He looked good, leaning over the coffee table, his elbow braced across his knees. She felt guilty for admiring the long, supple line of his body when a priest and Snowball were both gone, possibly—

But no. She couldn't allow herself to accept the possibility that they might be as dead as Liz Carpenter, Judith Barstow and Cassie Adams, much less that tonight she…

No.

She would not become the bride of the fiery thing that had stalked her since this morning, especially not if that meant the person who'd done this to her in the first place would get some kind of demonic referral points. She would sleep with Tomas before she let that happen…

She realized that the idea of sleeping with Tomas Martinez wasn't at all unpleasant. She would prefer to take her time, of course, to get to know him better, to have a better reason than some kind of demonic deadline.

A reason like love?
She looked quickly away from the lean, swarthy man thumbing through her old yearbooks. True, he'd come to her rescue more than once. And he seemed to get along with her family. And his kiss gave her hope that sappy movies and romance novels got some things right after all. But there was a good chance he felt little attraction to her, kisses aside—circumstances had all but dared him into those. He might just be doing this as a thorough apartment manager, or because the abduction of his priest made things personal.

On the other hand, he'd complimented her at lunch. And the kisses could be more than a dare.

Was it possible that falling in love could feel this easy?

If anything about this day could be called easy.

Then Tomas said, "Here! Marcy, look at this!"

She went gladly to his side, and not just because he might have a solution to all this. She went gladly because sinking onto his sofa, the slope of cushions sliding her hip against his, felt surprisingly right.

Surprisingly safe.

He showed her a glossy black-and-white rendition of early nineties varsity cheerleaders forming a pyramid, Cassie Adams second from the top.

"She was a cheerleader," said Marcy. "Why's that matter?"

Tomas moved his index finger, which had been indicating Cassie, to note a small form standing in the background of the picture, watching. "Who's that?"

Just like that, she knew. Her common sense struggled against such certainty—they needed more proof before they went around accusing people of anything, much less black magic. And yet—it felt right.

"That's Rick Everitt," she said, remembering how the former varsity baseball player had sought her out last night. How he hadn't seemed to have changed much since high school. How his puppyish attentions made her feel uncomfortable.

But it hadn't been a help-me-he's-dangerous uncomfortable. It had been more of a how-can-I-go-find-real-friends-without-hurting-this-guy's-feelings uncomfortable. He'd seemed more like a victim waiting to happen than a practitioner of the demonic arts!

"What makes you think—?"

But Tomas had already turned to another page. It was the Spanish club, and Liz Carpenter, as club president, stood proudly on one end.

One row of students behind her stood Ricky Everitt, looking at her instead of the camera.

Marcy had a hard time drawing her next breath. Even before Tomas showed her the third picture he'd found—Judith Barstow dancing in the hallway and Ricky Everitt watching from the partial cover of a locker door—she knew it was him.

"I dated him once," she said, or tried to. Her voice sounded odd in her ears. "He was so… formal. I couldn't relax around him."

"Maybe you couldn't relax around him because on some level you knew he was a nutcase?" challenged Tomas.

"But he wasn't! He was a baseball player and a B student. Shy. Quiet. Never into trouble."

"Isn't that what neighbors say about serial killers?"

"And about shy, quiet people who are never in trouble."

Tomas said, "I think we need to talk to someone a bit more observant."

 

"Ricky Everitt?" repeated Sharona's voice over the speakerphone. "Was he the one who ate ketchup right out of the packet for lunch all the time?"

"That was Rodney Pruitt," said Marcy. "Ricky was on the baseball team."

She met Tomas's gaze through a long moment of Sharona making "Hmm" noises. Then her sister said, "Yes! I remember now. You dated this guy once, right? And I told you not to let him take you by any cemeteries."

Tomas raised his eyebrows, his expression somewhere between curiosity and accusation.

Marcy said, "You did not!"

"I did so! Or I wanted to. The guy was creepy."

Tomas spread his hands and mouthed, Creepy how?

