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One

Itook a deep breath to settle mysdlf, jerking the cuff of my gloves up to cover the bare patch of skin at
my wrist. My fingers were numb through the fleece as | moved my next-to-largest spell pot to St beside a
small chipped tombstone, being careful to not let the transfer mediaspill. It was cold, and my breath
steamed in the light of the cheap white candle | had bought on sdle last week.

Spilling abit of wax, | stuck the taper to the top of the grave marker. My stomach knotted as | fixed my
attention on the growing haze at the horizon, scarcely discernable from the surrounding city lights. The
moon would be up soon, being just past full and waning. Not agood time to be summoning demons, but
it would be coming anyway if | didn’t call it. I’ d rather meet Algdiarept on my own terms—before
midnight.

| grimaced, glancing at the brightly lit church behind mewhere lvy and | lived. Ivy was running errands,
not even aware | had made aded with ademon, much lessthat it wastimeto pay for its services. |
suppose | could be doing thisingde where it waswarm, in my beautiful kitchen with my spelling supplies
and dl the modern comforts, but calling demonsin the middle of agraveyard had a perverserightnessto
it, even with the snow and cold.

And | wanted to meet it here so Ivy wouldn’t have to spend tomorrow cleaning blood off the ceiling.

Whether it would be demon blood or my own was aquestion | hoped | wouldn't have to answer. |
wouldn't dlow myself to be pulled into the ever-after to be Algdiarept’ sfamiliar. | couldn’t. | had cut it
once and madeit bleed. If it could bleed, it could die.God, hep me survive this. Help mefind away to
make something good here.

Thefabric of my coat rasped as | clutched my arms about mysalf and used my boot to awkwardly
scrape acircle of six inches of crusty snow off the clay-red cement dab where | had seen alargecircle
etched out. The room-sized rectangular block of stone was a substantial marker asto where God' s grace
stopped and chaos took over. The previous clergy had laid it down over the adulterated spot of once
hallowed ground, either to be sure no one else was put to rest there accidentally or to fix the elaborate,
half-kneeling, battle-weary angel it encompassed into the ground. The name on the massive tombstone
had been chiseled off, leaving only the dates. Whomever it was had died in 1852 at the age of



twenty-four. | hoped it wasn't an omen.

Cementing someone into the ground to keep him or her from rising again sometimes worked—and
sometimesit didn’t—but in any case, the areawasn't sanctified anymore. And since it was surrounded
by ground that was still consecrated, it made a good spot to summon ademon. If worse came to worgt, |
could aways duck onto sanctified ground and be safe until the sun rose and Algdiarept was pulled back
into the ever-after.

My fingers were shaking as | took from my coat pocket awhite silk pouch of salt that | had scraped out
of my twenty-five-pound bag. The amount was excessive, but | wanted a solid circle, and some of the
sat would be diluted asit melted the snow. | glanced &t the sky to estimate where north was, finding a
mark on the etched circle right where | thought it should be. That someone had used thiscircleto
summon demons before didn't ingtill me with any confidence. It was'tillega or immora to summon
demons, just redly, redly stupid.

| made adow clockwise path from north, my footprints pardleling the outside track of the sdt asl laid it
down, enclosing the angel monolith aong with most of the blagphemed ground. The circlewould bea
good fifteen feet across, arather large enclosure which generadly took at least three witchesto make and
hold, but | was good enough to channdl that much ley lineforce aone. Which, now that | thought about
it, might be why the demon was so interested in snagging me asits newest familiar.

Tonight I'd find out if my carefully worded verba contract made three months ago would keep me dive
and on theright side of theley lines. | had agreed to be Algdiarept’ sfamiliar voluntarily if it testified
againgt Piscary, the catch being that | got to keep my soul.

Thetrid had officially ended two hours after sunset tonight, sealing the demon’ send of the bargain and
meaking my end enforcesble. That the undead vampire who controlled most of Cincinnati’ s underworld
had been sentenced to five centuries for the murders of the city’ s best ley line witches hardly seemed
important now. Especialy when | was betting hislawyers would get him out in ameady one.

Right now the question on everyone' s mind on both sides of the law was whether Kigten, hisformer
scion, would be able to hold everything together until the undead vampire got out, because vy wasn't
goingtodoit, scion or no. If | managed to get through this night dive and with my soul intact, I'd start
worrying about me alittle less and my roommate alittle more, but first | had to settle up with the demon.

Shoulders so tight they hurt, | took the milky green tapers from my coat pocket and placed them on the
circleto represent the points of a pentagram | wouldn’'t be drawing. | lit them from the white candle |
used to make the transfer media. Thetiny flamesflickered, and | watched for amoment to be sure they
weren't going to go out before | stuck the white candle back on the broken grave marker outside the
crce.

The hushed sound of acar pulled my attention to the high wals dividing the graveyard from our
neighbors. Steadying mysdif to tap the nearby ley line, | tugged my knit cap down, stomped the snow
from the hem of my jeans, and made one last check that | had everything. But there was nothing left to
procrastinate with.

Another dow breath, and | touched my will to thetiny ley line running through the church’ s graveyard.
My breath hissed in through my noseand | stiffened, amost falling as my equilibrium shifted. Theley line
seemed to have picked up the winter chill, dicing through me with an unusua coldness. Putting out a
gloved hand, | steedied mysdlf againgt the candlelit tombstone while the incoming energy continued to
build.



Oncethe strengths equilibrated, the extraincoming force would flow back to theline. Until then | had to
grit my teeth and bear it astingling sensations backwashed &t the theoretical extremitiesin my mind that
mirrored my red fingers and toes. Each time it was worse. Each time it wasfaster. Each time it was more
of an assault.

Though it seemed like forever, the force balanced in a heartbeat. My hands started to sweat and an
uncomfortable sensation of being both hot and cold took me, like being in afever. | took off my gloves
and jammed them into a deep pocket. The charms on my bracelet jingled, clear in the winter-silenced air.
They wouldn’'t help me. Not even the cross.

| wanted to set my circle quickly. Somehow Algaliarept knew when | tapped aline, and | had to
summon it before it showed up on its own and robbed me of the thread of power | might clam asits
summoner. The copper spell pot with the transfer mediawas cold when | picked it up and did something
no witch ever did and lived to tell of it; | stepped forward, putting myself into the same circle | was going
to cal Algdiarept into.

Standing across from the person-sized monument cemented to the ground, | exhaed. The monolith was
covered in ablack smut from bacteriaand city pollution, making it look like afalen angd. That thefigure
was bowed weeping over asword held horizontaly in his hands as an offering only added to the creepy
feding. Therewasabird' s nest wedged into the fold of the wings asthey curved around the body, and
the face didn’t look right. The arms, too, were too long to be human or Inderlander. Even Jenksdidn't let
hiskids play around thisone.

“Pleaselet meberight,” | whispered to the statue as | mentally moved the whiterill of salt from this
redlity to that of the ever-after. | staggered as most of the energy pooling in my center was yanked out to
force the shift. The mediain the pot doshed, and still not having found my balance, | setit downinthe
snow beforeit spilled. My eyes went to the green candles. They had turned eerily transparent, having
been moved to the ever-after with the salt. The flames, though, existed in both worlds, adding their glow
to the night.

The power from the line began to build again, the dow increase as uncomfortable asthe first quick influx
of tapping aline, but the ribbon of salt had been replaced with an equa amount of ever-after redity
arching high to close over my head. Nothing more substantia than air could pass the shifting bands of
redlity, and because | set thecircle, only | could break it—providing | had made it properly to begin with.

“Algdiarept, | summonyou,” | whispered, my heart pounding. Most people used al sorts of trappingsto
summon and contain ademon, but seeing as | dready had an arrangement with it, Smply saying itsname
and willing its presence would pull it acrossthe lines. Lucky me.

My gut clenched when asmall patch of snow melted between the warrior angel and me. The snow
steamed, the cloud of reddish vapor billowing up to follow the confines of abody not yet taken shape. |
waited, my tenson growing. Algdiarept varied its shape, Sfting through my mind without me even
knowing to choose what scared me the most. Once it had been Ivy. Then Kisten—until | had pinned him
in an devator in afoolish moment of vampire-induced passion. It's hard to be scared of someone after
you' ve French-kissed him. Nick, my boyfriend, ways got adavering dog the size of apony.

Thistime, though, the mist was definitely a human shape, and | guessed it was going to show up ether as
Piscary—the vampire | had just put in prison—or perhapsits moretypica vison of ayoung British
gentleman in agreen velveteen coat with tals.



“Neither scares you anymore,” came avoice from the mist, jerking my head up.

It wasmy voice. “Aw, crap,” | swore, picking up my spell pot and backing away until | amost broke
my circle. It was going to show up asme. | hated that. “I’m not afraid of myself!” | shouted, even before
it finished codescing.

“Oh, yesyou are.”

It had the right sound, but the cadence and accent were wrong. | stared, riveted, as Algdiarept took on
my outline, running its hands suggestively down itsdf, flattening its chest to my lame excuse of
womanhood and giving me hips that were probably alittle more curvaceous than | deserved. It dressed
itsdlf in black leather pants, ared hdter top, and high-heeled black sandals that looked ridiculous out in
the middle of asnowy graveyard.

Eydidslightly closed and lips open, it shook its head to make my frizzy shoulder-length red curlstake
shape out of the lingering haze of ever-after. It gave me more frecklesthan | could possibly have, and my
eyesweren't the red orbsit showed when it opened them, but green. Mine weren't ditted like agoat’s
ether.

“You got theeyeswrong,” | said, and | set my spell pot down at the edge of the circle. | gritted my
teeth, hating that it heard my voice quaver.

Hip cocked, the demon put out a sandaled foot and snapped itsfingers. A pair of black shades
materidized initsgrip, and it put them on, hiding its unnatura eyes. “Now they'reright,” it said, and |
shuddered at how close it matched my voice.

“Y ou don't look anything likeme,” | said, not redlizing | had lost so much weight, and deciding | could
go back to eating shakes and fries.

Algdiarept smiled. “ Perhapsif | put my hair up?” it mocked coyly asit gathered the unruly massand
held it atop my, er, its head. Biting itslips to redden them, it moaned and shifted asif its hands weretied
aboveit, looking like it was into bondage games. Faling back onto the sword the angel held, it posed like
awhore.

| hunched deeper into my coat with the fake fur around the collar. From the distant street came the dow
sound of apassing car. “ Can we get on with this? My feet are getting cold.”

It pulled its head up and smiled. *Y ou aresuch the party pooper, Rachd MarianaMorgan,” it said in my
voice, but now with its customary highbrow British accent. “ But avery good sport. Not making me drag
you into the ever-after shows afine strength of mind. I’'m going to enjoy breaking you.”

| jerked when asmear of ever-after energy cascaded over it. It was shifting forms again, but my
shoulders eased when it turned itsdlf into its usual vision of lace and green velvet. Dark hair styled long
and round smoked glasses twisted into existence. Pale skin and a strong-featured face appeared,
matching itstrim, narrow-waisted figure in elegance. High-hedled boots and an exquisitely tailored coat
finished the ouitfit, turning the demon into a charismeatic young businessman of the eighteenth century,
possessing wedlth and poised for greatness.

My thoughts touched on the horrific crime scene | had contaminated last fall whiletrying to pinthe
murders of Cincinnati’ s best ley line witches on Trent Kalamack. Al had daughtered them in Fiscary’s
name. Each of them had died in pain for its enjoyment. Al was asadist, no matter how good the demon



looked.

“Yes, let’sget onwithit,” it said asit took atin of ablack dust that smelled like Brimstone and inhaled a
pinch deeply. It rubbed its nose and moved to poke at my circle with aboot, making me wince. “Nice
and tight. But it' scold. Ceri likesit warm.”

Cei?| wondered as all the snow within the circle meted in aflash of condensation. The scent of wet
pavement rose strong, then vanished as the cement dried to apaered.

“Ceri,” Algdiarept said, its voice shocking mein its soft tone, both coaxing and demanding. “ Come.”

| stared when awoman stepped from behind Algaliarept, seemingly from nowhere. She wasthin, her
heart-shaped face sdlow and her cheekbones showing too strongly. Standing substantially shorter than |,
she had adiminutive, amost childlike mien. Her head was down, and her pale tranducent hair hung
straight to her mid-back. She was dressed in a beautiful gown that dropped to her bare feet. It was
exquiste—lush silk dyed in rich purples, greens, and golds—and it fitted her curvaceousform like it had
been painted on. Though she was small, she was well-proportioned, if perhaps a shade fragile looking.

“Ceri,” Algdiarept said, putting awhite-gloved hand to tilt her head up. Her eyes were green, wide, and
empty. “What did | tel you about going barefoot?’

A glimmer of annoyance crossed her face, far away and distant behind the numb state shewasin. My
attention dropped as a matching pair of embroidered dippers materiaized about her feet.

“That’ s better.” Algdiarept turned from her, and | was struck by the picture of the perfect couple they
made in their finery. She was beautiful in her clothes, but her mind was as empty as shewaslovdly,
insane from the raw magic the demon forced her to hold for it, filtering the ley line power through her
mind to keep itsdlf safe. Dread twisted in my gut.

“Don’'t kill her,” I whispered, my mouth dry. “Y ou're done with her. Let her live”

Algdiarept pulled its smoked glasses down to look over them, itsred orbsfixing on me. “Y ou like her?’
it said. “ Sheis pretty, isn't she? Over athousand years old, and aged not amoment since the day | took
her soul. If | were honest, she' sthe reason | wasinvited to most of the parties. She puts out without a
fuss. Though, of course, for the first hundred yearsit was dl tearsand wailing. Funin itsalf, but it does get
old. You'll fight me, won't you?’

My jaw clenched. “ Give her back her soul, now that you' re done with her.”

Algdiarept laughed. “Oh, you arealove!” it said, clapping its white-gloved hands once. “But I'm giving
that back to her anyway. I’ ve sullied it beyond redemption, leaving mine reasonably pure. And I will kill
her before she has the chance to beg forgivenessfrom her god.” Itsthick lipssplitin anasty grin. “It'sall

alie, anyway, you know.”

| went cold as the woman sumped into asmall spot of purple, green, and gold at its feet, broken. |
would die before letting it drag me into the ever-after to become. ..becomethis. “Bastard,” | whispered.

Algdiarept gestured asif to say, “ Sowhat?” It turned to Ceri, finding her small hand in the mass of fabric
and helping her rise. She was barefoot again. “ Ceri,” the demon coaxed, then glanced at me. “I should

have replaced her forty years ago, but the Turn made everything difficult. She doesn’t even hear anymore
unlessyou say her namefirst.” It turned back to the woman. “ Ceri, be alove and fetch the transfer media



you made this sundown.”

My stomach hurt. “I made some,” | said, and Ceri blinked, the first sgn of comprehension crossing her.
Big eyes solemn and blank, shelooked at me asif seeing mefor thefirst time. Her attention went to the
spell pot a my feet and the milky green candles about us. Panic tirred in the back of her eyesasshe
stood before the angel monument. | think she had just realized what was going on.

“Marvelous,” Algdiarept said. “ Y ou'retrying to be useful dready, but | want Ceri’s.” It looked at Ceri,
her mouth open to show tiny whiteteeth. “Yes, love. Timefor your retirement. Bring me my cauldron and
thetransfer media”

Tense and shirking, Ceri made a gesture and a child-sized cauldron made of copper thicker than my
wrist appeared between us, dready filled with amber liquid, the flecks of wild geranium suspended asif it
wereagd.

The scent of ozone rose high asit grew warmer, and | unzipped my coat. Algaliarept was humming,
clearly in agrand mood. It beckoned me closer, and | took a step, fingering the silver knife tucked in my
deeve. My pulse quickened, and | wondered if my contract would be enough to save me. A knifewasn't
going to be much hdp.

The demon grinned to show meflat, even teeth asit gestured to Ceri. “My mirror,” it prompted, and the
delicate woman bent to retrieve a scrying mirror that hadn’t been there amoment ago. She held it before
Algdiarept likeatable.

| swallowed, remembering the foul sensation of pushing my auraoff of me and into my scrying mirror last
fal. The demon took off its gloves, one by one, and placed its ruddy, thick-knuckled hands atop the
glass, long fingers spread wide. It shuddered and closed its eyes whileits aura precipitated out into the
mirror, faling fromits handslike ink to swirl and pool in itsreflection. “Into the medium, Ceri, love. Hurry

She was dmost panting as she carried the mirror holding Algdiarept’ saurato the cauldron. It wasn't the
weight of the glass; it was the weight of what was happening. | imagine she was reliving the night she had
stood where | was now, watching her predecessor as | watched her. She must have known what was
going to happen, but was so deadened insde that she could only do what was expected. And by her
obvious, helpless panic, | knew that something was lft in her worth saving.

“Freeher,” | said, hunched in my ugly coat as my attention flicked from Ceri to the cauldron, and then to
Algdiarept. “Free her first.”

“Why?’ It looked idly at its nails before putting the gloves back on.

“I'll kill you before | let you drag meinto the ever-after, and | want her freefirst.”

Algdiarept laughed at that, long and deep. Putting a hand againgt the angel, the demon bent dmost
double. A muted thump reverberated up through my feet, and the stone base cracked with the sound of a
gunshot. Ceri tared, her paelipsdack and her eyes moving rapidly over me. Things seemed to be
gtarting to work in her, memories and thoughts long suppressed.

“Youwill struggle,” Algdiarept said, delighted. “ Stupendous. | so hoped you would.” 1ts eyes met mine,
and it amirked, touching the rim of its glasses.“ Adamulo cdefacio.”



Theknifein my deeve burg into flame. Y el ping, | shrugged out of my coat. It hit the edge of my bubble
and did down. The demon eyed me. “Rachd MarianaMorgan. Stop trying my patience. Get over here
and recite the damned invocation.”

| had no choice. If | didn’t, it would call my dedl breached, take my soul in forfeit, and drag meinto the
ever-after. My only chance wasto play the agreement out. | glanced at Ceri, wishing she would move
away from Algaliarept, but she was running her fingers over the dates engraved in the cracked
tombstone, her sun-starved complexion now even paler.

“Do you remember the curse?’ Algaiarept asked when | came even with the knee-high cauldron.

| snuck aglancein, not surprised to find the demon’ s aurawas black. | nodded, feding faint as my
thoughts went back to having accidentally made Nick my familiar. Wasit only three monthsago?*“1 can
say itin English,” | whigpered.Nick. Oh God. | hadn’t said good-bye. He had been so distant lately that |
hadn’t found the courageto tell him. | hadn’t told anyone,

“Good enough.” Its glasses vanished and its damned, goat-ditted eyes fixed on me. My heart raced, but
| had made this choice. | would live or dieby it.

Deep and resonate, seeming to vibrate my very core, Algdiarept’ s voice dipped from between itslips. It
was Latin, the words familiar, yet not, like avison of adream.” Parstibi, totum mihi. Vinctusvinculis,
precefactis.”

“Sometoyou,” | echoed in English, interpreting the words from memory, “but al to me. Bound by ties
made so by plea.”

Thedemon’'s smilewidened, chilling me with its confidence.” Luna servata, lux sanata. Chaos statutum,
pg us minutum.”

| swallowed hard. “Moon made safe, ancient light made sane,” 1 whispered. “ Chaos decreed, taken
tripped if bane.”

Algdiarept’ s knuckles gripping the vat went white in anticipation.” Mentem tegens, malum ferens.
Semper servus dum duret mundus,” it said, and Ceri sobbed, asmall kitten sound, quickly stifled. “Go
on,” Algdiarept prompted, excitement making itsoutline blur. “ Say it and put your handsin.”

| hesitated, my eyesfixing on Ceri’ s crumpled form before the gravestone, her gown asmall puddle of
color. “ Absolve me of one of my debts | oweyou, first.”

“Y ou are apushy bitch, Rachd MarianaMorgan.”
“Doit!” | demanded. “Y ou said you would. Take off one of your marks as agreed.”

It leaned over the pot until 1 could see my reflection, wide-eyed and frightened, in its glasses. “ It makes
no difference. Finish the curse and be donewithiit.”

“Areyou saying you aren’t going to hold to our bargain?’ | goaded, and it laughed.
“No. Not a all, and if you were hoping to break our arrangement on that, then you' re sadly thefoal. I'll

take off one of my marks, but you sill owe meafavor.” It licked itslips. “And asmy familiar, you
belong—to me.”



A nauseating mix of dread and relief shook my knees, and | held my breath so | wouldn't get sick. But |
had to fulfill my end of the bargain completely before | would seeif my beliefswereright and | could dip
the demon’ s snare by asmal point called choice.

“Leeof mind,” | said, trembling, “bearer of pain. Save until theworldsaredain.”

Algdiarept made a satisfied sound. Jaw gritted, | plunged my hands into the cauldron. Cold struck
through me, burning them numb. | yanked my hands out. Horrified, | stared at them, seeing no changein
my red-enameled fingertips.

And then Algdiarept’ s aura seeped farther into me, touching my chi.

My eyes seemed to bulge in agony. | took a huge breath to scream but couldn’t let it out. | caught a
glimpse of Ceri, her eyes pinched in memory. Acrossthe cauldron, Algdiarept was grinning. Gagging, |
struggled to breathe asthe air seemed to turn to ail. | fell to my hands and knees, bruising them on the
concrete. Hair faling to hide my face, | tried to keep from retching. | couldn’t breathe. | couldn’t think!

The demon’ s aurawas awet blanket, dripping with acid, smothering me. It coated me, inside and out,
and my strength was surrounded by its power. It squeezed my will to nothing. | heard my heart beat
once, then again. | took a shuddering breath, swallowing back the sharp tang of vomit. | was going to
live. Itsauraaone couldn’t kill me. | could do this. | could.

Shaking, | looked up while the shock lessened to something | could deal with. The cauldron was gone,
and Ceri was huddled amost behind the huge grave marker beside Algdiarept. | took abreath, unableto
taste the ar through the demon’ saura. | moved, unableto fed the rough concrete scraping my fingertips.
Everything was numb. Everything was muted, asif through cotton.

Everything except the power of the nearby ley line. | could fed it humming thirty yards away asif it were
ahigh-tenson power line. Panting, | staggered to my feet, shocked to redlize| could seeit. | could see
everything asif | was using my second sight—which | wasn't. My ssomach roiled as| saw that my circle,
oncetinged with a shading of cheerful gold from my aura, was now coated in black.

| turned to the demon, seeing the thick black aura surrounding it and knowing agood portion of it
coated mine. Then | looked at Ceri, hardly able to see her features, so strong was Algdiarept’ sauraon
her. She didn’t have an aurato combat the demon’s, having lost her soul to it. And that was what | had
pinned everything on.

If | retained my soul, | till had my aura, smothered asit was under Algdiarept’s. And with my soul
came freewill. Unlike Ceri, | could say no. Sowly | was remembering how.

“Freeher,” | rasped. “I took your damned aura. Free her now.”

“Oh, why not?’ the demon chortled, rubbing its gloved hands together. “Killing her will be abanger of a
waly to get your apprenticeship started. Ceri?’

The dight woman scrambled up, her head high and her heart-shaped face showing panic.

“Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate,” Algdiarept said. “I’m giving you your soul backbefore 1 kill you. Y ou can
thank Rachdl for that.”



| started. Rachel? | had dways been Rachel MarianaMorgan before. Apparently asafamiliar, | wasn't
worth my full name anymore. That ticked me off.

She made asmall sound, staggering. | watched with my new vision as Algdiarept’ sbond fell from her.
The barest, faintest glimmer of purest blue rimmed her—her returned soul dready trying to bathe her in
protection—then vanished under the thousand years of darkness the demon had fostered on her soul
whileit had been in his keeping. Her mouth worked, but she couldn’t speak. Her eyes glazed as she
panted, hyperventilating, and | leapt forward to catch her as shefdl. Struggling, | dragged her back to my
end of thecircle.

Algdiarept reached after her. Adrenaline surged. | dropped Ceri. Straightening, | drew on theline.
“Rhombus!” | shouted, the word of invocation | had been practicing for three monthsto set acircle
without drawing it first.

With aforce that sent me lurching, my new circle exploded into existence, seding Ceri and meina
second, smaller circleinsde thefirst. My circle had lacked aphysical object to focus on, so the excess
energy went everywhere instead of back in the ley line where it was supposed to. The demon swore,
blown backward until it dammed againgt theingde of my origind circle, ill up and running. With aping
that reverberated through me, my first circle broke and Algdiarept hit the ground.

Breathing heavily, | hunched with my hands on my knees. Algdiarept blinked a me from the concrete,
then awicked smile came over it. “We' re sharing an aura, love,” it said. “ Y our circle can’'t ssop me
anymore.” Itsgrin widened. “ Surprise,” it sang lightly, standing up and taking the time to meticuloudy
brushits coat of crushed velvet.

Oh, God.If my firg circledidn’t hold it now, neither would my second. | had thought that might happen.
“Ceri?’ | whispered. “Get up. We haveto move.”

Algdiarept’ s eyestracked behind me to the hallowed ground that surrounded us. My muscles tensed.

The demon leagpt. Shrieking, | jerked Ceri and myself backward. The surge of ever-after flowing into me
from breaking the circle was almost unnoticed. My bresth was knocked from me as we hit the ground,
Ceri on top of me. Still not breathing, | sent my heedls scrabbling againgt the snow and pushed us farther
away. The gold-colored trim on Ceri’ sbal gown was rough under my fingers, and | yanked her to me
until I was sure we were both on holy ground.

“Damnyoudl to hell!” Algdiarept shouted from the edge of the cement, furious.

| got up, shaking. My breath caught, and | stared at the frustrated demon.

“Ceri!” the demon demanded, and the scent of burnt amber rose when it set its foot across the unseen
barrier and jerked it back. “Push her a me! Or I'll blacken your soul so badly that your precious god
won't let you in no matter how you begit!”

Ceri moaned, clutching my leg as she huddled, hiding her face, trying to overcome athousand years of
conditioning. My face grew tight from anger. Thiswould have been me. Thistill could beme. “I won't let
it hurt you anymore,” | said, one hand dropping to touch her shoulder. “If | can stop it from hurting you, |

will.”

Her grip on me shook, and | thought she seemed like a beaten child.



“You'remy familiar!” the demon shouted, spittle flying fromit. “Rachel, come herel”

| shook my head, colder than the snow warranted. “No,” | said smply. “I’m not going into the
ever-after. You can't make me.”

Algdiarept choked in dishelief. “You will!” it thundered, and Ceri clutched my leg tighter. “1 own you!
Y ou' remy bloody familiar. | gave you my aura. Y our will ismine!”

“No, itisn't,” | sad, shaking insgde.lt was working. God save me, it wasworking. My eyes warmed,
and | redized | wasdmost crying from relief. It couldn’t take me. | might beitsfamiliar, but it didn’'t have
my soul. | could say no.

“You' remy familiar!” it raged, and Ceri and | both cried out asit tried to crossinto holy ground and
yanked itself back again.

“I'myour familiar!” | yelled back, frightened. “And | say no! | said I’d be your familiar and | am, but I'm
not going into the ever-after with you, and you can’'t make me!”

Algdiarept’ s goat-ditted eyes narrowed. It stepped back, and | stiffened asitsanger chilled. “You
agreed to bemy familiar,” it said softly, smoke curling up from its shiny, buckled boots as they edged the
circle of blasphemed ground. “Come here now, or I'll call our agreement breached and your soul will be
mine by default.”

Double jeopardy.| knew it would cometo this. “I’ve got your stinking auraal over me,” | said as Ceri
quivered. “I’'myour familiar. If you think there’ sbeen abreach in contract, then you get someone out
here to judge what happened before the sun comes up. And take one of these damned demon marks off
me!” | demanded, holding my wrist out.

My arm shook, and Algdiarept made an ugly noise, deep initsthroat. Thelong exhdation set my insdes
to quiver, and Ceri ventured to peek at the demon. 1 can’t use you asafamiliar if you' re on the wrong
sdeof thelines,” it said, clearly thinking doud. “ The binding isn't strong enough—"

“That'snot my problem,” | interrupted, legs shaking.

“No,” Algdiarept agreed. It laced its white-gloved hands behind its back, its gaze dropping to Ceri. The
deep fury initseyes scared the crgp out of me. “But I’'m making it your problem. Y ou stole my familiar
and left me with nothing. Y ou tricked meinto letting you dip payment for aservice. If | can't drag you in,
I’ll find away to use you through thelines. And | will never let you die. AsK her. AsK her of her
never-ending hell. It' swaiting for you, Rachdl. And I’'m not a patient demon. Y ou can’t hide on holy
ground forever.”

“Goaway,” | sad, my voicetrembling. “I caled you here. Now I'mtelling you to leave. Take one of
these marks off me and leave. Now.” | had summoned it, and therefore it was susceptible to the rules of
summoning—evenif | wasitsfamiliar.

It exhaled dowly, and | thought the ground moved. Its eyes went black. Black. Black, black, then
blacker till.Oh, shit.

“I'll find the way to make a strong enough bond with you through thelines,” it intoned. “And I'll pull you
through, soul intact. Y ou walk this side of the lines on borrowed time.”



“I’ve been adead witch walking before,” | said. “ And my nameis Rachel MarianaMorgan. Useit. And
take one of these marks off of me or you forfeit everything.”

I’m going to get away with it. | outsmarted a demon. The knowledge was heady, but | was too frightened
for it to mean much.

Algdiarept gave meachilling look. Its gaze dropped to Ceri, then it vanished.

| cried out as my wrist flamed, but | welcomed the pain, hunched as | held my demon-marked wrist with
my other hand. It hurt—it hurt asif the dogs of hdll were chewing on it—but when my blurred vison
cleared, there was one scared line crossing the welted circle, not two.

Panting through the last of the pain, | dumped, my entire body collapsing in onitsdf. | pulled my head up
and took a clean breath, trying to unknot my stomach. It couldn’t use me if we were on opposite sides of
theley lines. | was gill mysdlf, though | was coated with Algaiarept’ s aura. Sowly my second sight faded
and the red smear of theley line vanished. Algaliarept’ s aurawas getting easier to bear, dipping dmost
into an unnoticed sensation now that the demon was gone.

Ceri let go of me. Reminded of her, | bent to offer her ahand up. Shelooked at it in wonder, watching
hersdf as she put athin pae hand in mine. Still at my feet, she kissed the top of it in aformal gesture of
thanks.

“No, don't,” | said, turning my hand to grip hersand pull her upright and out of the snow.
Ceri’seyesfilled and spilled over as she silently wept for her freedom, the well-dressed, abused woman
beautiful in her tearful, sllent joy. | put my arm around her, giving her what comfort | could. Ceri hunched
over and shook al the harder.

Leaving everything where it was and the candles to go out on their own, | ssumbled to the church. My
gaze was fixed to the snow, and as Ceri and | made two trails of footprints over the one leading out here,
| wondered what on earth | was going to do with her.

Two

We were halfway to the church before | realized Ceri waswalking barefoot in the snow. “Ceri,” | said,
gppalled. “Where are your shoes?’

The crying woman made arough hiccup. Wiping her eyes, she glanced down. A red blur of ever-after
swirled about her toes, and a pair of burnt embroidered dippers appeared on her tiny feet. Surprise
cascaded over her delicate features, clear in the porch light.

“They'reburned,” | said as she shook them off. Bits of char stuck to her, looking like black sores.
“Maybe Big Al ishaving atantrum and burning your things.”

Ceri slently nodded, ahint of asmile quirking her blueing lips at theinsulting nickname | used o |
wouldn’t say the demon’ s name before those who didn’t aready know it.

| pushed us back into motion. “Well, I’ ve got apair of dippersyou can wear. And how about some
coffee? 1’ m frozen through.” Coffee? We just escaped ademon, and I’ m offering her coffeg?

She said nothing, her eyes going to the wooden porch that led to the living quarters at the back of the



church. Her eyestraveled to the sanctuary behind it and the steeple with its belfry. “Priest?” she
whispered, her voice matching the iced-over garden, crystaline and pure.

“No,” | said as| tried not to dip on the steps. “1 just live here. It'snot ared church anymore.” Ceri
blinked, and | added, “1t' skinda hard to explain. Comeonin.”

| opened the back door, going in first since Ceri dropped her head and wouldn’t. The warmth of the
living room was like a blessed wave on my cold cheeks. Ceri stopped dead in the threshold when a
handful of pixy girlsflew shrieking from the mantel above the empty fireplace, fleeing the cold. Two
adolescent pixy boys gave Ceri atdling glance before following at amore sedate pace.

“Pixies?’ | prompted, remembering she was over athousand years old. If shewasn’t an Inderlander, she
wouldn’'t have ever seen them before, believing they were, ah, fairy taes. “Y ou know about pixies?’ |
asked, ssomping the snow from my boots.

She nodded, closing the door behind her, and | felt better. The adjustment to modern life would be
eader if shedidn’t haveto cometo gripswith witches, Weres, pixies, vampires, and the like being real on
top of TVsand cdl phones, but as her eyesranged over vy’ s expens ve eectronic equipment with only a
mild interest, | waswilling to bet that things on the other side of the ley lineswere as technologicaly
advanced as they were here.

“Jenkd” | shouted to the front of the church where he and hisfamily wereliving out the duration of the
cold months. “Can | see you for aminute?’

Therewasthetight hum of dragonfly wingsfaint over thewarm air. “Hey, Rache,” the small pixy said as
he buzzed in. “What' s thismy kids are saying about an angel?’ He jerked to ahovering halt, hiseyes
wide and his short blond hair swinging as he looked behind me.

Angd, huh?l thought as | turned to Ceri to introduce her. “Oh God, no,” | said, pulling her back upright.
She had been picking up the snow | had knocked off my boots, holding it in her hand. The sight of her
diminutive form dressed in that exquisite gown cleaning my messwastoo much. “Please, Ceri,” | said,
taking the snow from her and dropping it on the carpet. “Don’t.”

A wash of sdf-annoyance crossed the small woman's smooth brow. Sighing, she made an apologetic
face. | don’t think she had even redlized what she was doing until | stopped her.

| turned back to Jenks, seeing hiswings had taken on afaint red tint as his circulation increased. “What
the hell?” he muttered, gaze dropping to her feet. Pixy dust sifted from himin hissurpriseto make a
glittering spot of sun on the gray carpet. Hewas dressed in his casua gardening clothes of tight-fitting
green slk and looked like aminiature Peter Pan minusthe hat.

“Jenks,” | said as| put ahand on Ceri’ s shoulder and pulled her forward. “Thisis Ceri. She' sgoing to
be staying with usfor awhile. Ceri, thisis Jenks, my partner.”

Jenks zipped forward, then back in agitation. An amazed |ook came over Ceri, and she glanced from me
to him. “ Partner?” she said, her attention going to my left hand.

Understanding crashed over me and | warmed. “My business partner,” | reiterated, redlizing she thought
we were married. How on earth could you marry a pixy? Why on earth would you want to? “We work
together as runners.” Taking my hat off, | tossed the red wool to the hearth whereit could dry on the
stone and fluffed the pressure marks from my hair. | had left my coat outside, but | wasn't going out to



get it now.

She bit her lip in confusion. The warmth of the room had turned them red, and color was starting to
come back into her cheeks.

Inadry clatter, Jenksflitted close so that my curls shifted in the breeze from hiswings. “Not too bright,
isshe” he pointed out, and when | waved him away in bother, he put his hands on his hips. Hovering
before Ceri, he said loudly and dowly asif shewere hard of hearing, “We—are—good—qguys.
We—stop—bad—qguys.”

“Warriors,” Ceri said, not looking at him as her eyestouched on vy’ sleather curtains, plush suede
chairs, and sofa. The room was a sdute to comfort, al of it from Ivy’ s pocketbook and not mine.

Jenks laughed, sounding likewind chimes. “Warriors” he said, grinning. “Y esh. We rewarriors. I'll be
right back. | gottatell that oneto Matalina.”

He zipped out of the room at head height, and my shoulders eased. “ Sorry about that,” 1 apologized. “I
asked Jenksto move hisfamily in for the winter after he admitted he usudly lost two childrento
hibernation sickness every spring. They'redriving lvy and meinsane, but I’ d rather have no privacy for
four months than Jenks starting his spring with tiny coffins.”

Ceri nodded. “Ivy,” she said softly. “Is she your partner?’

“Yup. Just like Jenks,” | said casudly to make sure she redlly understood. Her shifting eyeswere
cataloging everything, and | dowly moved to the hdlway. “Um, Ceri?’ | said, hesitating until she started
to follow. “Do you want meto call you Ceridwen instead?”’

She peeked down the dark corridor to the dimly lit sanctuary, her gaze following the sounds of pixy
children. They were supposed to stay in the front of the church, but they got into everything, and their
squedls and shrieks had become commonplace. “ Ceri, please.”

Her persondlity was thundering back into her faster than | would have believed possible, going from
slenceto short sentencesin amatter of moments. There was a curious mix of modern and old-world
charm in her speech that probably came from living with demons so long. She stopped in the threshold of
my kitchen, wide-eyed asshetook it dl in. I didn’t think it was culture shock. Most people had asimilar
reaction when seeing my kitchen.

It was huge, with both a gas and an dectric stove so | could cook on one and stir spells on the other.
The fridge was stainless sted and large enough to put acow in. There was one diding window
overlooking the snowy garden and graveyard, and my beta, Mr. Fish, swam happily in abrandy snifter
on thesll. Huorescent lightsilluminated shiny chrome and expansive counter space that wouldn't be out
of place before the cameras of a cooking show.

A center idand counter overhung with arack of my spelling equipment and drying herbs gathered by
Jenks and hisfamily took up much of the space. Ivy’s massive antique table took up therest. Half of it
was meticuloudy arranged as her office, with her computer—faster and more powerful than an
industrial-sized package of |axative—color-coded files, maps, and the markers she used to organize her
runs. The other half of the table was mine and empty. | wish | could say it was neatness, but when | had a
run, | ranit. | didn't analyzeit to degth.

“Haveasest,” | said casudly. “How about some coffee?’ Coffee? | thought as | went to the



coffeemaker and threw out the old grounds. What was | going to do with her? It wasn't asif shewasa
gtray kitten. She needed help. Professional help.

Ceri stared at me, her face returning to its numb state. “I...” she sammered, looking frightened and
small in her gorgeous ouitfit. | glanced a my jeans and red swester. | ill had on my snow boots, and |
fdtlikeadob.