"Creepy how?"

"He liked dissecting things in biology class. He loved old languages so much, they created a fourth-year, self-study Greek class just for him. He drew goats' heads on his notebooks. You know… creepy!"

Marcy stared at the speakerphone, appalled. "And you let me go out with him?"

"With a warning about cemeteries," Sharona reminded her. "You never wanted to hear anything bad about anybody. That's why I never told you how mad he was afterward."

"Mad? About what?"

There was a long silence on the phone. Then Sharona asked, "Why do you want to know?"

Marcy thought fast. "Someone slipped a note under my windshield wiper at the reunion last night," she lied. "Some kind of love note… but I couldn't really read it. Just a few words. It's creepy."

It wasn't a great story, but it didn't suck, either.

"So Tomas is trying to figure out who to beat up?"

Marcy's family certainly had been quick to believe the whole dating-Tomas story, hadn't they?

As well as to believe that Tomas beat people up. He did give that impression.

"You said Ricky was mad? At me?"

"Uh-huh."

"I went out with him!"

"Yeah," agreed Sharona. "But you didn't kiss him good-night."

 

"He didn't try to kiss me good-night," Marcy said while Tomas prepared to go beat up Richard Everitt.

In this case, that meant looking up the man's number and street address in the phone book. Interesting, that a man who would take out revenge for his own frustrations on innocent women would be trusting enough to keep his number listed.

"So, do you think he would live uptown, downtown or about ten miles from here?" Tomas asked, comparing Richard Everitts.

"Ten miles from here. He mentioned last night that he was living in his parents' old house."

Tomas circled the listing, then tore the page out of the book and stuffed it in his pocket. It wasn't as if he didn't get a new phone book what seemed like every month.

"I remember that at the time, I almost hoped he would kiss me good-night," Marcy continued, following him to the coatrack by the front door. "It seemed like it was part of some mysterious series of requirements for a proper date, you know? But I thought the guy was supposed to initiate it, and he just said good-night, so I said good-night, and that was that. Afterward, he didn't talk to me in school anymore… which was kind of a relief, since it wasn't that great a date. But you'd think if he—Where are you going?"

Tomas was shrugging into his leather jacket. He gave her a Duh look.

She said, "Let me get my purse."

"No."

"No?"

"You're staying here where it's safe." And he turned to leave.

Marcy caught him by the waistband of his jeans and yanked him back. It was more the surprise that stopped him than her strength. "Excuse me?"

"I'll take care of this."

"I don't think so!"

Great. Now she grew a backbone? "I already told you my abuela knows all about protecting against these kinds of people."

"So maybe we should ask your abuela."

Admitting that felt almost as embarrassing as her knowing he'd called in a priest. "I tried. She doesn't remember."

"Then I'm the closest thing to a magic user that you have, aren't I?"

Tomas barked out a laugh, reached behind him and tugged her hand free from his pants. Not something he would normally be doing, but these were extreme circumstances. "You call that spell you did last night magic?"

"Besides," Marcy said, looking dangerous herself, "Rick isn't the one who wants me. He's trying to sacrifice me, remember? It's the demon who wants me."

Tomas had grasped the doorknob, but now he hesitated, closing his eyes. Damn.

"It's my apartment," she insisted. "It's my responsibility."

She was right.

So he turned around in defeat. "You'll need to change into pants, and wear a jacket. We're taking my motorcycle."

 

Rick Everitt lived on a quiet old suburban street with tall shade trees and walk-up mailboxes on the front doors. It didn't look like the kind of place where someone would summon demons.

Then again, if he'd started this ball rolling in high school, it was probably where he'd begun his career, alone in his bedroom. Why not continue?

When Tomas thought about what else the boy might've been doing in his bedroom, concerning Marcy Bridges, he figured beating a retraction out of him would be a pleasure. He parked the bike against the opposite curb, dropped the kickstand and killed the engine.