“Here” | said as| pulled out achair. “I’ [l make sometea.” Three steps forward, one back, | thought
when she shunned the chair | offered and took the one before Ivy’ s computer instead. Teamight be more
appropriate, seeing as she was over athousand years old. Did they even have coffeein the Dark Ages?

| was staring at my cupboards, trying to remember if we had ateapot, when Jenks and about fifteen of
hiskids camerolling in, dl talking at once. Their voices were S0 high-pitched and rapid they made my
head hurt. “Jenks,” | pleaded, glancing a Ceri. She looked overwhelmed enough asit was. “ Please?’

“They aren’t going to do anything,” he protested belligerently. “ Besides, | want them to get agood sniff
of her. | can't tell what sheis, she stinks of burnt amber so badly. Who is she, anyway, and what was she
doing in our garden in her bare feet?’

“Um,” | said, suddenly wary. Pixies had excellent noses, ableto tell what species someone was just by
smdlling them. | had abad suspicion that | knew what Ceri was, and | redly didn’t want Jenksto figureit
out.

Ceri raised her hand asaperch, smiling bestificaly at the two pixy girlswho promptly landed onit, their
green and pink silk dresses moving from the breeze stirred by their dragonfly wings. They were chattering
happily the way pixy girls do, ssemingly brainless but aware of everything down to the mouse hiding
behind thefridge. Clearly Ceri had seen pixies before. That would make her an Inderlander if shewasa
thousand years old. The Turn, when we dl came out of hiding to live openly with humans, had only been

forty years ago.

“Hey!” Jenks exclaimed, seeing his kids monopolizing her, and they whirled up and out of the kitchen in
akaedo-scope of color and noise. Immediately he took their place, beckoning his oldest son, Jax, down
to perch on the computer screen before her.

“You smdl like Trent Kalamack,” he said bluntly. “What are you?’

A wash of angst took me and | turned my back on them.Damn, | wasright. Shewas an df. If Jenks
knew, hewould blab it al over Cincinnati the moment the temperature got above freezing and he could
leave the church. Trent didn’t want the world to know that elves had survived the Turn, and he would
drop Agent Orange on the entire block to shut Jenks up.

Turning, | frantically waved my fingers a Ceri, pantomiming zipping my mouth. Redlizing she wouldn't
have a clue what that meant, | put my finger to my lips. The woman eyed mein question, then looked at
Jenks. “Ceri,” shesaid serioudy.

“Yeah, yeah,” Jenks said impatiently, hands on hiships. “1 know. Y ou Ceri. Me Jenks. But what are
you? Areyou awitch? Rache’ sawitch.”

Ceri glanced a me and away. “1I’'m Ceri.”

Jenks swings blurred to nothing, the shimmer going from blueto red. “Yeah,” he repeated. “But what



species? See, I'm apixy, and Rachd isawitch. You are...”

“Ceri,” sheinsgted.

“Ah, Jenks?’ | said asthe woman’s eyes narrowed. The question as to what the Ka amacks were had
eluded pixiesfor the entirety of the family’ s existence. Figuring that out would give Jenks more prestigein
the pixy world than if hetook out an entirefairy clan by himself. | could tell he was on the edge of his

patience when heflitted up to hover before her.
“Damnit!” Jenks swore, frustrated. “What the hell are you, woman?’

“Jenkd!” | shouted in darm as Ceri’ s hand flashed out, snagging him. Jax, hisson, let out ayelp, leaving
acloud of pixy dust as he darted to the celling. Jenks' s eldest daughter, Jih peeked around the archway

fromthe hdl celling, her wingsapink blur.

“Hey! Lego!” Jenks exclaimed. Hiswings made afurious clatter, but he wasn't going anywhere. Ceri
had his pant leg between her thumb and forefinger. Her reflexes were better than even Ivy’sif she had

enough control to be that precise.
“I'm Ceri,” shesaid, her thin lipstight as Jenks hovered, snared. “ And even my demon captor had
enough respect that he didn’t curse at me, little warrior.”

“Yes, mdam,” Jenks said meekly. “Can | go now?’
She raised one pale eyebrow—askill | envied—then glanced at me for direction. | nodded emphaticaly,
gtill shocked at how quick it had been. Not smiling, Ceri let him go.

“Guessyou aren't asdow as| thought,” Jenks said sullenly.

The ruffled pixy brought the scent of store-bought dirt to me as he retreated to my shoulder, and my
brow furrowed when | turned my back on her to poke around under the counter for ategpot. | heard the
soft familiar clink of pens, recognizing the sound of Ceri tidying Ivy’s desk. Her centuries of davery were
showing again. The woman’s mix of meek servitude and quick pride had me at alossfor how to treat

her.

“Who isshe?’ Jenkswhispered in my ear.
| crouched to reach into the cupboard, pulling out a copper teapot so badly tarnished that it was amost
maroon. “ Shewas Big Al’ sfamiliar.”
“Big Al!” the pixy squeaked, rising up to land upon the tap. “Isthat what you were doing out there?
Tink’s panties, Rachdl, you' re getting as bad as Nick! Y ou know that’s not safel”
| could tell him now. Now that it was over. Very aware of Ceri listening behind us, | ran the water into
the tegpot and swirled it around to cleanit. “Big Al didn’t agreeto testify against Piscary out of the
goodness of its heart. | had to pay for it.”
With adry rasp of wings, Jenks moved to hover before me. Surprise, shock, and then anger cascaded
over hisface. “What did you promise him?’ he said coldly.
“Itsanit,notahim,” | said. “Andit'sdone.” | couldn’t look at him. “1 promised to beitsfamiliar if |



was alowed to keep my soul.”

“Rachd!” A burgt of pixy dust lit the ank. “When?When isit coming to get you? We haveto find away
out of this. There must be something!” He flew abright path to my spell books under the center idand
counter and back. “Isthere anything in your books? Call Nick. He Il know!”

Not liking hisfluster, | wiped the water off the bottom of the tegpot. My boot heels made a dull
thumping on the linoleum as | crossed the kitchen. The gasignited with awhoosh, and my face warmed
from embarrassment. “I1t' stoo late,” | repeated. “I'mitsfamiliar. But the bond isn't strong enough for it
tousemeif I'monthisside of theley lines, and aslong as| can keep it from pulling meinto the
ever-after, I'll be okay.” | turned from the stove, finding Ceri Sitting before Ivy’ s computer, staring &t me
with rapt admiration. “1 can say no. It'sdone.”

Jenks came to a sputtering halt before me. “Done?’ he said, too closeto focus on. “Rachdl, why?
Putting Piscary away isn't worth that!”

“I didn’'t have achoicel” Frustrated, | crossed my arms before me and leaned againgt the counter.
“Piscary wastrying to kill me, and if | survived, | wanted himin jail, not freeto come after meagain. It's
done. The demon can't useme. | tricked it.”

“Him,” Ceri said softly, and Jenks spun. | had forgotten she was there, shewas so quiet. “Al ismde.
Femae demonswon't let themsalves be pulled acrossthe lines. That' s how you can tell. Mostly.”

| blinked, taken aback. “ Al ismae? Why did he keep letting me cal him anit?
Shelifted her shoulder in avery modern show of confusion.

My breath came out in a puff and | turned back to Jenks. | sarted as| found him hovering right before
my nose, hiswingsred. “You'rean ass,” he said, histiny, smooth features creased in anger. “Y ou should
havetold us. What if it had gotten you? What about vy and me? Huh? We would have kept looking for
you, hot knowing what had happened. At least if you had told us, we might have been able to find away
to get you back. Ever think of that, Ms. Morgan? We re ateam, and you just stepped all over that!”

My next outburst died. “But there was't anything you could have done,” | said lamely.

“How do you know?’ Jenks snapped.

| sighed, embarrassed that a four-inch man was lecturing me—and had every right to. “Y eah, you're
right,” | said, dumping. Sowly my armsuncrossed. “I’'mjust...I"m just not used to having anyone | can
depend on, Jenks. I’'m sorry.”

Jenks dropped three feet he was so surprised. “You...you agree with me?’

Ceri’ s head made a smooth turn to the open archway. Her empty expression went even more o. |
followed her gaze to the dark hall, not surprised to find it holding vy’ slithe sllhouette, her hip cocked,
hand on her thin waist, looking deek in her body-tight leather.

Suddenly wary, | pulled mysdlf from the counter and straightened. | hated it when she just appeared like

that. | hadn’t even felt the air pressure change when she opened the front door. “Hi, lvy,” | said, my
voice dtill carrying its chagrin from Jenks.



Ivy’ s blank gaze matched Ceri’ s perfectly as sheran her brown eyes over the small woman sitting inher
chair. She pushed hersdlf into motion, moving with aliving vampire sgrace, her boots dmost silent.
Tucking her long, enviably straight black hair behind an ear, she went to the fridge and pulled out the
orangejuice. Dressed in her casud leather pants and black tuck-in shirt, she looked like abiker chick
gone sophigticate. Her cheeks were red from the cold, and shelooked chilled even though she still wore
her short |leather jacket.

Jenks hovered beside me, our argument forgotten in the more pressing problem of 1vy finding someone
unexpected in her kitchen. My last guest she had pinned to the wall and threatened to bleed; Ivy didn’t
like surprises. That she was drinking orange juice was agood sign. It meant she had succumbed to that
damned blood lust of hers, and Jenks and | would only have to deal with a guilt-strewn vampire instead
of anirritable, guilt-strewn, and hungry vampire. Shewas alot easier to live with now that shewas

practicing again.
“Ah, lvy, thisis Ceridwen,” | offered. “ She' s staying with us until shefinds her feet.”

Ivy turned, leaning back against the counter to look predatory and sexy as she took the cap off the jug
and drank right from the carton.Like I’ d say anything? Ivy’ s gaze ran over Ceri, then flicked to Jenks's
obvious agitation, and then to me. “So,” she said, her melodious voice reminding me of torn gray silk on
snow. “Y ou wiggled out of your agreement with that demon. Good job. Nicely done.”

My jaw dropped. “How did you know...?" | ssammered as Jenks yelped in surprise.

A faint smile, unusua but honest, pulled the corners of her mouth up. A flash of fang showed, her canines
the same size as mine but sharp, like acat’s. She' d have to wait until she was dead to get the extended
versgons. “Youtak inyour deep,” shesad lightly.

“You knew?’ | said, floored. “Y ou never said anything!”

“Nicely done?’ Jenks swings clattered like June bugs. “Y ou think being ademon’ sfamiliar isagood
thing? What train hit you on the way home?’

Ivy went to get aglass from the cupboard. “If Piscary had been released, Rachel would be dead by
sunup,” she said as she poured out juice. “ So she' sademon’ s familiar? So what? She said the demon
can’'t use her unless he pulls her into the ever-after. And she'sdive. Y ou can't do anything if you're
dead.” Shetook asip of her drink. “Unlessyou're avampire.”

Jenks made an ugly sound and flew to the corner of the room to sulk. Jih took the opportunity to flit in to
hidein the ladle hanging over the center counter, the tips of her wings showing a brilliant red above the

copper rim.

Ivy’sbrown eyes met mine over her glass. Her perfect ova face was dmost featurel ess as she hid her
emotions behind the cool facade of indifference she maintained when there was someone in the room
beside ustwo, Jenksincluded. “I’m glad it worked,” she said as she set the glass on the counter. “ Are
youdl right?’

| nodded, seeing her reief in the dight trembling of her long pianist fingers. She would never tell me how
worried she had been, and | wondered how long she had stood in the halway listening and collecting
hersdf. Her eyes blinked severd times, and her jaw clenched in an effort to tifle her emotion. “I didn’t
know it wastonight,” she said softly. “1 wouldn't have left.”



“Thanks,” | said, thinking Jenkswasright. | had been an assfor not telling them. | just wasn't used to
having anyone but my mother care.

Ceri waswatching Ivy with apuzzled, rapt attention. “Partner?” she hazarded, and Ivy flicked her
attention to the small woman.

“Yeah,” lvy sad. “Partner. What' sit to you?’

“Ceri, thisislvy,” | said asthe smal woman got to her feet.

Ivy frowned as she redlized the precise order she kept her desk in had been dtered.
“ShewasBig Al' sfamiliar,” | warned. “ She needs afew daysto find her feet isdl.”

Jenks made an eye-hurting noise with hiswings, and vy gave me atelling look, her expression shifting to
an annoyed wariness when Ceri came to stand before her. The small woman was peering at Ivy in
confusion. “You'reavampire,” she said, reaching to touch vy’ s crucifix.

Ivy sprang back with astartling quickness, her eyesflashing black.

“Whoa, whoa, whoal” | said as | stepped between them, ready for anything. “lvy, take it easy. She's
been in the ever-after for athousand years. She may not have seen aliving vampire before. | think she's
an Inderlander, but she smdllslike the ever-after so Jenks can't tdl what sheis.” | hesitated, telling her
with my eyes and my last sentence that Ceri was an df, and therefore aloose cannon asfar as magic was
concerned.

Ivy’s pupils had dilated to amost afull, vampire black. Her stance was domineering and sexudly
charged, but she had just daked her blood lust and so was capable of listening. | shot aquick glance at
Ceri, glad to see shewisdly hadn't moved. “We all okay here?’ | asked, my voice demanding they both
back down.

Thin lips pressed tight, Ivy turned her back on us. Jenks dropped to my shoulder. “Nicely done,” he
sad. “Got dl your bitchesinline, | see”

“Jenks!” | hissed, knowing Ivy had heard when her knuckles on her glassturned white. | flicked him off
me, and laughing, he rose up and then back down to my shoulder.

Ceri was standing with her arms confidently at her side, watching Ivy grow more and more tense.
“Oh-h-h-h-h,” Jenks drawled. “Y our new friend is gonna do something.”

“Uh, Ceri?’ | questioned, heart pounding as the petite woman went to stand beside vy at the sink,
clearly demanding her attention.

Pdefacetight with arepressed anger, vy turned. “What,” she said flatly.

Ceri inclined her head regdly, never taking her green eyesfrom Ivy’sdowly dilating brown ones. “I
gpologize” shesadin her high, clear voice, every syllable carefully pronounced. “I’ ve dighted you.” Her
attention dropped to Ivy’ s elaborate crucifix on its silver chain about her neck. “Y ou' reavampire
warrior, and yet you can wear the Cross?’

Ceri’ shand twitched, and | knew she wanted to touch it. Ivy knew it too. | watched, unableto interfere



as vy turned to face her. Hip cocked, she gave Ceri a more in-depth once-over, taking in her dried
tears, her exquisite ball gown, her bare feet, and her obvious pride and upright carriage. As| held my
bresth, Ivy took her crucifix off, the chain gathering her hair in front of her as she pulled it from around
her neck.

“I'maliving vampire,” she said as she put therdigiousicon in the f’ shand. “1 was born with the
vampirevirus. Y ou know what avirusis, don’'t you?’

Ceri’ sfingerstraced the lines of the worked silver. “My demon let me read what | wished. A virusis
killing my kin.” She looked up. “Not the vampire virus. Something dse”

Ivy’ s gaze darted to me, then returned to the small woman standing just a shade too closeto her. “The
virus changed me as| was forming in my mother’ swomb, making me some of both. | can wak under the
sun and worship without pain,” vy said. “I’m stronger than you,” she added as she subtly put more
space between them. “But not as strong as atrue undead. And | have asoul.” She said thelast asif she
expected Ceri to deny it.

Ceri’ sexpression became empty. “You' regoing to loseit.”

Ivy’seyetwitched. “1 know.”

| held my bresth, listening to the clock tick and the dmost sublimina hum of pixy wings. Eyes solemn,
the thin woman held the crucifix out to Ivy. “I’m sorry. That' sthe hell from which Rachel Mariana
Morgan saved me.”

Ivy looked at the crossin Ceri’ s hand, no emotion showing. “I’ m hoping she can do the same for me.”

| cringed. Ivy had pinned her sanity on the belief that there was awitch magic that might purge the
vampirevirusfrom her; that dl it would take would be theright spdll to let her walk away from the blood
and violence. But therewas't. | waited for Ceri to tell Ivy that no one was beyond redemption, but all
shedid was nod, her wispy hair floating. “1 hope she can.”

“Me, too.” lvy glanced at the crucifix Ceri was extending to her. “Keep it. It doesn’'t help anymore.”

My lips parted in surprise, and Jenks landed upon my big hoop earrings as Ceri placed it about her
neck. The elaborately tooled silver looked right against the rich purple and green of her formal gown.
“lvy—" | arted, jerking when Ivy narrowed her eyesat me.

“It does’t help anymore,” she said tightly. “ Shewantsit. I'm giving it to her.”

Ceri reached up, clearly finding peacein theicon. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Ivy frowned. “Touch my desk again, and I’ l| snap every one of your fingers.”

Ceri took the threat with alight understanding that surprised me. It was obvious she had dedlt with
vampires before. | wondered where—since vampires couldn’t manipulate ley lines and would therefore
makelousy familiars.

“How about sometea?’ | said, wanting something normal to do. Making teawasn't normd, but it was

close. The pot was steaming, and as | rummaged in a cupboard for amug good enough for a guest,
Jenks snickered, swinging my earring like atire swing. Hiskidswereflitting into the kitchen in twos and



threes—much to Ivy’ s annoyance—pulled by the novelty of Ceri. They hovered over her, Jh taking the
closest stance.

Ivy stood defensively before her computer, and after amoment’ s hesitation, Ceri sat in the chair farthest
from her. Shelooked lost and aone as she fingered the crucifix about her neck. As| searched the pantry
for ateabag, | wondered how | was going to make thiswork. Ivy wasn't going to like another
roommate. And where would we put her?

The accusing clatter of Ivy’s penswas|oud as she rearranged her pencil cup. “Got one,” | said inrelief
as| findly found atea bag. Jenksleft meto bother Ivy, chased off my earring by the steam drifting up as
| poured the boiling water into the mug.

“Here, Ceri,” | said, waving the pixies avay from her and setting it on the table. “ Do you want anything
with it?’

Shelooked at the cup asif she' d never seen one before. Eyes widening, she shook her head. | hesitated,
wondering what | had done wrong. She looked like she was ready to cry again. “Isit okay?’ | asked,
and she nodded, her thin hand shaking as she took the mug.

Jenks and vy were staring at her. “Y ou sure you don’t want sugar or anything?’ | asked, but she shook
her head. Narrow chin trembling, she brought the cup to her lips.

Brow furrowed, | went to get the coffee grounds out of the fridge. Ivy roseto rinse the carafe. She
leaned close to me, running the water to blur her words as she muttered, “What' swrong with her? She's
crying over her tea”

| spun. “Ceri!” | exclamed. “If you want some sugar, it's okay!”

She met my gaze, tears streaming down her paeface. “I haven't had anything to eat fo—athousand
years,” she choked out.

| felt asif | had been punched in the gut. “ Do you want some sugar?’
Stll crying, she shook her head.

Ivy was waiting for me when | turned back around. “ She can’'t stay here, Rachdl,” the vampire said, her
brow tight.

“Shelll befine,” | whispered, appaled that Ivy was ready to kick her out. “I’ll bring my old cot down
from the belfry and set it up in the living room. I" ve got some old T-shirts she can wear until | take her

shopping.”
Jenks buzzed hiswingsfor my attention. “ Then what?” he said from the spigot.

| gestured my frustration. “1 don’t know. She's much better already. She was't talking half an hour ago.
Look at her now.”

Weal turned, finding Ceri sobbing quietly and drinking her teaiin small reverent Spsasthe pixy girls
hovered over her. Three were plating her long, fair hair and another was singing to her.

“Okay,” | said aswe turned back. “Bad example.”



Jenks shook his head. “Rache, | really fed bad for her, but Ivy’ sright. She can't stay here. She needs
professond help.”

“Redly?’ | sad bdligerently, feding mysaf warm. 1 haven’t heard of any group therapy sessonsfor
retired demon familiars, haveyou?’

“Rachd...” Ivy said.

A sudden shout from the pixy children brought Jenks up from the spigot. His eyeswent past usto his
kids as they descended upon the mouse, who had finally made a dash for the living room and found itself
initsown persond hell. “Excuseme,” he said, flitting off to rescueit.

“No,” | saidto Ivy. “I’'m not going to dump her in someingtitution.”

“I'm not saying you should.” Ivy’s pae face had started to color, and thering of brown about her eyes
was shrinking as my body heat rose and my blood grew warm, triggering her ingtincts. “ But she can’t stay
here. The woman needs normd, and Rachd? We aren't it.”

| took a breath to protest, then let it out. Frowning, | glanced at Ceri. She was wiping her eyes, the hand
curled about her mug shaking to make rings on the surface of her tea. My eyeswent to the pixy children
arguing over who was going to get to ride the mouse firdt. It waslittle Jessie, and the tiny pixy screamed
in delight when the rodent darted out of the kitchen with her on its back. In ablur of gold sparkles, al but
Jhfollowed. Maybe Ivy wasright.

“What do you want meto do, Ivy?’ | said, caming. “I’d ask my mom to take her in, but she' sastep
away from being in an inditution hersdlf.”

Jenks buzzed back. “What about Keadey?’
Surprised, | looked at Ivy.
“Theold guy acrossthe Street?” Ivy said warily. “We don’t know anything about him.”

Jenkslanded on the sill beside Mr. Fish and put his hands on his hips. “He' sold and on afixed income.
What more isthere to know?’

As Ceri collected hersdlf, | sfted the idea through my mind. | liked the old witch whose dow speech hid
asharp wit and high intelligence. He had stitched me up after Algdiarept had torn my neck. He had
gtitched up my will and confidence, too. The arthritic man was hiding something, and | didn’t think hisredl
name was Keadey any morethan | believed his story that he had more medica equipment than asmal
emergency room because he didn't like doctors. But | trusted him.

“He doesn't like the law and he knows how to keep hismouth shut,” | said, thinking it was perfect. Eyes
pinched, | looked at Ceri talking to Jih in soft tones. Ivy’ s eyes were doubtful, and peeved, | pushed into
moation. “I'm calling him,” | added as | motioned to Ceri that | would be right back and went into the
living room for the phone.

Three

“Ceri,” Jenks said as| flipped the switch and got a pot of coffee going. “If tea makes you cry, you gotta



try french fries. Come here, I'll show you how to use the microwave.”

Keadey was on hisway over. [t might take him awhile since he was racked by arthritis so badly that
even most pain charmswouldn't touch it. | felt bad for pulling him out into the snow, but it would have
been even more rude to descend upon his house.

With an intentness | didn’t understand, Jenks perched himsdf on Ceri’ s shoulder and talked her through
the task of microwaving frozen french fries. She bent to watch the little carton spin, my pink dipperson
her feet looking overly large and awkward. Pixy girls swirled around her in awhirl of pastd silk and
chatter, mostly ignored. The unending noise had driven lvy into the living room, where she was currently
hiding with her earphones on.

My head came up when the air pressure shifted. “’ Ello?” came astrong raspy voice from the front of the
church. “Rachel? The pixieslet mein. Where are you ladies?’

| glanced at Ceri, recognizing her sudden apprehension. “It'sKeadey, aneighbor,” | said. “He' sgoing
to check you over. Make sure you' re hedlthy.”

“I'mfine” she said pensvely.

Thinking this might be harder than | thought, | padded in my sock feet into the halway to talk to him
before he met Ceri. “Hi, Keadey, we're back here.”

His hunched, wizened figure limped down the halway, eclipsing the light. More pixy children escorted
him, wreathing him in circles of sfting pixy dust. Keadey had abrown paper grocery bag in hishand, and
he brought the cold scent of snow in with him, mixing pleasantly with awitch’ s characteristic redwood
scent. “Rachd,” he said, his brown eyes squinting up at me as he got closer. “How’ smy favorite
redhead?’

“I’'mgood,” | said, giving him aquick hug and thinking that after outwitting Algdiarept, good wasan
understatement. His overdlswere worn and smelling of soap. | thought of him asthe neighborhood’ s
wise-old-man and a substitute grandfather figure al in one, and | didn’t mind that he had apast hewas't
willing to share. He was agood person; that’sall | needed to know.

“Comeonin. | have someone | want you to meet,” | said, and he dowed with awary caution. “ She
needsyour help,” | said softly.

Histhick lips pressed together, and the brown wrinkles of hisface deepened. Keadey took adow
breath, his arthritic hands making the grocery bag crackle. He nodded, showing me athinning spot in his
tightly curled, graying hair. Blowing in relief, | led him into the kitchen, holding mysdlf back so | could see
hisreaction to Ceri.

The old witch rocked to ahalt as he stared. But upon seeing the delicate woman standing in pink fuzzy
dippers beside the microwave in her elegant ball gown with afolder of steaming fries, | could understand

why.
“I don’'t need aphysician,” Ceri said.
Jenks rose from her shoulder. “Hi, Keadey. Y ou gonna check Ceri out?’

Keadey nodded, limping as he went to pull out achair. He gestured for Ceri to Sit, then carefully



lowered himsdlf into the adjacent seat. Wheezing, he set his bag between hisfeet, opening it to pull out a
blood pressure cuff. “I’m not adoctor,” hesaid. “My nameis Keadey.”

Not stting, Ceri looked at me, then him. “I’'m Ceri,” she sad, just above awhisper.

“Well, Ceri, it sniceto meet you.” Setting the cuff on the table, he extended his arthritic-swvollen hand.
Looking unsure, Ceri awkwardly put her hand in his. Keadey shook it, smiling to show his coffee-stained
teeth. The old man gestured to the chair, and Ceri arranged hersdlf in it, reluctantly setting her fries down
and waxily eyeing the cuff.

“Rachd wants meto look you over,” he said while he pulled more doctor stuff out.

Ceri glanced a me, sighing as she nodded in surrender.

The coffee had finished, and as Keadey took her temperature, checked her reflexes, her blood pressure,
and made her say “Ahhhh,” | took acup into the living room for Ivy. She was Sitting Sdewaysin her
cushy chair with her earphones on, head on one arm, feet draped over the other. Her eyes were shut, but

shereached out without looking, taking the cup the ingtant | set it down. “Thank you,” she mouthed, and
gtill not having seen her eyes, | walked out. Sometimes vy gave me the creeps.

“Coffee, Keadey?’' | asked as| returned.

The old man peered at the thermometer and turned it off. “ Y es, thank you.” He smiled at Ceri. “You're
fine”

“Thank you, sir,” Ceri said. She had been eating her frieswhile Kead ey worked, and she looked glumly
at the bottom of the carton.

Immediately Jenks waswith her. “More?’ he prompted. “ Try some ketchup on them.”

Suddenly Jenks's zedl to get her to eat french fries became very clear. It wasn't the frieshe was
interested in, it was the ketchup. “Jenks,” | said tiredly as| took Keadley his coffee and leaned against
the center idand counter. “ She' s over athousand years old. Even humans ate tomatoesthen.” | hesitated.
“They did have tomatoes back then, right?’

The hum of Jenks swings audibly dropped. “Crap,” he muttered, then brightened. “ Go ahead,” he said
to Ceri. “Y ou try working the nuker thistime without my help.”

“Nuker?’ she questioned, carefully wiping her hands on anapkin as she stood.
“Y eah. Don't they have microwavesin the ever-after?’

She shook her head, sending thetips of her fair hair floating. “No. | prepared Al’ sfood with ley line
magic. Thisis...old.”

Keedey jerked, dmost spilling his coffee. His eyestracked Ceri’ s grace as she went to the freezer and,
with Jenks' s encouragement, pulled out abox of fries. She meticuloudy punched the buttons, her lip
caught between her teeth. | thought it odd that the woman was over athousand years old but thought the
microwave was primitive.

“The ever-after?” Keadey said softly, and my attention returned to him.



| held my coffee before me with both hands, warming my fingers. “How isshe?’

He shifted his shoulders. “ She' s hedthy enough. Maybe alittle underweight. Mentaly she’ s been
abused. | can't tell what or how. She needs help.”

| took a deep breath, looking down into my cup. “1I’ve got abig favor to ask.”

Keadey straightened. “No,” he said as he put hisbag on hislagp and Sarted putting thingsinit. “1 don't
know who—or even what—sheis.”

“| stole her from the demon whose work you gtitched up last fall,” | said, touching my neck. “ She was
its—I mean, his—familiar. I'll pay for her room and board.”

“That isn'tit,” he protested. Bag in hand, histired brown eyeswent worried. “1 don't know anything
about her, Rachel. | can't risk taking her in. Don’'t ask meto do this.”

| leaned over the space between us, dmost angry. “ She has been in the ever-after the last millennium. |
don’t think she'sout to kill you,” | accused, and hisleathery features shifted to astartled darm. “All she
needs,” | said, flustered that | had found one of hisfears, “isanormal setting where she can regain her
persondity. And awitch, avampire, and apixy living in achurch running down bad guysisn’t norma.”

Jenks looked at us from Ceri’ s shoulder as the woman watched her frieswarm. The pixy’ sface was
serious; he could hear the conversation as clearly asif he was standing on the table. Ceri asked him a soft
guestion, and he turned away, answering her cheerfully. He had chased dl but Jih out of the kitchen, and
it was blessedly quiet.

“Please, Keadey?’ | whispered.

Jh’'sethered voicerosein song, and Ceri’sfacelit up. Shejoined in, her voice clear asthe pixy’s,
managing only three notes before she Sarted to cry. | stared asacloud of pixiesrolled into the kitchen,
amost smothering her. From the living room came an irate shout as vy complained that the pixieswere
interfering with the stereo reception again.

Jenksyedled at hiskidsand all but Jih flitted out. Together they consoled Ceri, Jih soft and soothing,
Jenks somewhat awkwardly. Keadey dumped, and | knew he ddoit. “Okay,” hesaid. “I'll try it for a
few days, but if it doesn’'t work, she’' s coming back.”

“Fair enough,” | said, feding ahuge weight dip off my chest.
Ceri looked up, her eyes il wet. “Y ou didn’t ask me my opinion.”

My eyeswidened and my face flamed. Her hearing wasasgood aslvy’s. “Um...” | sammered. “I'm
sorry, Ceri. It'snot that | don’t want you to stay here—"

Heart-shaped face solemn, she nodded. “I am astumbling stone in afortress of soldiers,” she
interrupted. “1” d be honored to stay with the retired warrior and ease his hurts.”

Retired warrior?l thought, wondering what she saw in Keadey that | didn’t. In the corner camea
high-pitched argument between Jenks and his e dest daughter. The young pixy was wringing the hem of
her pale green dress, her tiny feet showing as she pleaded with him.



“Now wait amoment,” Keadey said, curling thetop of his paper bag down. “1 can take care of mysdlf. |
don’t need anyone ‘easing my hurts.” ”

Ceri amiled. My dippers on her feet made a hush across the linoleum as she came to knedl before him.
“Ceri,” | protested, right dong with Keadey, but the young woman batted our hands away, the suddenly
sharp look in her green eyes brooking no interference.

“Get up,” Keadey sad gruffly as he sat before her. “1 know you were ademon’ s familiar and this might
be how he made you act, but—"

“Bedill, Keadey,” Ceri said, afaint glow of ever-after red blurring her pale hands. “1 want to go with
you, but only if you let me return your kindness.” She smiled up a him, her green eyeslosing their focus.
“Itwill giveme afeding of sdf-worth | truly need.”

My breath caught as| felt her tap theley line out back. “Keadey?’ | said, my voice high.

His brown eyes went wide and he froze where he sat as Ceri reached out and placed her hands upon
the knees of hiswork-faded overals. | watched hisface go dack, the wrinkles diding into themsalvesto
make him look older. He took a deep breath, stiffening.

Knedling before him, Ceri shivered. Her hands dropped from him. * Ceri,” Keadey said, hisraspy voice
cracking. He touched hisknees. “I1t' sgone,” he whispered, histired eyes going watery. “Oh, dear child,”
he said, standing to help her rise. “I haven't been without pain for so long. Thank you.”

Ceri amiled, tearsleaking out as she nodded. “Neither havel. Thishelps.”

| turned away, my throat tight. “1 have some T-shirts you can wear until | take you shopping,” | said.
“Just keep my dippers. They'll get you acrossthe Street at least.”

Keadey took her arm in one hand, his bag in the other. “I’ll take her shopping tomorrow,” he said as he
headed for the halway. “1 haven't felt good enough to go to the mall in three years. It will do me good to
get out.” He turned to me, hisold, wrinkled face transformed. “I’ll send the bill to you, though. | can tell
everyone sheismy sster’ sniece. From Sweden.”

| laughed, finding it was very closeto acry. Thiswasworking out better than | had hoped, and |
couldn’t stop smiling.

Jenks made a sharp noise, and his daughter dowly drooped to land upon the microwave. “All right, I'll
ask!” he shouted, and she rose three inches, her face hopeful and her hands clasped before her. “If it's
okay with your mother and it's okay with Keadey, it's okay with me,” Jenks said, hiswingsadisma
blue

Jh rose and fell in obvious nervousness as Jenks hovered before Keadey. “Um, do you have any plants
at your housethat Jh might tend?’ he asked, looking terribly embarrassed. Brushing hisblond hair from
his eyes, he made awry face. “ She wants to go with Ceri, but I'm not letting her leave unless she can be
productive.”

My lips parted. | sent my eyesto Ceri, seeing by her held breath that she clearly wanted the company.
“I’'vegot apot of basil,” Keadey said rductantly. “If she wantsto stay when the weather breaks, she can
work the garden, such asitis.”



Jh squeded, pixy dust fdling from her in agold shimmer that turned to white.

“Ask your mother!” Jenks said, looking upset as the excited pixy girl zipped out. He landed on my
shoulder, wings drooping. | thought I could smell autumn. Before | could ask Jenks, ashrill tide of pink
and green flowed into the kitchen. Appalled, | wondered if there was a pixy in the church that wasn't in
that four-foot circle surrounding Ceri.

Keadey’ swrinkled face wasfilled with a stoic acceptance as he unrolled the bag of suppliesand Jih
dropped indde to make the trip safe from the cold. Above the crinkled top of the bag, the pixiesdl cried
good-bye and waved.

Eyesralling, Keadey handed the bag to Ceri. “Pixies” | heard him mutter. Taking Ceri’selbow, he
nodded to me and headed into the hdll, his pace faster and more upright than I’d ever seenit. “1 havea
second bedroom,” he said. “Do you deep at night or during the day?’

“Both,” shesaid softly. “Isthat al right?’
He grinned to show his coffee-stained teeth. “ A napper, eh? Good. | won't fed so old when | drop off.”

| felt happy as | watched them head to the sanctuary. Thiswas going to be good in so many ways.
“What' sthe matter, Jenks?’ | said as he remained on my shoulder while the rest of hisfamily
accompanied Ceri and Keadey to the front of the church.

He sniffed. “1 thought Jax would be the first oneto leave to sart his own garden.”
My breath dipped from mein understanding. “1’m sorry, Jenks. She'll befine”

“I' know, | know.” Hiswings shifted into motion, sending the scent of fallen leaves over me. “Oneless
pixy inthe church,” he said softly. 1t sagood thing. But no onetold me it was going to hurt.”

Four

Squinting over my sunglasses, | leaned against my car and scanned the parking lot. My cherry red
convertiblelooked out of place among the scattering of minivans and sat-rusted, late modd cars. At the
back, away from potentia scratches and dings, was alow-to-the-ground, gray sports car. Probably the
Z0Oo'sSp.I. person, as everyone else was either a part-time worker or a dedicated biologist who didn’t
carewhat they drove.

The early hour madeit cold despite the sun, and my breath steamed. | tried to relax, but | could fed my
gut tightening as my annoyance grew. Nick was supposed to meet me here thismorning for aquick runin
the zoo. It looked like he was going to be ano-show. Again.

| uncrossed my armsfrom in front of me and shook my handsto loosen them before | bent at thewaist
and put my pams agains the ice-cold, snow-dusted parking lot. Exhaling into the stretch, | felt my
muscles pull. Around me were the soft, familiar sounds of the zoo preparing to open, mixing with the
scent of exotic manure. If Nick didn’t show in the next five minutes, there wouldn’t be enough time for a
decent run.

| had bought us both runner passes months ago so we could run anytime from midnight to noon when the
park was closed. | had woken up two hours earlier than usua for this. | wastrying to make thiswork; |



wastrying to find away to mesh my witch’'s noon-to-sunup schedule with Nick’ s human
sunrise-to-midnight clock. It had never seemed to be aproblem before. Nick used to try. Latdly, it had
beendl uptome.

A harsh scraping pulled me upright. The trash cans were being rolled out, and my pique grew. Where
was he? He couldn’t have forgotten. Nick never forgot anything.

“Unlesshewantsto forget,” | whispered. Giving myself amental shake, | swung my right leg up to put
my lightweight running shoe atop the hood. “Ow,” | breathed as my muscles protested, but | leaned into
it. I’d been dacking off on my workoutslately, as vy and | didn’t spar anymore since she had resumed
succumbing to her blood lust. My eye started to twitch, and | closed both of them as| degpened the
gretch, grabbing my ankle and pulling.

Nick hadn't forgotten—he was too smart for that—he was avoiding me. | knew why, but it was till
depressing. It had been three months, and he was il distant and hesitant. Theworst thingwas| didn't
think he was dumping me. The man called demonsinto hislinen closat, and he was afraid to touch me.

Last fdl, | had been trying to bind afish to meto satisfy someinaneley line class requirement and
accidentally made Nick my familiar instead. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

| was an earth witch, my magic coming from growing things and quickened by heat and my blood. |
didn’t know much about ley line magic—except | didn’t likeit. | generaly only used it to close protective
circleswhen | was ftirring a particularly sensitive spell. And to make the Howlers pay what they owed
me. And occasiondly to fend off my roommate when shelost control of her blood lust. And | had used it
to knock Piscary flat on hiscan so | could beat him into submission with theleg of achair. It had been
thislast onethat tipped Nick from hot-and-heavy, maybe-this-is-the-one boyfriend, to phone
conversations and cold kisses on my cheek.

Starting to fed sorry for mysdlf, | pulled my right leg down and swung the Ieft one up.