Then he had to unwind Marcy's arms from around his waist. Speaking of pleasures…

"Now will you wait here?" he pleaded. "There aren't even any doors out here. You know that thing only seems to appear when doors are opened."

"Actually, no," she said, clambering off the bike and ducking her head out of his spare helmet. "I don't know that. That's your theory. And this is my problem."

Tomas hung both helmets on the handlebars before facing her, trying to look his most dangerous. And he really could be dangerous. She was about to see that. "You are not going after this guy alone."

Something odd caught in Marcy's gaze at that. Something almost… sad? But all she said was, "I didn't say I could do this alone. I said I'm coming with you."

He guessed that was as good as he would get.

 

She wished she could handle this alone.

As they took the front walk to the screened front door and rang the bell, Marcy felt increasingly useless. Tomas had been doing pretty much everything so far. He'd found the priest. He'd talked to his grandmother. He'd fought the demon more than once. He'd protected her, and he'd endangered himself, and he'd tolerated her family pretty well instead of telling them that he'd never had any interest in her. He'd also come up with almost every really good idea of magical common sense—or maybe uncommon sense—that they'd used.

And she, who'd spent the last half year of her life reading about magic in the desperate hopes of finding some kernels of personal power, had done little more than computer research. Now that they knew just about everything they had to know, and the moment of confrontation was at hand, she still needed Tomas to finish this.

But at least she could be here for it.

Then, when Rick answered the door, she wondered if maybe she could take him after all.

Rick Everitt was as skinny as he'd been in high school, but while teenage boys towering to their full height had reason for that awkward, lanky look, a man of almost thirty just seemed… frail. He wore his hair the way he had in high school, too, short on the sides and long on the top, and even had on jeans and a Go Lumberjacks! T-shirt.

He was wearing his class ring from high school, too. Last night, Marcy had assumed that was because of the reunion.

"May I help you?" he asked, his gaze focusing worriedly on Tomas—until he noticed Marcy beside him. "Wait, I know you. Marcy from high school, right? Marcy… Bridges?"

He grinned, delighted to see her, and Marcy's stomach sank. What if they were wrong? What if Tomas beat up the wrong guy?

"Hi, Ricky," she said, shouldering herself between the poor, lost guy and her taut maintenance man. "I mean, Rick."

"I still go by Ricky," he assured her. Well… that kind of went with the T-shirt, didn't it?

"This is going to sound odd," she warned him, "but some strange things have happened since the reunion last night, and I was wondering if you knew anybody in our class who might have—"

Her shoulder hit the doorjamb as Tomas pushed by her and into the foyer, grabbing the collar of Rick's shirt. "What the hell did you sic on her, you son of a bitch?"

Rick's eyes widened. "What?"

Marcy scrambled in after them, hoping nobody called the police. This would be very hard to explain to authorities. "Tomas, wait!"

Tomas kept going, Ricky scrambling backward before his personal power. "You were frustrated about her not kissing you after your little date, right? When you didn't have the cojones to make the first move. God knows how many women you blamed for your own pitiful desperation, but this one isn't going to feed your pet evil, got it?"

They stopped only when Ricky thudded against the back wall. "I don't know what you're talking about!"

His voice came out strangled. That was probably because of Tomas's hold on his collar strangling him.

Marcy grabbed Tomas's wrist and pulled. With both hands. No reaction, not even when she put her whole weight into it.

Wow, he was strong.

"We need to make sure it's really him," she insisted.

"It's really him," Tomas growled.

"I'm not going to let you hurt an innocent," she warned him.

The look Tomas sent her was almost mocking. He was the big, tough Latino, after all, with his tattoo and his long braid, and she was just Marcy. "How exactly do you plan on—ow!"

She'd just stomped, hard, on his booted instep. While he bent over from that, she jabbed her elbow at his nose. With a guttural grunt, he spun away from her, hands to his face.

She stared, stunned that she'd even remembered those moves from an old college self-defense class. She'd never once tried them. She'd never thought she would have the, well, cojones.

It felt kind of good.