Ley line magic was heady in itsrush of strength and could drive awitch insane, making it no accident that
there were more black ley line witches than black earth witches. Using afamiliar made it safer sncethe
power of aley line wasfiltered through the smpler minds of animasingtead of through plants as earth
magic did. For obvious reasons, only animals were used asfamiliars—at least on thisside of theley
lines—and in truth, there were no witch-born spellsto bind ahuman asafamiliar. But being both fairly
ignorant of ley line magic and rushed, | had used thefirst spell | found to bind afamiliar.

So | had unknowingly made Nick my familiar—which we were trying to undo—but then | made things
immeasurably worse by pulling ahuge amount of ley line energy through him to subdue Piscary. He had
hardly touched me since. But that had been months ago. | hadn’t done it again. He had to get over it. It
wasn't asif | was practicing ley line magic. Much.

Uneasy, | straightened, blowing out my angst and doing afew side twiststo send my ponytail bouncing.
After having learned it was possible to set acircle without drawing it firgt, | had spent three months
learning how, knowing it might be my only chance to escape Algdiarept. | had kept my practice to three
inthe morning, when | knew Nick was adegp—and | dwaysdrew directly off theline soit wouldn't go
through Nick firsg—but maybe it was waking him up anyway. He hadn’t said anything, but knowing
Nick, hewouldn't.

Therrattle of the gate opening brought me to a standstill and my shoulders dumped. The zoo was open, a
few runners straggling out with red cheeks and exhausted, content expressions, il floating on arunner’s



high.Damn it. He could have called.

Bothered, | unzipped my belt pack and pulled out my cell phone. Leaning against the car and looking
down to avoid the eyes of the passing people, | scrolled through my short list. Nick’ swas second, right
after vy’ snumber and right before my mom’s. My fingers were cold, and | blew on them asthe phone

rang.

| took a breath when the connection clicked open, holding it when arecorded woman’ s voice told me
the linewas no longer in service.Money? | thought. Maybe that was why we hadn’t been out for three
weeks. Concerned, | tried his cdll phone.

It was il ringing when the familiar choking rumble of Nick’ struck grew loud. Exhaling, | snapped the
cover closed. Nick’ s blue, beat-up Ford truck jostled off the main street and into the parking lot,
maneuvering dowly, asthe carsleaving were ignoring the lines and cutting across the expanse. | dipped
the phone away and stood with my arms over my chest, legs crossed at my ankles.

At least he showed, | thought as | adjusted my sunglasses and tried not to frown. Maybe we could go
out for coffee or something. | hadn’t seen himin days, and | didn’t want to ruin it with abad temper.
Besides, | had been worried sick the last three months about dipping my bargain with Al, and now that |
had, | wanted to feel good for awhile.

| hadn’t told Nick, and the chance to come clean would be another weight off me. | lied to myself that |
had kept quiet because | was afraid he would try to take my burden—seeing as he had a chivarous
streek longer and wider than asix-lane highway—but in redity | was afraid hewould call me ahypocrite
since | wasforever on him about the dangers of dealing with demons, and here | was, becoming one's
familiar. Nick had an unhedlthy lack of fear when it came to demons, thinking that aslong as you handled
them properly, they were no more dangerous than say...apit viper.

So | stood and fidgeted in the cold as he parked his sdtstained, ugly truck afew dots down from mine.
Hisindigtinct shadow moved inside as he shuffled about, findly getting out and damming the door with an
intengty that | knew wasn’'t directed at me but necessary to get the worn latch to catch.

“Ray-ray,” he said as he held his phone up and strode around the front. His lean height looked good and
his pace was quick. A smilewas on hisface, its once-gauntness muted into a pleasant, rugged severity.
“Didyoujud cdl?

| nodded, letting my armsfall to my sides. Obvioudy he wasn't prepared to run, as hewas dressed in
faded jeans and boots. A thick fabric coat was unzipped to show abland, flannel button-down shirt. It
was neatly tucked in and hislong face was clean-shaven, but he till managed to look mildly unkempt,
with his short black hair a shade too long. He had abookish mien instead of the hint of danger that |
usudly liked in my men. But maybe| found Nick’s danger to be hisintelligence.

Nick wasthe smartest man | knew, hisbrilliant jumps of logic hidden behind an understated appearance
and a deceptively mild temperament. In hindsight, it was probably thisrare mix of wicked intellect and
harmless human that attracted meto him. Or possibly that he had saved my life by binding Big Al when
hetried to rip out my throat.

And despite Nick’ s preoccupation with old books and new e ectronics, he wasn't ageek: his shoulders
were too broad and his butt wastoo tight. Hislong, lean legs could keep up with me when we ran, and
there was a surprisng amount of strength in hisarms, as evidenced by our once frequent, now
distressingly absent, mock wrestling, which more often than not had turned into amore, er, intimate



activity. It wasthe memory of our once-closeness that kept the frown off my face when he came around
thefront of histruck, hisbrown eyes pinched in gpology.

“I didn’t forget,” he said, hislong face looking longer as he tossed his straight bangs out of hisway.
There was aflash of ademon mark high on hisbrow, gained the same night | had gotten my first and
remaining one. “I got caught up in what | was doing and lost track of time. I'm sorry, Rachdl. | know you
were looking forward to it, but | haven't even been to bed and I’ m dead tired. Do you want to
reschedule for tomorrow?”

| kept my reaction to asigh, trying to stifle my disgppointment. “No,” | said around along exhdation. He
reached out, hisarms going around mein alight hug. | leaned into the expected hesitancy of it, wanting
more. The distance had been there so long that it dmost felt norma. Pulling back, he shuffled hisfeet.

“Working hard?’ | offered. Thiswasthefirst time | had seen him in aweek, not including the odd phone
cdl, and | didn’t just want to walk away.

Nick, too, didn’t seem eager to leave. “ Y esand no.” He squinted into the sun. “| was up sifting through
old messages on achat-room ligt after finding amention of that book Al took.”

Immediately my attention sharpened. “Did you...” | sammered, pulse quickening.

My quick hope squished to nothing as he dropped his gaze and shook his head. “It was some freak
wannabe. He doesn’t have acopy. It was al made-up nonsense.”

| reached out and briefly touched hisarm, forgiving him for missing our morning run. “It' s okay. We'll
find something sooner or later.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “But I d rather it be sooner.”

Misery hit me, and | froze. We had been so good together, and now al that was left was this awful
distance. Seeing my depression, Nick took my hands, stepping forward to give me aloose embrace. His
lips brushed my cheek as he whispered, “I’m sorry, Ray-ray. We' |l manage something. I’ m trying. | want
thistowork.”

| didn't move, bresthing in the smell of musty books and clean aftershave, my hands hesitantly going
about him as | looked for comfort—and findly found it.

My breath caught and | held it, refusing to cry. We had been months searching for the counter curse, but
Al wrote the book on how to make humansinto familiars, and he had avery short print run of one. And it
wasn't asif we could advertise in the papersfor aley line professor to help us, as he or shewould likely
turn mein for dedling in the black arts. And then I’ d redlly be stuck. Or dead. Or worse.

Slowly Nick let go, and | stepped back. At least | knew it wasn't another woman.

“Hey, uh, thezoo isopen,” | said, my voice giving away my relief that the awkward distance he had
been holding himself at finaly seemed to be easing. “Y ou want to go in and get a coffee instead? | hear
their Monkey Mochaisto come back from the dead for.”

“No,” he said, but there was true regret in hisvoice, making me wonder if he had been picking up on my
worry about Al al thistime, thinking | was upset with him and drawing away. Maybe more of thiswas
my fault than | had guessed. Maybe | could have forged astronger union between usif | had told him



ingead of hiding it from him and driving him away.

The magnitude of what | might have donewith my silencefell on me, and | felt my face go cold. “Nick,
I’'m sorry,” | breathed.

“It wasn't your fault,” he said, hisbrown eyesfull of forgiveness, unaware of my thoughts. “I wasthe one
that told him he could have the book.”

“No, you see—"

Hetook mein ahug, slencing me. A lump formed in my throat, and | couldn’t say anything asmy
forehead dropped to his shoulder. | should have told him. | should have told him right from the first night.

Nick felt the shift in me, and dowly, after amoment’ s thought, he gave me a tentative kiss on the cheek,
but it was a tentativeness born from hislong absence, not hisusua hesitancy.

“Nick?" | said, hearing the coming tearsin my voice.

Immediately he pulled back. “Hey,” he said, smiling as hislong hand rested on my shoulder. “I’ve got to
go. I’ve been up since yesterday and | have to get some deep.”

| took areluctant step back, hoping he couldn’t tell how closeto tears| was. It had been along, londly
three months. At last something seemed to be mending. “ Okay. Y ou want to come over for dinner
tonight?’

And findly, after weeks of quick refusals, he paused. “How about amovie and dinner instead? My tredt.
A red date...thing.”

| straightened, feeling mysalf grow taler. “A datething,” | said, moving awkwardly foot-to-foot likea
fool teenager asked to her first dance. “What do you have in mind?’

He smiled softly. “ Something with lots of explosions, lotsofguns...” Hedidn't touch me, but | saw in his
eyeshisdesireto do so. “...tight costumes...”

| nodded, smiling, and he checked hiswatch.
“Tonight,” he said, catching my eye as he headed back to histruck. “ Seven o’ clock?’

“Seven o'clock,” | cdled back, my good feding growing. He got in, the truck shaking as he dammed the
door. The engine rumbled to life, and with ahappy wave, he drove away.

“Seven o'cdock,” | said, watching the taillights flash before he jostled onto the street.
Five

Plastic hangers clattering, | stacked the clothes on the counter beside the cash register. The bored,
bottle-dyed blonde with ear-length hair never looked up as her fingers manipul ated those nasty meta
clips. Gum snapping, she pointed her gun at everything, adding up my purchasesfor Ceri. Shehad a
phone to her ear, head cocked, and her mouth never stopped as she chatted to her boyfriend about
getting her roommeate fried on Brimstone last night.



| eyed her in speculation, breething in the fading aroma of the street drug lingering on her. Shewas
dumber than she looked if she was dabbling in Brimstone, especidly now. It had been coming in cut with
alittle something extralately, leaving arash of deaths spanning al the socioeconomic brackets. Maybe it
was Trent’ sidea of a Christmas present.

The girl before me looked underage, so | could either sic Health and Inderland Services on her or haul
her assdown to the |.S. lockup. The latter might be fun, but it would put areal crimp in my afternoon of
solstice shopping. | ill didn’t know what to get Ivy. The boots, jeans, socks, underwear, and two
swesters on the counter were for Ceri. She was not going out with Keadey dressed in one of my T-shirts
and pink fuzzy dippers.

The girl folded the last swester, her bloodred manicure garish. Amulets clanked about her neck, but the
complexion charm hiding her acne needed to be replaced. She must have been awarlock because a
witch wouldn't be caught dead with abass-ackward charm like that. | glanced at my wooden pinky ring.
It might be small, but it was now potent enough to hide my freckles through aminor spell check.Hack, |
thought, fedling vastly better.

A hum rose from nowhere, and | felt smug that | didn’t jump like the register girl when Jenksdl but fell
onto the counter. He was wearing two black body stockings, one atop the other, and had ared hat and
boots on against the chill. It wasredlly too cold for him to be out, but Jh'sleaving had depressed him,
and he' d never been sol tice shopping before. My eyeswidened as | took in the doll he had lugged to
the counter. It wasthreetimeshissize.

“Rachel” he exclaimed, puffing as he pushed the black-haired, curvaceous plastic homage to adol escent
boys dreams upright. “Look what | found! It wasin the toy department.”

“Jenks...” | cgoled, hearing the couple behind me snicker.

“It' saBite-me-Betty doll!” he exclamed, hiswings moving furioudy to keep himsdlf upright, his hands
onthedoll’sthighs. “I want it. | want to get it for Ivy. It looksjust like her.”

Eyeing the shiny plastic leather skirt and red vinyl bustier, | took a bresth to protest.

“Look, see?’ he said, hisvoice excited. “Y ou push the lever in her back, and fake blood squirts out.
Isn'tit greet!”

| started when a gdatinous goo jumped from the blank-eyed doll’ s mouth, arching agood foot before
hitting the counter. A red smear dripped down her pointy chin. The register girl eyed it, then hung up on
her boyfriend. He wanted to give thisto lvy?

Pushing Ceri’ sjeans out of the way, | sighed. Jenks hit the lever again, watching in rapt attention asred
squirted out with arude sound. The couple behind me laughed, the woman hanging on hisarm and
whispering in hisear. Warming, | grabbed thedoll. “I’ll buy it for you if you stop that,” | al but hissed.

Eyes bright, Jenks rose up to land on my shoulder, tucking in between my neck and my scarf to stay
warm. “ She'sgonnaloveit,” hesaid. “Y ou watch.”

Pushing it a the girl behind the counter, | glanced behind me &t thetittering couple. They wereliving
vamps, well-dressed and unable to go thirty seconds without touching each other. Knowing | was
watching, the woman straightened the collar of hisleather jacket to show off hislightly scarred neck. The
thought of Nick brought asmileto me, thefirst timein weeks.



Asthegirl recaculated my totd, | dug in my bag for my checkbook. It was nice having money. Red
nice.

“Rache,” Jenks questioned, “can you put abag of M&M’sin there, too?’ Hiswings sent acold draft
againgt my neck as he set them vibrating to generate some body het. It wasn't asif he could wear a
coat—not with those wings of his—and anything heavy wastoo limiting.

| snatched up a bag of overpriced candy whose hand-lettered cardboard sign said the sale would go to
hel p rebuild the fire-damaged city shdlters. | dready had my total, but she could add it on. And if the
vamps behind me had a problem with that, they could curl up and dietwice. It wasfor orphans, for
God' s sake.

The girl reached for the candy and beeped it, giving me a snotty look. The register chirped to give me
the new total, and asthey al waited, | flipped to the check register. Freezing, | blinked. It had been
balanced with neat tidy numbers. | hadn’t bothered to keep arunning totdl as| knew there was tons of
money in it, but someone had. Then | brought it closer, staring. “That'sit?’ | exclamed. “That'sdl | have
left?’

Jenks cleared histhroat. “ Surprise,” he said weakly. “It wasjust laying therein your desk, and | thought
I’d bdanceit for you.” He hestated. “ Sorry.”

“It'sadmost gone!” | sammered, my face probably asred as my hair. The eyes of the register girl were
suddenly wary.

Embarrassed, | finished writing out the check. Shetook it, caling her supervisor to run it through their
system to make sure it was good. Behind me, the vamp couple started in with a snarky commentary.
Ignoring them, | flipped through the check register to see where it went.

Almost two grand for my new desk and bedroom set, four more for insulating the church, and $3,500
for agarage for my new car; | wasn't about to let it Sit out in the snow. Then there was the insurance and
gas. A big chunk went to Ivy for my back rent. Another chunk went to my night in the emergency room
for my broken arm as | hadn’t had insurance at the time. A third chunk toget insurance. And therest...|
swallowed hard. Therewas money till in there, but | had enjoyed mysdaf down from twenty thousand to
high four figuresin only three months.

“Um, Rache?’ Jenkssaid. “I was going to ask you later, but | know this accounting guy. Y ou want me
to have him set up an IRA for you? | waslooking at your finances, and you might need ashelter this yesr,
seeing as you haven't been taking anything out for taxes.”

“A tax shelter?’ | felt Sck. “There snothing left to put into it.” Taking my bagsfrom thegirl, | headed for
the door. “And what are you doing looking at my finances?’

“I'mliving inyour desk,” hesaid wryly. “It' skind of dl out there?’

| sighed. My desk. My beautiful solid-oak desk with nooks and crannies and a secret cubby at the
bottom of the left-hand drawer. My desk that | had used for only three weeks before Jenks and his
brood moved into it. My desk, which was now so thickly covered in potted plantsthat it looked like a
prop for ahorror movie about killer plantstaking over the world. But it was either that or have them set
up housekeeping in the kitchen cupboards. No. Not my kitchen. Having them stage daily mock battles
among the hanging pots and utensils was bad enough.



Digracted, | tugged my coat closer and squinted at the bright light reflecting off the snow asthe diding
doors opened. “Whoa, wait up!” Jenks shrilled in my ear when the blast of cold air hit us. “What the hell
do you think you' re doing, witch? Do | ook like I’m made of fur?’

“Sorry.” | made aquick left turn to get out of the draft and opened my shoulder bag for him. Still
swearing, he dropped down to hide inside. He hated it, but there was no dternative. A sustained temp
lower than forty-five degrees would throw him into a hibernation that would be unsafe to break until
spring, but he should be dl right in my bag.

A Weredressed in athick wool coat that went to his boot tops edged from me with an uncomfortable
look. When | tried to make eye contact, he pulled his cowboy hat down and turned away. A frown
crossed me; | hadn’'t had a Were client since | made the Howlers pay me for trying to get their mascot
back. Maybe I’ d made amistake there.

“Hey, givemethose M&M’s, okay?” Jenks grumbled up at me, his short blond hair framing delicate
features reddened by the cold. “I’'m starving here.”

| obediently shuffled through the bags and dropped the candy in to him before pulling the tiesto my
shoulder bag shut. | didn’t like bringing him out like this, but | was his partner, not his mom. He enjoyed
being the only adult male pixy in Cincinnati not in astupor. In hiseyes, the entire city was probably his
garden, as cold and snowy asit was.

| took amoment to dig my zebra-striped car key out from the front pocket. The couple that had been
behind mein line passed me on their way out, flirting comfortably and looking like sex in lesther. He had
bought her a Bite-me-Betty doll, too, and they were laughing. My thoughts went to Nick again, and a
warm gtir of anticipation took me.

Putting my shades on against the glare, | went out to the sdewalk, keysjingling and bag held tight to me.
Even making thetrip in my bag, Jenks was going to get cold. | told myself | should make cookies so he
could bask in the heat of the cooling oven. It had been ages since I’ d made solstice cookies. | wassurel
had seen some flour-smeared cookie cuttersin anasty zippy bag at the back of a cupboard somewhere.
All I needed was the colored sugar to do it right.

My mood brightened at the sight of my car ankle-deep in crusty dush at the curb. Yeah, it wasas
expendve as avampire princess to maintain, but it was mine and | looked redly good sitting behind the
whed with the top down and the wind pulling my long hair back.... Not springing for the garage hadn’t
been an option.

It chirped happily at me as| unlocked it and dropped my bags in the unusable backsest. | folded mysalf
into the front, setting Jenks carefully on my lap, where he might stay alittle warmer. The heat went on
full-bore as soon as | got the engine arted. | tunked it into gear and was ready to pull out when along
white car did up dongsidein adow hush of sound.

Affronted, | glared asit double-parked to block mein. “Hey!” | exclamed when the driver got out in the
middle of the freaking road to open the door for hisemployer. Ticked, | jammed it into neutral, got out of
my car and jerked my bag farther up my shoulder. “Hey! I’'m trying to leave here!” | shouted, wanting to
bang on the roof of the car.

But my protests choked to nothing when the side door opened and an older man wearing scads of gold
necklaces stuck his head out. Hisfrizzed blond hair went out in dl directions. Blue eyesglinting in



suppressed excitement, he beckoned to me. “Ms. Morgan,” he exclaimed softly. “Can | talk to you?’
| took my sunglasses off, staring. “ Takata?’ | ssammered.

The older rocker winced, hisface diding into faint wrinkles as he glanced over the few pedestrians. They
had noticed the limo, and with my outburst, the jig, asthey say, was up. Eyes pinched in exasperation,
Takata stretched out along skinny hand, jerking me off my feet and into thelimo. | gasped, holding my
bag so | didn’t squish Jenksas| fell into the plush seat acrossfrom him. “Go!” the musician cried, and
the driver shut the door and jogged to the front.

“My car!” | protested. My door was open and my keyswerein theignition.

“Arron?’ Takatasaid, gesturing to aman in ablack T-shirt tucked into a corner of the expansve vehicle.
He dipped past mein atang of blood that pegged him as avamp. There was aflush of cold air as he got
out, quickly thumping the door shut behind him. | watched through the tinted window as he dipped into
my leather seatsto look predatory with his shaved head and dark shades. | only hoped | looked half that
good. The muffled sound of my engine revved twice, then we jerked into motion asthefirgt of the
groupies started patting the windows.

Heart pounding, | spun to look out the back window while we pulled avay. My car was edging carefully
past the people standing in the road shouting at us to come back. It worked itsway into the clear, quickly
catching up and running ared light to Stay with us.

Stunned at how fast it had been, | turned.

The aging pop star was wearing outlandish orange dacks. He had amatching vest over a soothing
earth-toned shirt. Everything was silk, which | thought was his only saving grace. God help him, even his
shoeswere orange. And socks. | winced. It kind of went with the gold chains and blond hair, which had
been teased out until it was so big it could frighten smdl children. His complexion was whiter than mine,
and | dearly wanted to pull out the wood-framed glassesthat | had spelled to see through earth charms
to know if he had hidden freckles.

“Uh, hi?” | sammered, and the man grinned, showing hisimpulsive, wickedly intelligent demeanor, and
histendency to find the fun in everything even if the world wasfaling apart around him. Actudly, the
innovated artist had donejust thet, his garage band making the jJump to stardom during the Turn,
capitalizing on the opportunity to be the first openly Inderland band. He was a Cincy hometown boy who
had made good, and he returned the favor by donating the proceeds of hiswinter solstice concertsto the
city’ scharities. It was particularly important this year, as a series of arson fires had decimated many of
the homeless shelters and orphanages.

“Ms. Morgan,” the man said, touching the side of hisbig nose. His attention went over my shoulder and
out the back window. “Hope | didn’t gartle you.”

Hisvoice was degp and carefully schooled. Beautiful. | was a sucker for beautiful voices. “Um, no.”
Setting my shades aside, | unwound my scarf. “How are you doing? Y our hair looks...great.”

He laughed, easing my nervousness. We had met five years ago and had coffee over a conversation
centering on thetrials of curly hair. That he not only remembered me but also wanted to talk was
flattering. 1t looks like hell,” he said, touching the long frizz that had been in dreadlocks when we last
met. “But my p.r. woman saysit ups my sales by two percent.” He stretched hislong legs out to take up
amogt the entirety of one side of thelimo.



| smiled. “Y ou need another charm to tameit?’ | said, reaching for my bag.
My breath caught in darm. “Jenkdl” | exclaimed, jerking the bag open.

Jenks came boiling out. “ About time you remembered me!” he snarled. “What the Turnisgoing on? |
nearly snapped my wing faling onto your phone. Y ou got M&M’sdl over your purse, and I'll be
dammed before | pick them up. Wherein Tink’ s garden are we?’

| smiled weskly at Takata. “Ah, Takata,” | started, “thisis—"

Jenks caught sight of him. A burst of pixy dust exploded, lighting the car for an instant and making me
jump. “Holy crap!” the pixy exclaimed. “Y ou're Takatal | thought Rachel was pissing on my daisies
about knowing you. Sweet mother of Tink! Wait until | tell Matdinal 1t sredly you. Damn, it' sredlly

yw! ”

Takata reached over and adjusted a knob on an elaborate console, and heat poured out of the vents.
“Yeah, it'sredly me. Do you want an autograph?’

“Hell, yed” the pixy said. “No onewill bdieve me.”

| smiled, settling mysdlf farther into the seet, my fluster vanishing at Jenks s star fawning. Takatatugged a
picture of him and his band standing before the Great Wl of Chinafrom a dog-eared folder. “Who do |
makeit out to?" he said, and Jenks froze.

“Uh...” hestammered, hishovering wingsgoing still. | shot my hand out to catch him, and his featherlight
weight hit my palm. “Um...” he suttered, panicking.

“Makeit out to Jenks,” | said, and Jenks made atiny sound of relief.

“Yeah, Jenks,” the pixy said, finding the presence of mind to flit over to stand on the photo as Takata
dggnedit with anillegible sgnature. “My nameis Jenks”

Takata handed me the picture to carry home for him. “Pleasure to meet you, Jenks.”

“Yeah,” Jenks squeaked. “Nice to meet you, too.” Making another impossibly high noiseto get my
eyelids aching, he darted from meto Takatalike an insanefirefly.

“Park it, Jenks,” | breathed, knowing the pixy could hear me even if Takata couldn’t.

“My nameisJenks,” he said as helit atop my shoulder, quivering when | carefully put the photo in my
bag. Hiswings couldn’t stay till, and the come-and-go draft felt good in the fifling ar of the limo.

| returned my gaze to Takata, taken aback at the empty look on hisface. “What?’ | asked, thinking
something was wrong.

Immediately he straightened. “Nothing,” he said. “1 heard you quit the 1.S. to go out on your own.” He
blew hisair out in along exhaation. “That took guts.”

“It was stupid,” | admitted, thinking of the death threat my past employer had set on mein retaiation.
“Though | wouldn't change athing.”



He amiled, looking satisfied. “ Y ou like being on your own?’

“It'shard without a corporation backing you,” | said, “but I’ ve got people to catch meif | fal. I trust
them over the |.S. any day.”

Takata s head bobbed to make hislong hair shift. “1’m with you on that.” Hisfeet were spread wide
againgt the car’ smotion, and | was starting to wonder why | was Sitting in Takata slimo. Not that | was
complaning. We were on the expressway, looping about the city, my convertible trailing three car lengths
behind.

“Aslong asyou're here,” he said suddenly, “1 want your opinion on something.”

“Sure” | sad, thinking hismind jumped from topic to topic worse than Nick’s. | loosened the tie on my
coat. It was starting to get warm in there.

“Capitd,” he said, flipping open the guitar case beside him and pulling abeautiful instrument from the
crushed green velvet. My eyes widened. “I’m going to release anew track at the solstice concert.” He
hestated. “Y ou did know | was playing at the Coliseum?’

“I'vegot tickets,” | said, my flash of excitement growing. Nick had bought them. | had been worried he
was going to cancel on me and I'd end up going to Fountain Square for the solstice as| usudly did,
putting my name in the lottery to close the ceremonid circlethere. Thelarge, inlaid circle had a* permit
only” use status except for the sol stices and Halloween. But now | had afedling we would be spending
our solstice together.

“Great!” Takatasaid. “I was hoping you would. Well, | have this piece about avampire pining after
someone he can't have, and | don’t know which chorus works the best. Ripley likes the darker one, but
Arron saysthe other fits better.”

He sighed, showing an unusua bother. Ripley was his Were drummer, the only band member to have
been with Takatafor most of his career. It was said she was the reason everyone else only lasted ayear
or two before striking out on their own.

“I had planned on singing it live thefirst time on the solstice,” Takatasaid. “But | want to releaseit to
WVMP tonight to give Cincinnati a chanceto hear it first.” He grinned, to look years younger. “1t' smore
of ahigh when they sngdong.”

He glanced at the guitar in hislap and strummed a chord. The vibration filled the car. My shoulders
dumped, and Jenks made a choking gurgle. Takatalooked up, hiseyeswidein question. “You'll tel me
which one you like better?’ he asked, and | nodded. My own personal concert? Y eah, | could go for
that. Jenks made that choking gurgle again.

“Okay. It'scdled ‘Red Ribbons.” ” Taking abreath, Takata dumped. Eyes vacant, he modified the
chord he had been playing. Histhin fingers shifted e egantly, and with his head bent over hismusc, he

Sang.

“Hear you sing through the curtain, see you smile through the glass. Wipe your tearsin my thoughts, no
amendsfor the past. Didn’t know it would consume me, no one said the hurt would last.” Hisvoice
dropped and took on the tortured sound that had made him famous. “No one told me. No one told me,”
hefinished, dmost whispering.



“Ooooh, nice” | said, wondering if heredly thought | was capable of making ajudgment.

He flashed me aamile, throwing off his stage presence that quickly. “Okay,” he said, hunching over his
guitar again. “Thisisthe other one.” He played adarker chord, sounding almost wrong. A shudder
rippled itsway up my spine, and | stifled it. Takata s posture shifted, becoming fraught with pain. The
vibrating strings seemed to echo through me, and | sank back into the leather seats, the humming of the
engine carrying the music right to my core.

“You'remine,” headmost breathed, “in some smal fashion. Y ou' re mine, though you know it not.
Y ou’ re mine, bond born of passon. Y ou're mine, yet wholly you. By way of your will, by way of your
will, by way of your will.”

Hiseyeswere closed, and | didn’t think he remembered | was sitting acrossfrom him. “Um..." |
stammered, and his blue eyes flashed open, looking dmost panicked. “I think the first one?’ | offered as
he regained his composure. The man was more flighty than adrawer full of geckos. “I like the second
better, but the firgt fits with the vampire watching what she can’t have.” | blinked. “Whathe can't have,” |
amended, flushing.

God help me, | must ook like afool.He probably knew | roomed with avampire. That sheand |
weren't sharing blood probably hadn’t made it into his report. The scar on my neck wasn't from her but
from Big Al, and | tugged my scarf up to hideit.

Helooked dmost shaky as he put hisguitar aside. “ Thefirst?’ he questioned, seeming to want to say
something else, and | nodded. “Okay,” he sad, forcing asmile. “Thefirst itis”

There was another choked gurgle from Jenks. | wondered if he would recover enough to make more
than that ugly sound.

Takata snapped the latches on hisinstrument case, and | knew the chitchat was over. “Ms. Morgan,” he
sad, therich confines of the limo seeming sterile now that it was empty of hismusic. “1 wish | could say |
looked you up for your opinion on which chorus | should release, but | find mysdlf in atight spot, and you
were recommended to me by atrusted associate. Mr. Felps said he has worked with you before and that
you had the utmost discretion.”

“Cdl meRachd,” | said. The man wastwice my age. Making him cal me Ms. Morgan was ridiculous.

“Rachel,” he said as Jenks choked again. Takata gave me an uncertain smile, and | returned it, not sure
what was going on. It sounded like he had arun for me. Something that required the anonymity that the
|.S. or the FIB couldn’t provide.

As Jenks gurgled and pinched the rim of my ear, | straightened, crossed my knees, and pulled my little
datebook out of my bag to try to look professiond. vy had bought it for me two months ago in one of
her attemptsto bring order to my chaotic life. | only carried it to appease her, but setting up arunfor a
nationaly renowned pop star might be the time to sart using it. “A Mr. Felps recommended meto you?’
| said, searching my memory and coming up blank.

Takata sthick expressive eyebrows were high in confusion. “He said he knew you. He seemed quite
enamored, actudly.”

A sound of understanding dipped past me. “Oh, ishe aliving vamp, by chance? Blond hair. Thinkshe's



God' s gift to the living and the dead?’ | asked, hoping | was wrong.

Hegrinned. “Y ou do know him.” He glanced at Jenks, quivering and unable to open his mouth. “I
thought hewas pissng in my daises”

My eyes closed as | gathered my strength. Kisten. Why didn’t that surprise me?“Y eah, | know him,” |
muttered as | opened my eyes, not sureif | should be angry or flattered that the living vampire had
recommended meto Takata “1 didn’t know hislast name was Felps.”

Disgusted, | gave up on my attempt at being professond. Throwing my datebook back into my bag, |
douched in the corner, my movement less graceful than | hoped, asit was pushed dong by thecar's
motion as we shifted lanes. “ So what can | do for you?’ | asked.

The older warlock straightened, tugging the soft orange of his dacks straight. I’ d never known anyone
who could look good in orange, but Takata managed it. “It’ s about the upcoming concert,” he said. “I
wanted to seeif your firm was available for security.”

“Oh.” | licked my lips, puzzled. “ Sure. That’ s no problem, but don’t you have people for that already?’ |
asked, remembering the tight security at the concert I'd met him at. Vamps had to cap their teeth, and no
one got in with more than amakeup spell. * Course, once past security, the caps came off and the amulets
hidden in shoeswereinvoked....

He nodded. “ Y es, and therein lies the problem.”

| waited as he leaned forward, sending the scent of redwood to me. Long musician hands laced, he eyed
thefloor. 1 arranged security with Mr. Felpsasusud before | got into town,” he said when his attention
came back to me. “But aMr. Sdadan came to see me, claming he' s handling security in Cincinnati and
that all monies owed to Piscary should be directed to him instead.”

My bresath came out in understanding. Protection. Oh. | got it. Kisten was acting as Piscary’ s scion since
very few people knew that Ivy had displaced him and now held the coveted title. Kisten continued to
handle the undead vampire s affairswhile lvy refused to. Thank God.

“You're paying for protection?’ | said. “Y ou want meto tak to Kisten and Mr. Saladan to get them to
gop blackmailing you?’

Takatatilted his head back, his beautiful, tragic voice ringing out in laugher that was soaked up by the
thick carpet and leather seats. “No,” he said. “Piscary does adamned-fine job of keeping the
Inderlandersin line. My concerniswith Mr. Saladan.”

Appalled, but not surprised, | tucked my red curls behind my ear, wishing | had done something with
them that afternoon. Y eah, | used blackmail, but it was to keep mysdf alive, not make money. There was
adifference. “It' sblackmail,” | said, disgusted.

Hewent solemn. “It'saservice, and | don’t begrudge adime of it.” Seeing my frown, Takata leaned
forward to send hisgold chains swinging, his blue eyesfixing on mine. “My show hasan MPL, just likea
traveling circusor fair. | wouldn’t keep it one night if it wasn't for arranging protection at every city we
play in. It'sthe cost of doing business”

MPL was short for Mixed Population License. It guaranteed that there was security in place to prevent
bloodletting on the premises, a necessity when Inderlanders and humans mixed. If too many vampires



gathered and one succumbed to hisor her blood lugt, the rest were hard-pressed to not follow suit. | was
never sure how adip of paper was enough to keep hunger-driven vampires mouths to themsalves, but
establishments worked hard to keep an A rating on their MPLs since humans and living Inderlanders
would boycott any placethat didn’t have one. It was too easy to end up dead or mentally bound to a
vampire you didn’t even know. And personaly, I’ d rather be dead than be avampire stoy, my living
with avampire aside.

“It'sblackmail,” | said. We had just passed the bridge to cross the Ohio River. | wondered where we
were going if it wasn't the Hollows.

Takata sthin shoulders moved. “When I’m touring, I’ m at any one place for one night, maybe two. If
someone garts trouble, we won't be around long enough to track them down, and every goth out there
knowsit. Where' sthe incentive for an excited vamp or Were to behave him- or hersdlf? Piscary putsthe
word out that anyone causing trouble will answer to him.”

| looked up, not liking that it made beatiful, smplistic sense.

“I have an incident-free show,” Takatasaid, smiling, “and Piscary gets seven percent of theticket sales.
Everyonewins. Up to now, I’ ve been very satisfied with Piscary’ s services. | didn't even mind he upped
his cost to pay for hislawyer.”

Snorting, | dropped my eyes. “My fault,” | said.

“So| hear,” thelanky man said dryly. “Mr. Felpswas very impressed. But Sdladan?’ Takatagrew
concerned, his expressive fingers drumming out a complicated rhythm as his gaze went to the passing

buildings. “I can't afford to pay both of them. There would be nothing left to rebuild the city’ sshelters,
and that’ sthe entire point to the concert.”

“Y ou want me to make sure nothing happens,” | said, and he nodded. My eyes tracked the Jim Beam
bottler just off the expressway while took that in. Saladan was trying to musclein on Riscary’ sturf now
that the undead master vampire was put away for murder. Murdersthat | staked to him.

| tilted my head in avain attempt to see Jenks on my shoulder. “1 have to talk to my other partner, but |
don't seeaproblem,” | said. “Therewill bethree of us. Me, aliving vamp, and ahuman.” | wanted Nick
to go, evenif hewasn't officialy part of our firm.

“Me,” Jenks squeaked. “Metoo. Metoo.”

“I didn’t want to speak for you, Jenks,” | said. “It might be cold.”

Takatachuckled. “With dl that body heat and under those lights? No way.”

“Thenit'ssettled,” | said, terribly pleased. “1’ m assuming we get specia passes?’

“Yes” Takatatwisted to reach under the folder that held his band' s pictures. “These will get you past
Clifford. From thereit shouldn’t be aproblem.”

“Super,” | said, delighted as | dug in my bag for one of my cards. “Here' smy card in case you haveto
get in touch with me between then and now.”

Things were starting to happen fast, and | took the wad of thick cardboard he gave mein return for my



black business card. He smiled as he looked at it, and tucked it away in afront shirt pocket. Turning with
that same soft look, he tapped athick knuckle on the glass between the driver and us. | clutched my bag
to me when we swerved to the shoulder.

“Thank you, Rachel,” he said asthe car stopped right there on the freeway. “1’ll see you on the
twenty-second about noon at the Coliseum so you can go over our security with my staff.”

“Sounds good,” | ssammered as Jenks swore and dove for my bag when the door opened. Cold air
blew in, and | squinted in the afternoon glare. Behind uswas my car.He was going to leave meright
here?

“Rache?1 meanit. Thank you.” Takata extended hishand. | took, giving it afirm shake. Hisgrip was
tight, feeling thin and bony in mine. Professiond. “| redlly appreciateit,” he said as he released my hand.
“You did good by quitting thel.S. Y ou look greet.”

| couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you,” | said, letting the driver help me out of thelimo. The vamp driving
my car dipped past me and vanished into the darkest corner of thelimo as| tightened the tie of my coat
and draped my scarf about my neck again. Takatawaved his good-bye as the driver shut the door. The
small, tidy man nodded to me before turning around. | stood with my feet in the snow asthe limo eased
into the fast traffic and disappeared.

Bag in hand, | timed the traffic and dipped into my car. The heater was on full, and | breathed the scent
of the vamp who had been driving it, pulling it degp into me.

My head hummed with the music Takata had shared with me. | was going to be working security at his
solstice concert. It didn’t get any better than that.

Sx
I had gotten mysdlf turned around and back over the Ohio River and into the Hollows, and till Jenks
hadn’t said anything. The starstruck pixy had parked himsdlf on his usud spot atop the rearview mirror,
watching the encroaching snow clouds turn the bright afternoon dark and depressive. | didn't think it was
the cold that had turned hiswings blue, as| had the heater cranked. It was embarrassment.

“Jenks?’ | questioned, and hiswings blurred to nothing.

“Don't say anything,” he muttered, barely audible.

“Jenks, it wasn't that bad.”

Heturned, alook of sdlf-disgust on him. “I forgot my name, Rache.”

| couldn’t help my smile. “1 won't tell anyone.”