Ricky Everitt made a whimpering noise—and bolted through a side door, to safety. And probably to call the cops.

Tomas was still slightly hunched, both hands to his nose, but he was facing her again. "Bud de hell buz dad?"

That seemed to mean, What the hell was that? The question would match the fury blazing from his tiger eyes.

"What if it wasn't him?" she demanded. "How could it be? Did you see him? He was just a… "

"A bimp?"

"I wouldn't have put it that way, but yes."

"Bud udder kind of person bould deed to combensade by subbonding debons?"

"What other kind of person would need to compensate by summoning demons?"

Tomas, gingerly testing his nose with his fingers, just glared at her.

"Wait a minute! I've been studying some magic, too—"

He rolled his eyes.

"I have so. And maybe it wasn't to compensate for anything. Maybe it was because it… it called to me."

Something tickled at her awareness, subtle but significant.

"Maybe because it felt right," she continued.

It was a smell.

"Maybe because—" Then she paused, and sniffed. Oh no.

Tomas frowned at her and managed to ask, "Whad?" with only a little congestion.

"Do you smell that?"

"Marcy, I don'd shell eddy—" He tried again, more slowly. "Anything."

She turned and looked at the door Ricky Everitt had escaped through. Oh no. She'd been wrong.

"Brimstone."

 

Tomas forgot about Marcy clocking him in the face and tried the door. Locked.

Well, he damn well knew doors. This one was wood, at least forty years old and poorly set in its frame.

It took him one solid kick on the jamb to crash through.

He took longer to grasp what he saw on the other side.

The room had once been a sunken living room/den with dark paneling, probably the height of fashion when the house was built, complete with a wet bar for entertaining. Ricky had kept the avocado shag carpet, the panels, the wet bar. He'd kept the glass case of small trophies and ribbons, the display rack of old baseball bats.

But he'd painted a circle on the shaggy floor with weird, occult symbols along its border, like something out of a B-level horror movie. He'd turned the wet bar into some kind of altar, complete with skull and candles and a huge, heavy-looking book. And he'd hung grotesque banners on each of the dark walls, strange pictures painted in Tomas-didn't-want-to-know-what.

All except the wall behind the altar. That one was decorated with a spread of photographs of teenage girls, including many of the ones Tomas had been looking at in Marcy's yearbooks. Several pictures looked more modern—probably from the class reunion.

The son of a bitch!

"I know what you're thinking," said Ricky Everitt, circling warily behind the bar. "You're wondering why I—"

But Tomas vaulted across his Formica altar and slammed the bastard into his wishing wall before the man could even finish.

Ricky made a terrified, squeaking noise.

"You think I care?" demanded Tomas, using his full weight to keep this self-styled Satanist pinned against the paneling, breathing into his face. He was careful to enunciate past his hurt nose. "You think I give a damn what miserable part of your little loser life made you think you had the right to hurt innocent women?"

"But they weren't innocent," protested Ricky, trying to duck. He didn't stand a chance of movement. "That's why we had to keep going. We—"

Tomas dug his fingers into the wimp's scrawny shoulder, shaking him again so the back of his head thumped against the paneling. He narrowed his eyes, lowered his voice to an even more dangerous growl and let an edge of his parents' accent roll through the words. "Why are you still talking?"

Ricky pressed his lips tightly together—and Marcy, behind Tomas, said, "I want to know."

Tomas rolled his eyes, unable to contain a sigh. But at least she'd stopped fighting him to protect this waste of breath. "What I want to know," he said, "is how soon Ricky here can call his pet monster off."

Ricky said, "I can't."

Tomas shook him again. "Wrong. Answer."

Marcy asked, "What do you mean, you had to keep going?"

Ricky slid his fearful gaze to Tomas, who reluctantly nodded. "Make it fast."

"Daiesthai only needed one virgin, just one, as payment, so it seemed weird that I had to provide a whole list of names and pictures and hair clippings—"

Both Tomas and Marcy repeated, "Hair clippings?"