The pink returned to hiswings. “Redlly?’ he asked, and | nodded. It didn’t take ageniusto redlize it was
important to the ego-driven pixy to be self-assured and in control. | was sure that’ s where his bad mouth
and short temper came from.

“Don'ttdl Ivy,” | sad, “but thefirst time | met him, | fawned al over him. He could have taken

advantage of me; used me like atissue and thrown me away. He didn’t. He made me fed interesting and
important, even though | wasworking peon runs at the |.S. a the time. HE' s cool, you know? A redl



person. | bet he didn’t think twice about you forgetting your name.”
Jenks sighed, his entire body moving as he exhaed. “Y ou missed your turn.”

| shook my head, breaking at ared light behind an obnoxious SUV | couldn’t see around. The
salt-stained bumper sticker read, SOME OF MY BEST FRIENDS ARE HUMANS. YUM , and |
smiled. Only inthe Hollows. “1 want to seeif Nick isawake yet, aslong aswe' reout,” | explained. My
eyeswent to Jenks. “You'll bedl right for alittlelonger?’

“Yeah,” hesad. “I’m okay, but you' re making amistake.”

Thelight changed, and | dmost stalled my car. We lurched through the intersection, dipping on thedush
when | gunned it. “Wetalked today at the zoo,” | said, fedingwarmingde. “1 think we' re going to be
okay. And | want to show him the backstage passes.”

Hiswings made an audible hum. *Y ou sure, Rachdl? | mean, that was abig scare when you pulled that
ley line through him. Maybe you shouldn’t push it. Give him some space.”

“I've given him three months,” | muttered, not caring that the guy in the car behind me thought | was
flirting with him as my eyeswere on the rearview mirror. “ Any more space and he'd be on the moon. I’'m
not going to rearrange his furniture, just show him the passes.”

Jenks said nothing, his silence making me nervous. My worry shifted to puzzlement when | turned into
Nick’s parking lot and stopped beside his beat-up blue truck. There was a suitcase in the passenger sedt.
It hadn’t been there this morning.

Lipsparted, | glanced at Jenks, and he shrugged, looking unhappy. A cold feding dipped into me. My
thoughts flitted over our conversation at the zoo. We were going to the movies tonight. And he was
packed? He was going somewhere?

“Getinmy bag,” | said softly, refusing to believe theworst. Thiswasn’t the first time | had come over to
find Nick gone or leaving. He had been in and out of Cincinnati alot the last three months, me usualy
being unaware of it until he returned. And now his phone was disconnected and there was a packed bag
inhistruck?Had | misread him? If tonight was supposed to be a dump date, | was going to just die.

“I’'m opening thedoor,” | said as| Hiffly put my keysinto my bag. “Y ou want to stay here and wait and
hope it doesn’t get too cold?’

Jenksflitted to hover before me. He looked worried despite his hands being on his hips. “Let me out as
soon aswe'reindde,” he demanded.

My throat tightened as | nodded, and he dropped down with areluctant downess. | carefully snugged
theties shut on my bag and got out, but a swelling feding of hurt made me dam the door, and my little
red car shook. Glancing into the bed of thetruck, | redlized it was dry and empty of snow. It seemed
likely that Nick hadn’'t been in Cincinnati the last few days, either. No wonder | hadn’t seen him last
week.

Thoughts spinning, | paced up the dippery walk to the common door, yanking it open and taking the
dairs, to leave successively smaller chunks of snow on the gray carpet. | remembered to let Jenks out at



the top of the third-floor landing, and he hovered silently as he took in my anger.

“Wewere going out tonight,” | said as| pulled my gloves off and jammed them in apocket. “1t's been
garing a mein the face for weeks, Jenks. The hurried phone calls, the trips out of town without telling
me, the lack of any intimate contact for God knows how long.”

“Tenweeks,” Jenks said, easily keegping up with me.

“Oh, redly,” | said hitterly, “thank youso much for that update.”

“Easy, Rache” hesaid, spilling atrace of pixy dust in hiswake from worry. “It might not be what you
think.”

I”d been dumped before. | wasn't supid. But it hurt. Damniit, it till hurt.

There was nowhere for Jenksto land in the barren halway, and he reluctantly lighted on my shoulder.
Jaw clenched so hard it hurt, | made afist to hammer on Nick’s door. He had to be home—he didn’'t go
anywhere without histruck—but before | could, the door swung open.

My arm dropped and | stared at Nick, my surprise mirrored on hislong face. His coat was unzipped
and ahomemade hat of soft blue yarn was pulled tight to his ears. He took it off as| watched, shifting it
and the keysin hisgrip to his other hand, which held adick-looking briefcase at odds with his otherwise
ragtag attire. His hair was touded, and he smoothed it with a deft hand while he regained his composure.
There was snow on his boots. Unlike histruck.

Keysjingling, he set the briefcase down. He took abreath, then let it dowly out. The guilt in hiseyestold
me | wasright. “Hi, Ray-ray.”

“Hi, Nick,” | said, hitting thek with an excessiveforce. “I guess our dateis off.”

Jenks buzzed agreeting, and | hated the apol ogetic look he gave Nick. Four inches or six-foot-four,
they weredl in the same club. Nick didn't moveto invite mein.

“Wastonight adump dinner?’ | asked abruptly, just wanting to be done with it.
His eyeswidened. “No!” he protested, but his gaze flicked to the briefcase.
“Isit someone else, Nick?’ CauseI’mabiggirl. | can tekeit.”

“No,” he repeated, hisvoice softer. He shifted, looking frustrated. He reached out, stopping just shy of
my shoulder. Hishand fell. “No.”

| wanted to believe him. | redlly did. “ Thenwhat?’ | demanded.Why didn’t heinvite mein? Why did we
haveto do thisin the freaking halway?

“Ray-ray,” hewhispered, hisbrow furrowed. “I1t’ s not you.”
My eyesclosed as | gathered my strength.How many timeshad | heard that?

Hisfoot shoved the expensive briefcase into the hall, and my eyes flew open at the scraping sound. |
stepped aside as he came out, shutting the door behind him. “It’snot you,” he said, his voice suddenly



hard. “And it wasn't adump dinner. | don’t want to cal it quits between us. But something came up, and
frankly it'snone of your business”

Surprised, my lips parted. Jenks swords flashed through me. “Y ou' re fill afraid of me,” | said, pissed
that he didn’t trust meto not pull aline through him again.

“I amnot,” he offered angrily. Motions giff, helocked his door from the outside, turning to hold the key
up between us. “Here,” he said belligerently. “ Take my key. I'll be out of town for awhile. | was going to
giveit to you tonight, but snce you're here, it will save methetrouble. I’ ve sopped my mail, and the rent
ispad up through August.”

“August!” | sammered, suddenly afraid.

He glanced at Jenks. “ Jenks, can Jax come over and watch my plantsfor me until | get back? He did a
good job last time. It might only be aweek, but the heat and electricity are on automatic draw in caseit’s

longer.”
“Nick...” | protested, my voice sounding small.How had thisturned around so fast?

“Sure” Jenks said meekly. “Y ou know, | think I’ll go wait downgtairs.”

“No, I'm done.” Nick picked up the briefcase. “I’m going to be busy tonight, but I’ [l swing by later to
pick him up before | leave town.”

“Nick, wait!” | said. My stomach clenched and | fdlt light-headed. | should’ ve kept my mouth shuit. |
should’ ve ignored the packed bag and played the stupid girlfriend. | should’ ve goneto dinner and
ordered |obster. My first real boyfriend in five years, and finaly when things were starting to get back to
norma, here | was, scaring him off. Just like dl the others.

Jenks made an embarrassed sound. “Uh, I'll be by the front door,” he said, vanishing down the stairwell
to leaveatrail of glowing pixy dust dl theway to the next landing.

Long facetight in unhappiness, Nick pushed the key into my hand. Hisfingerswere cold. “I can’'t—" He
took abreath, meeting and holding my eyes. | waited, frightened at what he was going to say. Suddenly,
| didn’t want to hesr it.

“Rachd, | was going to tell you thisover dinner, but...1 tried. | redly did. | just can’t do thisright now,”
he said softly. “I’'m not leaving you,” he rushed to add before | could open my mouth. “I love you, and |
want to be with you. Maybe for the rest of my life. | don’t know. But every timeyoutap aline, | fed it,
andit'sasif I'mback in that FIB cruiser having an epileptic saizure from theline you pulled through me. |
can't breathe. | can’t think. | can’t do anything. When I’ m farther away, it'seadier. | need to be away for
awhile. | didn’t tell you because | didn’t want you to fed bad.”

Face cold, | could say nothing. He never told me | had made him seize. God help me, | hadn’t known.
Jenks had been with him. Why hadn’t he told me?

“I haveto catch my breath,” he whispered, giving my hands a squeeze. “ To go afew days without
remembering that.”

“I'll top,” | said, panicking. “I won't tap aline again. Nick, you don’t haveto leave!”



“Yes, | do.” Dropping my hands, he touched my jawline. His smile was pained. “1 want you to pull ona
line. | want you to practice. Ley line magic isgoing to save your life someday, and | want you to become
the best damned ley line witch Cincinnati has.” He took abregth. “But | have to put some distance
between us. Just for awhile. And | have some business of out of state. It has nothing to do with you. I’ll
be back.”

But he had said August.“ Y ou’ re not coming back,” | said, my throat closing. “ Y ou’ Il come for your
books, and then you'll be gone.”

1] Rm_”

“No.” | turned away. The key was cold in my hand, cutting into my palm.Breathe, | reminded mysdf.
“Just go. I'll bring Jax over tomorrow. Just go.”

| shut my eyes when he put ahand on my shoulder, but | wouldn't turn. They flashed open when he
leaned closer and the scent of musty books and new dectronicsfilled me. “Thank you, Rachel,” he
whispered, and there was the lightest touch of lipson mine. “I’m not leaving you. I’ [l be back.”

| held my bresth and stared at the ugly gray carpet.| wouldn’'t cry, damnit. | wouldn't.

| heard him hegitate, then the soft thumps of his boots on the stairs. My head started to hurt as the muted
rumble of histruck vibrated the window at the end of the hdl. | waited until | couldn’t hear it anymore
before| turned to follow him out, my steps dow and unseeing.

I’d doneit again.
Seven

I pulled my car carefully into the tiny garage, turning off the lights and then the engine. Depressed, | stared
at the spackled wall two feet in front of the grille. Silence soaked in, broken by theticking of the engine
cooling off. Ivy’sbike rested quietly against the sidewall, covered in a canvastarp and stored for the
winter. It was going to be dark soon. | knew | should get Jenksinside, but it was hard to find the will to
unbuckle my belt and get out of the car.

Jenks dropped to the steering whedl with an attention-getting hum. My handsfdl into my lagp, shoulders
dumping. “Wdll, at least you know where you stand now,” he offered.

My frudtration flared, then died, overwhelmed by awave of apathy. “He said he’' s coming back,” | said
glumly, needing to believe thelie until | hardened mysdlf to the truth.

Jenkswrapped his arms about himsdlf, dragonfly wings till. “Rache,” he cgoled. “I like Nick, but
you' re going to get two calls. One where he says he misses you and is feeling better, and the last when he
sayshe' s sorry and asks you to give hiskey to hislandlord for him.”

| looked at the wall. “ Just let me be stupid and believe him for awhile, okay?’

The pixy made a sound of wry agreement. He looked positively chilled, hiswings dmost black ashe
hunched, shivering. I'd pushed him past hislimits by detouring to Nick's. | was definitely going to make
cookies tonight. He shouldn’t go to deep cold like that. He might not wake up until spring.

“Ready?’ | asked as| opened my bag, and he awkwardly jumped down into it instead of flying.



Worried, | debated if | should tuck my bag inside my coat. | settled on putting it in the department store
bag and rolling the edges down asfar as| could.

Only now did I open the door, being careful not to hit the edge of the garage. Bag in hand, | made my
way on the shoveled path to the front door. A deek black Corvette was parked at the curb, looking out
of place and unsafe in the snowy streets. | recognized it as Kisten's, and my face tightened. I’ d been
seeing too much of him lately for my liking.

Thewind bit at my exposed skin, and | glanced up at the steeple, sharp against the graying clouds.
Mincing ontheice, | passed Kisten’smobileicon of masculinity and rose up the sone stepsto the thick
wooden double doors. There was no conventiona lock, though there was an oak crossbar insdewhich |
st every sunrise before | went to bed. Bending awkwardly, | scooped out a cup of pelletized de-icer
from the open bag sitting beside the door and sprinkled it on the steps before the afternoon’ s snowmelt
had achanceto freeze.

| pushed open the door, my hair drifting in the warm draft that billowed out. Soft jazz camewithiit, and |
dipped ingdeto latch it softly behind me. | didn’t particularly want to see Kisten—no matter how nice he
was on the eyes—though | thought | should probably thank him for recommending meto Takata.

It was dark in the small foyer, the glow of dusk dipping in from the sanctuary beyond doing littleto light
it. Thear smdled like coffee and growing things, sort of amix between a plant nursery and coffeehouse.
Nice. Ceri’ sthings went atop the smdl antique table Ivy had swiped from her folks, and | opened up my
bag, peering down to see Jenks looking up.

“Thank God,” he muttered as he dowly lifted into the air. Then he hesitated, head cocked as he listened.
“Whereiseveryone?’

| shrugged out of my coat and hung it up on apeg. “Maybe Ivy ydled a your kids again and they’re
hiding. Are you complaining?’

He shook his head. He was right, though. It wasredly quiet. Too quiet. Usudly there were
head-splitting shrills of pixy children playing tag, an occasiond crash from ahanging utensi hitting the
kitchen floor, or the snarls of Ivy chasing them out of the living room. The only peace we got were the
four hoursthey dept at noon, and four hours again after midnight.

The warmth of the church was soaking into Jenks, and aready hiswings were tranducent and moving
well. | decided to leave Ceri’ sthings where they were until | could get them across the street to her, and
after somping the snow off my boots bes de the melting puddies Kisten had | ft, | followed Jenks out of
the dark foyer and into the quiet sanctuary.

My shoulders eased as| took in the subdued lighting coming in through the knee-to-ceiling-high
stained-glasswindows. vy’ s stately baby grand took up one corner in the front, dusted and cared for but
played only when | was out. My plant-strewn, rolltop desk was kitty-corner to it, way up in the front on
the ankle-high stage where the altar once sat. The huge image of a cross ill shadowed thewall aboveit,
soothing and protective. The pews had been removed long before | moved in, leaving an echoing
wooden and glass space redolent of peace, solitude, grace, and security. | was safe here.

Jenks gtiffened, sending my ingtincts flaming.

“Now!” ghilled apiercing voice.



Jenks shot straight up, leaving acloud of pixy dust hanging where he had been like an octopusinking.
Heart pounding, | hit the hardwood floor, ralling.

Sharp patters of impacts hit the planks beside me. Fear kept me spinning until | found a corner. Heady,
the strength of the graveyard' sley line surged through me as| tapped it.

“Rachd! It'smy kidgl” Jenks cried asahail of tiny snowbdls struck me.

Gagging, | choked on the word to invoke my circle, yanking back the cresting power. It crashed into
me, and | groaned as twofold the ley line energy suddenly took up the same space. Staggering, | fell toa
knee and struggled to breathe until the excess found itsway back to the line. Oh God. It felt like | wason
fire. | should have just madethecircle.

“What in Tink’ sknickers do you think you'redoing!” Jenks yelled, hovering over me as| tried to focus
on thefloor. “Y ou should know better than to jump arunner likethat! She'saprofessiona! You're going
to end up dead! And I’m going to let you rot where you fall. We' re guests here! Get to the desk. All of
you! Jax, | amredlly disgppointed.”

| took abresth. Damn. That really hurt. Mental note: never stop aley line spell midcast.
“Matdinal” Jenks shouted. “ Do you know what our kids are doing?’

| licked my lips. “It'sokay,” | said, looking up to find absolutely no onein the sanctuary. Even Jenks
wasgone. “l lovemy life” | muttered, and | worked mysalf carefully up from thefloor in stages. The
flaming tinglein my skin had subsided, and pulse hammering, | Iet go of the line completely, feding the
remaining energy flow out of my chi to leave me shaking.

With the sound of an angry bee, Jenksflew in from the back rooms. “Rachel,” he said ashe cameto a
halt before me. “I’'m sorry. They found the snow that Kist brought in on his shoes, and he told them
about snowball fightswhen hewas akid. Oh, look. They got you all wet.”

Mataina, Jenks swife, zipped into the sanctuary in abillow of gray and blue silk. Givingme an
apol ogetic wince, she dipped under the crack in my rolltop desk. My head started to hurt and my eyes
watered. Her scolding was so high-pitched that | couldn’t heer it.

Tired, | sraightened to my full height and tugged my sweater straight. Small spots of water showed
where I’d been hit. If they had been fairy assassinswith spellsinstead of pixieswith snowbdls, I'd be
dead. My heart dowed, and | snatched up my bag from the floor. “It’sokay,” | said, embarrassed and
wanting Jenksto shut up. “No biggie. Kidswill bekids.”

Jenks hovered in apparent indecision. “Y eah, but they’ re my kids, and we re guests. They’ll be
gpologizing to you, among afew other things”

Gesturing it was okay, | sumbled down the dark hallway, following the smell of coffee At least no one
had seen merolling on the floor evading pixy snowbdls, | thought. But such commotions had become
commonplace since thefirst hard frost and Jenks sfamily moved in. Therewasnoway | could pretend |
wasn't here now, though. Besides, they had probably smelled the flush of fresh air when | opened the
door.

| passed the opposing his-and-her bathrooms that had been converted into a conventiona bathroom and
acombination bathroonvlaundry room. The latter was mine. My room was on the right side of the



halway, Ivy’ swas directly acrossfrom it. The kitchen was next, and | made aleft turninto it, hoping to
grab some coffee and go hidein my room to avoid Kisten entirely.

| had made the mistake of kissing him in an eevator, and he never missed an opportunity to remind me
of it. Thinking at thetime | wouldn't live to seethe sunrise, | had let my guard down and enjoyed mysdf,
al but giving in to the lure of vampiric passion. Even worse? Kisten knew he had tipped me over the
edge and that | had been a breath away from saying yes.

Exhausted, | elbowed the light switch and dropped my shoulder bag on the counter. Fluorescent lights
flickered on, sending Mr. Fish into afrenzy of motion. Soft jazz and the rise and fal of conversation
filtered in from the unseen living room. Kisten' sleather coat was draped over Ivy’ s chair before her
computer. There was ahaf-full pot of coffee, and after amoment’ sthought, | poured it into my gigantic
mug. Trying to be quiet, | started anew batch. | didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but Kisten’ s voice was as
smooth and warm as a bubble bath.

“Ivy, love,” he pleaded as| got the grounds out of thefridge. “It’s only one night. An hour, maybe. In
and out.”

“ NO_”

Ivy’ svoice was cold, the warning obvious. Kisten was pushing her past where | would, but they’d
grown up together, the children of wealthy parents who expected them to join their familiesand havelittle
vamp bratsto continue Piscary’ sliving-vampire line before they died and became true undead. It
wouldn'’t happen—the marriage, not the dead part. They had aready tried the cohabitation route, and
while neither would say what happened, their relationship had cooled until al that wasleft was more of a
warped shbling fondness.