"Or lollipop sticks or chewed gum or used Kleenex—anything with their DNA on it. I never thought it would get as far as any of the others, like Marcy, but who knew Jenny Black was such a slut?"

Tomas blinked at him. "Jenny Black?"

"She died at a party in our junior year." To judge from Marcy's hushed voice, she knew exactly who he meant. "The rumor was she was doing drugs and caught herself on fire… "

"Four? You killed four women?" Not, Tomas realized, that they could ever prove it in court.

He decided to worry about that once they solved Marcy's problem—at no matter what cost to Ricky.

"Then it turned out we had to wait over two years before Daiesthai could try again," continued Ricky, voice uneven. "There's always a catch, isn't there? That, and the fresh DNA sample, and the stupid chanting… "

As if he was griping about a bad lease contract on a car!

Marcy said, "And after two years?"

"Liz was away at Columbia, and I guess she wasn't a virgin anymore, either. Then Judy. Hell, by the time we got to Cassie, she'd been married and divorced!"

"So you killed them," said Tomas.

"No! Daiesthai killed them! I just, sort of… pointed them out."

"But why?" demanded Marcy. "What do you get out of all this?"

Ricky actually smiled. Tomas was close enough to tear the man's nose off with his teeth, and of a mood to do it, and the bastard smiled a wishful, faraway smile like someone contemplating an old love. "Whatever I want," he said, savoring the words. "Anything. Wealth. Power. Women. Can you imagine? I couldn't believe it when I managed to translate the incantation, doing my research paper on ancient languages. I mean, who wouldn't risk a few lives in order to have whatever they want?"

Tomas looked at Marcy. "I'm going to kill him now."

Ricky said, "Not if you want your cat back."

Crap. Tomas saw the change in Marcy at the very possibility of it. "Snowball?" she echoed. "Where?"

Ricky said, "Or the priest." Like a footnote.

"Don't do it," warned Tomas, knowing the futility of it even as he spoke. Hell, in her place, wouldn't he do the same?

"Where?" she demanded. "Tell me how to get them back."

Tomas let go of Ricky's left shoulder to span his throat with one hand. "And tell her the price."

He'd never killed anyone before, though he'd come close in a few fights. His own certainty that he could do it now both unnerved and satisfied him.

"Through that door," said Ricky.

Tomas looked quickly from Ricky to Marcy, back and forth. One magic user unfazed at costing people their lives, another who could barely dram up the willpower to do a harmless spell for her own benefit. He knew who he'd bet on in a contest. "Marcy—"

"I know what a door means." But damned if she wasn't walking slowly toward it. "It's still not Snowball's fault, or Father Gregory's, that this happened to them."

"It's not your fault either, querida."

"Maybe not, but they didn't even have a choice." She stood in front of the narrow door. "At least I have a choice. That's worth something, isn't it? And I choose to risk this."

Ricky tried to take advantage of Tomas's distraction to wriggle loose, so Tomas turned back to him—and squeezed. "If anything happens to her, you won't live long enough to get anything you want."

"I will if I get my wish before I'm dead." Ricky was wheezing as his air got cut off, but still he managed to slant his gaze toward the book open on the altar, past Tomas's elbow, and to cry out a hoarse "Elate se me!"

Tomas stared at him. "What?"

Marcy reached out with one hand and opened the door, loosing a blast of searing heat.



Part 5

It may have been the most stupid thing she'd ever done. Marcy knew that. She wasn't just risking her own life but the priest's, and her cat's.

And Tomas's. Oh, God. Tomas's.

But it was also her bravest moment.

Heat hit her like a shock wave, blasting across the room. Behind the door and yet not, amidst the roiling chaos of some kind of parallel Hell dimension, reared the demon. The one who'd trapped Marcy in the elevator. Who'd licked its flames up and down her body. Who'd forced defeating thoughts into her mind, against her will.

But here it didn't stay behind the door.

Smoking and malformed, it shambled into the room—and bravest moment or not, she took three quick steps back. The creature swelled, larger and larger until the flickering horns of flame on its head seared the ceiling and the orange, black and scarlet breadth of its shoulders crowded the room's crown moldings. From behind it, lizardlike salamanders slithered through the portal and across the walls, their tails leaving sooty streaks behind them. A fluttering of skittery, batlike creatures whirled out and around the room like some crazed circus of evil.

Behind her, Marcy heard Ricky call, "Here she—"

But his words strangled into silence. Tomas.

Turns out Sharona was right about his more violent abilities.

Here in Ricky's strange temple, the creature seemed to finally find its voice. Its gravelly words boomed not only in Marcy's head, with splitting volume, but around her. It shook the glass in Ricky's display case and fluttered the banners on the panel wall. Thank you, it growled in Ricky's direction.

Then it turned to loom up and over Marcy, an inferno of sadistic pleasure, of desire, of greed—

And she swung at it with the baseball bat she'd taken from Ricky's display rack while nobody was looking.

She put every bit of strength into the blow. Every bit of upset she'd felt since she opened her closet this morning. Every bit of anger at the unfairness. Every bit of fury that whatever she'd been discovering all day with Tomas Martinez might not have a chance to become something wonderful. It felt great. Freeing. Cathartic.

Until the bat impacted the creature—and the shock of it ricocheted up Marcy's arms and shoulders. Pain!

Behind her, she thought she heard Ricky saying something like "No, no, no." Maybe Tomas hadn't killed him after all.

The demon creature made an odd, choking sound that Marcy realized was laughter. It arched even farther up and over her, staring down with flickering, red-on-black coal eyes, and the shadow where its mouth should be stretched wide.

Cute, it boomed.

It thought she was cute? As in, amusing?

Damn condescending spawn of Hell! She swung again, and this time the impact almost dislocated her shoulder, but she swung again anyway, ready to go down fighting if she went down at all.

The bat burst into flames in her hands, catching on its rounded end and quickly flaring up its length like a too-dry match.

Marcy dropped it before the fire reached her hands, and the room around her shook with the demon's next words.

Very cute.
Like a puppy. Like a kitten. Like something without any power at all, something that it could play with, or crush, however it wished.

Marcy took another step back, seriously rethinking her bravest moment. The demon swelled forward, stretching, reaching for her.

The "No, no, no" behind her got closer—and Tomas and Ricky, grappling with each other, stumbled into the searing space between her and the creature.

"No!" wailed Ricky. But he was no match for the way Tomas strong-armed him toward the door Marcy had opened. Tomas had never looked so vicious, so dangerous, so competent.

God, but she could really love him.

Then Tomas pushed Ricky through the door. The demon sizzled, Good enough.

And with a sudden rush of hot air, the door slammed shut, leaving complete normalcy behind it.

Normalcy, and no Tomas.

Marcy stared, panting, for barely a moment. Then she lunged forward, wrenched open the door and nearly tripped over the toilet in a small, perfectly normal half-bath.

No. No! She wasn't going to lose him.

Desperate, she ran to the wet bar and looked at Ricky's grimoire. At the top of the page, in big letters, it said:

 

damouaz
 

Not Latin, that was for sure. Greek, maybe? Either way, she couldn't read it… except that the first letter looked like a D. Could it be the name Ricky had given the demon? What was it…

Daiesthai.
It didn't do her a lot of good; she couldn't read the short sentence that came after it, and she couldn't remember clearly enough to repeat it. It had sounded like "El" something, but what? What?

To her horror, she felt tears burning her scorched eyes. She shouldn't have been so hesitant to learn magic, shouldn't have been so afraid to disturb the universe. Now it might be too late. Now all she had left was her own meager power…

But this time she couldn't allow herself the luxury of that kind of thinking. Meager power? What the hell made her so meager? So she couldn't speak Greek, or Latin, or whatever it was.

She ran back to the door, to the half bath, and shut it. Then she drew herself up, took a deep breath, and with every bit of power in her shouted, "Daiesthai, open!"

And she opened the door.

And a furnace of heat surged out at her. Hell, again.

Marcy thought back to the spell she'd done last night, to all the reading she'd done for months. She could do this. She had to do this.

She spread her hands, spread her arms as if to embrace everything she'd been given. Every bit of life. Every bit of hope. Her family. Her years with Snowball. Her day with Tomas—

And she ad-libbed.

"I call upon the Goodness of the Universe," she called out. "I draw your power to me and around me, for the good of all and according to the free will of all. Protect me and mine amidst this darkness. Let me see more clearly, to give more back into this world. By all the gifts I have been given, let it be so!"

And she stepped through, into the portal.

Like that, she was falling, tumbling, through the darkest of darkness, being thrown about the chaos and confusion and heat and misery. Screams of the damned echoed around her. Hisses and slithers and slices of despair cut across her, but she clung to her gratitude like a lifeline. To her gratitude—and one thing more.

Love.

When she looked deep inside herself, where her strength had always been, dormant, waiting for her to access it, she sensed a light. A connection. It was love, and not just for her beloved cat. Love drew her soul to another, out there in the chaos. It drew her to Tomas Martinez.

She reached out and said, "Be there." At least, she thought she did. In this great, roiling void, she heard nothing.

But her spread arms, which had stayed open like wings, wrapped around a hard, solid body that she recognized by more than its rich, spicy, earthy scent. She recognized Tomas on more levels than she'd ever suspected she could access. She held him, tight, trying not to give in to the fear that now, so close to having everything she'd hesitated to dream of, she was afraid she might lose it.

She would not lose it. Not to Ricky and his pet demon.

Even if there were psychos like Ricky Everitt in the world, there were heroes like Tomas. Even if there was a Hell dimension paralleling her own reality—and who knew how many other kinds of dimensions beyond that—her reality paralleled them right back.

She wasn't falling through chaos. She refused to be.

She was standing in a suburban half bath.

"Home," she shouted, summoning the last of her flagging strength. Again, she couldn't hear her own voice, so she tried again, louder.

"Home!"

This time she heard it. She also heard the outraged cry of "MROWRM!"

Marcy forced her eyes open—and her gaze met the golden tiger eyes of Tomas Martinez, his own gaze peering through the messy fall of long, dark hair to caress her face with amazement. She'd done it.

She'd done it?

She realized she was wedged fairly tightly against the doorjamb, because the half bath was unnaturally crowded, what with a dazed Father Gregory standing, unhurt, behind Tomas—and something warm and wriggly trapped between Tomas and her.

Was it… ?

She looked down, and saw her cat's sooty face peering back up from Tomas's arms, clearly annoyed with the way her day had gone.

That's when she began to cry.

Tomas kissed her hot, sensitive cheeks, and reached past her to open the door back into Ricky's temple.

Cool air flowed into the close, cramped room like a blessing.

 

All Tomas wanted to do was to get Marcy—and Snowball—back to their apartment. She'd stopped crying almost immediately, but they'd been through enough for one day. Maybe enough for one or more lifetimes.

On the bright side, she'd proved damn resilient.

When Father Gregory said he would call some of his colleagues over, Tomas was just as glad to leave the priest behind to deal with the spiritual cleanup. He had more important things on his mind.

Only the first being how to get a ticked-off cat home on a motorcycle.

By unspoken agreement—they'd hardly spoken since their dazed exodus from the half bath—Tomas and Marcy, carrying Snowball, headed up the stairs to her apartment. Both were, not surprisingly, in mild shock.

He used his passkey to unlock her door. "Stand back."

"It's all right," she said with quiet certainty.

Sure enough, the door to 3B swung open into a perfectly normal, neat apartment. Snowball launched herself from Marcy's arms and streaked toward the bedroom, hitting the door hard enough to jar it open.

Tomas moved to go after the cat, but Marcy stayed him with a soft hand on his arm. "The portal's closed."

"How can you be so sure?" He shut the door behind them, then quickly opened it. Hallway. He shut it again.

"I feel it," she said. "It's kind of like one of those sounds you hardly notice until it stops, like the refrigerator hum or traffic outside on the street. I think some part of me was vaguely aware of this… this threat for a long, long time." She laughed, uneven. "But it's not the sort of thing you'd guess in Twenty Questions."

"Not even Two-Thousand Questions!" He looked at her now, really looked at her for the first time since they'd escaped Hell together.

Correction—since she'd led him from Hell. He hadn't asked her what the experience had been like for her. But for him, there'd been pain. There'd been fire. He wasn't sure by what luck, other than all his mother's and grandmother's prayers, he'd survived, much less found Snowball and Father Gregory. But every moment of it had been agony.

And then Marcy had been there, and when she'd wrapped him in her arms the pain not only stopped, it… reversed. Her goodness had protected and healed him.

It was the purest magic he'd ever known.

Had he really not thought of her as good-looking before today? Their adventures had left her silky brown hair in a mess, tousled by wind and hellfire, pressed down by a helmet, and framing the prettiest, soot-smeared elfin face and that wide, sensuous mouth of hers. Her long, long legs in his drawstring sweats had a grace to them. Her curves under his T-shirt, while subtle, were equally graceful. And her green eyes held magic.

Marcy Bridges might just be the most beautiful woman he'd ever met. So, which had changed, him or her?

Or both?

"Maybe it was that sound, that threat that kept you from taking a lot of chances," he suggested. It made sense.

So much for him judging timid people without the full story.

Marcy laughed a funny, self-deprecating laugh. "It might not be the right explanation, but I sure like it."

Tomas found himself grinning back. It wasn't just shell shock, was it?

Marcy cocked her head, squinting at him. "What are you thinking?"

"I'm thinking you've probably had enough men coming after you tonight."

She nodded solemnly. "Especially bad boys, huh?"

Was she teasing him? But considering the tattoo on his wrist and the black leather and the long hair, he didn't guess he could deny the impression now. "Would it help if you knew I owned the building?"

Marcy said, "It makes absolutely no difference that you own the building." But she said it in a good way, so he kissed her. She kissed him right back. Her purity flowed over him, through him, healing him in even more ways than before.

Cool. Like a blessing.

When he straightened, to check her reaction, Marcy leaned into him, her amis wrapping his waist, her cheek resting on his shoulder. He encircled her, too, and rested his cheek on her hair.

He could get used to this.

He already was.

"What I don't understand," she murmured after a long moment, "is why the demon didn't even try to get me. When we were in… wherever."

"Hell." Tomas doubted it was the Hell—the one he'd learned about in catechism—but it had been a similar flavor all the same.

"I was protecting myself." Marcy tipped her face up toward his, which meant he had to hold his own head up but, on the bright side, meant he got to see her proud smile. "With magic."

"With magic," he agreed.

"But it's as if Daies—"

Tomas kissed her, quickly, then drew back to explain, "Let's not say its name, all the same. Something I learned from my abuela."

She nodded. "It's as if it didn't even want me anymore."

Tomas blinked down at her. "This is a bad thing?"

"No!" She laughed, free and happy and maybe, just maybe, his. Given time and a little risk-taking. "I'm just curious."

Tomas considered it—and grinned at the most likely conclusion. "Did the demon really say it wanted to make you its bride?"

"Yes! It said…" But she stopped herself, eyes widening. "No, you're right! It said I would become its mate."

"I think," said Tomas, trying not to laugh, "that Ricky Everitt was a virgin."

Marcy didn't look as if she was fighting a laugh… but she didn't look particularly saddened by Ricky's fate, either. If the man had been going to sacrifice anybody, it was only right he should sacrifice himself.

"Now I'm the only one who'll decide where I'm going," she said, thoughtful. "But you know… I still don't think there's anything wrong with waiting for the right lover."

Then she smiled a slow, remarkably devilish smile.