“Y ou don't have to do anything,” Kisten persuaded, laying his fake British accent on heavy. “ Just be
there. I'll say everything.”

1] No-”

Someone snapped off themusic, and | silently pulled the silverware drawer open for the coffee scoop.
Three pixy girlsdarted out, shrieking. | bit back my yelp, heart pounding as they vanished down the dark
hallway. Motions quick from adrendine, | poked around to find the scoop missing. | finally spotted it in
the sink. Kisten must have made the coffee. If it had been Ivy, her asinine need for order would have had
it washed, dried, and put away.

“Why not?’ Kisten’ s voice had taken a petulant tone. “He' s not asking for much.”

Tight and controlled, vy’ svoice was seething. “1 don’t want that bastard in my head at al. Why would |
let him see through my eyes? Fed my thoughts?’

The carafe hung from my fingersas| stood over the sink. | wished | wasn't hearing this.
“But helovesyou,” Kisten whispered, sounding hurt and jealous. “Y ou're hisscion.”

“He doesn't love me. Heloves mefighting him.” 1t was bitter, and | could amost see her perfect, dightly
Orientd featurestighten in anger.

“Ivy,” Kisten cgoled. “It feds good, intoxicating. The power he shareswith you—"



“It' saliel” she shouted, and | started. “Y ou want the prestige? The power?Y ou want to keep running
Piscary’ sinterests? Pretend you' re still hisscion? | don't care! But I’'m not letting him in my head even to
cover for you!”

| noisily ran the water into the carafe to remind them | waslistening. | didn’t want to hear more, and |
wished they’ d stop.

Kigsten’ssigh waslong and heavy. “It doesn’t work that way. If heredly wantsin, you won't be able to
gop him, vy love.”

“Shut. Up.”

The wordswere so full of bound anger that | stifled ashudder. The carafe overflowed, and | jJumped as
water hit my hand. Grimacing, | shut the tap off and tipped the excess out.

There was a creak of wood from the living room. My stomach clenched. Someone had just pinned
someone elseto achair. “Go ahead,” Kisten murmured over thetinkling of the water pouring into the
coffeemaker. “ Sink those teeth. Y ou know you want to. Just like old times. Piscary feels everything you
do, whether you want him to or not. Why do you think you haven't been able to abstain from blood
lately? Three years of denid, and now you can't go three days? Giveit up, Ivy. He d loveto fed us
enjoying ourselves again. And maybe your roommate might finally understand. Sheamost said yes,” he
goaded. “Not to you. To me.”

| stiffened. That had been directed at me. | wasn't in the room, but | might aswell have been.
There was another cresk of wood. “Touch her blood and I'll kill you, Kist. | swesr it.”

I looked around the kitchen for away to escape but it wastoo late as vy halted in the archway, with a
scuff of boots. She hesitated, looking unusudly ruffled as she gauged my uneasein an instant with her
uncanny ability to read body language. It made keeping secrets around her chancy at best. Anger a Kist
had pinched her brow, and the aggressive frustration didn’t bode well, even if it wasn't aimed at me. Her
pae skin glowed afaint pink as shetried to calm herself, bringing the faint whisper of scar tissue on her
neck into stark relief. She had tried surgery to minimize Piscary’ sphysica sgn of hisclam on her, but it
showed when she was upset. And she wouldn't accept any of my complexion charms. | had yet to figure
that one out.

Seeing me unmoving by the sink, her brown eyesflicked from my steaming mug of coffee to the empty
pot. | shrugged and flicked the switch to get it brewing. What could | say?

Ivy pushed hersdf into motion, setting an empty mug on the counter. She smoothed her severdly straight
black hair, bringing herself back to at least looking calm and collected. “Y ou're upset,” she said, her
anger at Kisten making her voice rough. “What' sup?’

| pulled my backstage passes out and clipped them to the fridge with atomato magnet. My thought went
to Nick, then to rolling on the floor evading pixy snowballs. And mustn't forget the joy of hearing her
threaten Kisten over my blood that she wasn't ever going to taste. Golly, so much to choose from.
“Nothing,” | said softly.

Long and deek in her blue jeans and shirt, she crossed her arms and leaned against the counter beside
the coffeemaker to wait for it to finish. Her thin lips pressed together and she bresthed deeply. “Y ou've



been crying. What isit?’

Surprise stopped me cold. She knew | had been crying? Damn. It had only been three tears. At the
stoplight. And | had wiped them away before they even dribbled out. | glanced at the empty hallway, not
wanting Kisten to know. “I’ll tell you later, okay?’

Ivy followed my gaze to the archway. Puzzlement crinkled the skin about her brown eyes. Then
understanding crashed over her; she knew I"d been dumped. She blinked, and | watched her, relieved
when thefirst flicker of blood lust a my new, available status quickly died.

Living vampires didn’'t need blood to remain sane, as undead vampires did. They still craved it, though,
choosing whom they took it from with care, usualy following their sexud preferences on the happy
chance that sex might be included in the mix. But the taking of blood could range in importance from
confirming a deep platonic friendship to the shallowness of aone-night stand. Like most living vamps, vy
said she didn’t equate blood with sex, but | did. The sensations avampire could pull from me were too
closeto sexud ecgtasy to think otherwise.

After twice being dammed into thewall by ley line energy, Ivy got the message that though | was her
friend, | would never,ever, say yesto her. It had been easier after she resumed practicing, too, with her
dacking her needs somewhere e'se and coming home satiated, relaxed, and quietly self-loathing for
having giveninagan.

Over the summer she seemed to have turned her energies from trying to convince me that her biting me
wasn't sex to ensuring that no other vampire would hit on me. If she couldn’t have my blood, then no one
could, and she had devoted hersdf in adisturbing, yet flattering, drive to keep other vampires from taking
advantage of my demon scar and luring me into becoming their shadow. Living with her gave me
protection from them—protection | wasn't ashamed to accept—and in return | was her unconditional
friend. And whereas that might seem one-sided, it wasn't.

Ivy was a high-maintenance friend, jeal ous of anyone who attracted my attention, though she hid it well.
She barely tolerated Nick. Kisten, though, seemed exempt, which made me oh-so-warm and fuzzy
ingde. And as| took up my coffee, | found mysdlf hoping she would go out tonight and satisfy that
damned blood lust of hers so shewouldn’t be looking at me like a hungry panther the rest of the week.

Fedling the tension shift from anger to peculation, | looked at the unfinished pot brewing, thinking only
of escaping theroom. “Y ou want mine?’ | said. “I haven't drunk any.”

My head turned at Kisten's masculine chuckle. He had appeared without warning in the doorway. “I
haven't drunk any either,” he said suggestively. “I'd like someif you're offering.”

A flush of memory took me, of Kisten and mein that elevator: my fingers playing with the silky strands of
his blond-dyed hair at the ngpe of his neck, the day-old stubble he cultivated to give his ddlicate features
arugged cast harsh against my skin, hislips both soft and aggressive as he tasted the sdlt on me, the fed
of hishandsat the small of my back pressng meinto him.Damn.

| pulled my eyesfrom him, forcing my hand down from my neck where | had been unconscioudy
touching my demon scar to fed it tingle, stimulated by the vamp pheromones he was unconscioudy
putting out. Double damn.

Pleased with himsdlf, he sat in vy’ schair, clearly guessing where my thoughts were. But looking at his
well-put-together body, it was hard to think of anything else.



Kisten was aliving vamp, too, his bloodline going back asfar aslvy’s. He had once been Piscary’s
scion, and the glow of sharing blood with the undead vampire showed in him still. Though he often acted
the playboy by dressing in biker leather and affecting abad British accent, he used it to hide his business
savvy. Hewas smart. And fast. And while not as powerful as an undead vampire, he was stronger than
his compact build and dim waistline suggested.

Today he was dressed conservatively in asilk shirt tucked into dark dacks, clearly trying to be the
professiona as he took on more of Piscary’ s business interests now that the vampire languished in prison.
The only hintsto Kisten' s bad-boy side were the gunmeta gray chain he wore about his neck—twin to
the pair Ivy wore about her ankle—and the two diamond studs he had in each ear. At least there were
supposed to be two in each ear. Someone had torn one out to leave a nasty tear.

Kistenlounged in Ivy’ s chair with hisimmaculate shoes provocatively soread, leaning back ashetook in
the moods drifting about the room. | found my hand cregping up to my neck again, and | scowled. He
wastrying to bespel me, get in my head and shift my thoughts and decisions. It wouldn't work. Only the
undead could bespell the unwilling, and he couldn’t lean on Piscary’ s strength any longer to give him the
increased abilities of an undead vampire.

Ivy pulled the brewed coffee out from under the funnel. “Leave Rachd adone,” she said, clearly the
dominant of the two. “Nick just dumped her.”

My breath caught and | stared at her, aghast. | hadn’t wanted him to know!

“Wadl...”Kisenmurmured, leaning forward to put his elbows on his knees. “He was no good for you
anyway, love”

Bothered, | put the idand counter between us. “I1t's Rachdl. Not love.”

“Rachd,” he said softly, and my heart pounded at the compulsion heput init. | glanced out the window
to the snowy gray garden and the tombstones beyond. What the Turn was | doing standing in my kitchen
with two hungry vamps when the sun was going down? Didn't they have somewhere to go? People to
bite, that weren't me?

“Hedidn't dump me,” | said as| grabbed the fish food and fed Mr. Fish. | could see Kisten’ sreflection
watching me in the dark window. “He' s out of town for afew days. Gave me hiskey to check on
everything and pick up hismail.”

“Oh.” Kigten glanced siddlong at Ivy. “A long excurson?’

Flustered, | set the fish food down and turned. “He said he was coming back,” | protested, my face
tightening as | heard the ugly truth behind my words. Why would Nick say he' d be coming back unlessit
had occurred to himnot to?

Asthe two vamps exchanged more silent looks, | pulled amundane cookbook out from my spell library
and set it thumping onto theidand counter. I’ d promised Jenks the oven tonight. “Don’'t even try to pick
me up on the rebound, Kisten,” | warned.

“| wouldn’t dream of it.” The dow, soft tone of hisvoice said otherwise.

“’Causeyou ' re not cgpable of being haf theman Nick is” | stupidly said.



“High stlandards, en?’ Kisten mocked.

Ivy perched hersdlf on the counter by my ten-gallon dissolution vat of saltwater, wrapping her ams
about her knees yet till managing to look predatory while she sipped her coffee and watched Kisten play
with my emotions.

Kisten glanced at her asif for permission, and | frowned. Then he stood in adliding sound of fabric,
coming to lean on theidand counter across from me. His necklace sivung, pulling my attention to his
neck, marked with soft, dmost unseen, scars. “| like action movies,” he said, and my breath camefadt. |
could smell the lingering aroma of |leather on him under the dry scent of silk.

“S0?’ | said belligerently, peeved that vy had probably told him about Nick’s and my weekend-long
dintsin front of the Adrenaine channdl

“So, | can make you laugh.”

| flipped to the most tattered, stain-splattered recipe in the book I’ d swiped from my mom, knowing it
wasfor sugar cookies. “ So does Bozo the Clown, but | wouldn't date him.”

Ivy licked her finger and made atdly mark intheair.

Kisten amiled to show the barest hint of fang, leaning back and clearly feding the hit. “Let me take you
out,” hesaid. “A platonic first date to prove Nick wasn't anything specia.”

“Oh, please” | smpered, not believing he was stooping thislow.

Grinning, Kigten turned himself into apoiled rich boy. “If you enjoy yoursdlf, then you admit to me that
Nick was nothing specia.”

| crouched to get theflour. “No,” | said when | roseto set it thumping on top of the counter.
A hurt look creased his stubbled face, put-on but till effective. “Why not?’

| glanced behind me at Ivy, sllently watching. “Y ou have money,” | said. “ Anyone can show agirl a
good time with enough money.”

Ivy made another tally mark. “That’ stwo,” she said, and he frowned.

“Nick was achegp ass, huh,” Kisten offered, trying to hide hisire.

“Watch your mouth,” | shot back.

“Yes, Ms. Morgan.”

The sultry submissivenessin hisvoice yanked my thoughts back to the eevator. Ivy oncetold me Kisten
got off on playing the submissve. What | had found out was that a submissve vampire was fill more

aggressive than most people could handle. But | wasn't most people. | was awitch.

| put my eyeson his, seeing that they were anice steady blue. Unlike Ivy, Kigten fredy indulged his
blood lust until it wasn't the overriding factor governing hislife. “One hundred seventy-five dollars?” he



offered, and | bent to get the sugar.

The man thought a cheap date was almost two hundred dollars?
“Onehundred?’ hesaid, and | looked at him, reading his genuine surprise.
“Our average date was sixty,” | said.

“Damn!” he swore, then hesitated. “1 can say damn, can't |7’

“Hell, yes”

From her perch on the counter, Ivy snickered. Kisten's brow pinched in what looked like real worry.
“Okay,” hesaid, deep in thought. “A sixty-dollar date.”

| gave himatdling look. “1 haven't said yesyet.”
Heinhded long and dow, tasting my mood on theair. “Y ou haven't said no, either.”
“No.”

He dumped dramaticdly, pulling asmile from me despite mysdlf. “1 won't bite you,” he protested, his
blue eyesroguishly innocent.

From under theidand counter | pulled out my largest copper spell pot to use asamixing bowl. It wasn't
religble any longer for spelling, asit had adent from hitting Ivy’ shead. The padm-szed paint bal gun |
stored in it made a comforting sound against the meta as| took it out to put back under the counter at
ankle height. “And | should believe you because...”

Kisten'seyesflicked to lvy. “ She'll kill metwiceif | do.”

| went to get the eggs, milk, and butter out of the fridge, hoping neither of them sensed my pulse
quickening. But I knew my temptation didn’t stem from the sublimina pheromonesthey were
unconscioudy emitting. | missed feding desired, needed. And Kisten had a Ph.D. in wooing women,
even if hismotives were one-sded and false. From thelooks of it, heindulged in casua blood taking like
some menindulged in casua sex. And | didn’t want to become one of his shadows that he strung aong,
caught by the binding sdivain hisbiteto crave histouch, to fed histeeth snking into meto fill mewith
euphoria Crap, | wasdoing it again.

“Why should 1?7’ | said, feding myself warm. “I don't even likeyou.”

Kisten leaned over the counter as| returned. The faultless blue of his eyes caught and held mine. It was
obvious by hisrakish grin that he knew | was weakening. “ All the better reason to go out with me,” he
sad. “If | can show you agood timefor alousy sixty bucks, think what someone you like could do. All |
need isone promise.”

The egg was cold in my hands, and | set it down. “What?’ | asked, and vy irred.

His smilewidened. “No shirking.”

“Beg pardon?’



He opened the tub of butter and dipped hisfinger intoit, licking it dowly clean. “1 can't make you fed
attractiveif you stiffen up every timel touch you.”

“I didn’t before,” | said, my thoughts returning to the elevator. God help me, | had almost done him right
there againg the wall.

“Thisisdifferent,” hesaid. “It' sadate, and | would give my eyeteeth to know why women expect men
to behave differently on a date than any other time.”

“Becauseyou do,” | said.

He gave araised-eyebrow look to lvy. Straightening, he reached across the counter to cup my jaw. |
jerked back, brow furrowed.

“Nope,” he said as he drew away. “I won't ruin my reputation by taking you out on asixty-dollar date
for nothing. If | can’t touch you, it sano-go.”

| stared at him, feding my heart pound. “ Good.”
Shocked, Kisten blinked. “Good?’ he questioned as vy smirked.

“Yeah,” | said, pulling the butter to me and scooping out about a half cup with awooden spoon. “I
didn’t want to go out with you anyway. Y ou’ re too full of yourself. Think you can manipulate anyoneinto
doing anything. Y our egotesticle atitude makesme sick.”

Ivy laughed as she unfolded herself and jumped lightly to the floor without asound. “1 told you,” she
sad. “Pay up.”

Shoulders shifting in asigh, hetwisted to reach hiswallet in aback pocket, pulling out afifty and shoving
it into her hand. She raised athin eyebrow and made another tally mark inthe air. An unusua smilewas
on her as she stretched to drop it into the cookiejar atop the fridge.

“Typicd,” Kigten said, hiseyesdramaticaly sad. “Try to do something nice for aperson, cheer her up,
and what do | get? Abused and robbed.”

Ivy took three long steps to come up behind him. Curling an arm across his chest, sheleaned close and
whispered in historn ear, “Poor baby.” They looked good together, her silky sultriness and his confident
masculinity.

Hedidn't react at dl as her fingers dipped between the buttons of his shirt. “'Y ou would have enjoyed
yoursdlf,” hesadtome.

Feding asif I'd passed sometest, | pushed the butter off the spoon and licked my finger clean. “How
would you know?’

“Because you enjoyed yourself just now,” he answered. “Y ou forgot al about that shallow, sdlf-centered
human who doesn’t know a good thing when she biteshim on his—" He looked at Ivy. “Where did you
say shehit him, Ivy love?’

“Hiswrigt.” lvy straightened and turned her back on meto retrieve her coffee.



“Who doesn’t know agood thing when she biteshim on his...wrigt,” Kisten finished.

My facewas burning. “That' sthelast time| tell you anything!” | exclamed to lvy. And it wasn't asif |
had drawn blood. Good God!

“Admit it,” Kigen said. “Y ou enjoyed talking with me, pitting your will against mine. It would have been
fun,” he said as helooked at me through hisbangs. “Y ou look like you could use some fun. Cooped up
inthis church for God knows how long. When wasthe last time you got dressed up? Flt pretty? Felt
desirable?’

| stood very ill, feding my breath move in and out of me, balanced. My thoughts went to Nick leaving
to go out of town without telling me, our cuddling and closeness that had ended with a shocking
abruptness. It had been so long. | missed histouch making me fed wanted, stirring my passions and
bringing me dive. | wanted that feding back—even if it wasalie. Just for anight, so | wouldn't forget
how it felt until | found it again.

“Nobiting,” | said, thinking | was making amistake.

Ivy jerked her head up, her face expressionless.

Kigten didn't seem surprised. A heady understanding wasin hisgaze. “No shirking,” he said softly, his
gyesdiveand glinting. | waslikeglassto him.

“Sixty-dollar maximum,” | countered.

Kisten stood, taking his coat from the back of the chair. “I’ll pick you up a oneA.M ., night after
tomorrow. Wear something nice.”

“No playing on my scar,” | said bregthlesdy, unable to find enough air for some reason.Wheat in hell was
| doing?

With a predatory grace, he shrugged into his coat. He hesitated, thinking. “Not one breath oniit,” he
agreed. Histhoughtful expression shifted to dy anticipation as he stood in the archway to the hal and held
out hishand to Ivy.

Motions siff, vy pulled thefifty back out of the cookie jar and gaveit to him. He stood and waited, and
shetook another and dapped it into his hand.

“Thanks, lvy love,” hesaid. “Now | have enough for my date and ahaircut, too.” He met my eyes,
holding them until | couldn’t breathe. “ See you later, Rachel.”

The sound of his dress shoes seemed loud in the darkening church. | heard him say something to Jenks
followed by the faint boom of the front door closing.

Ivy wasn't pleased. “ That was astupid thing to do,” she said.
“I' know.” | wouldn't look at her, mixing the sugar and butter with arough quickness.

“Thenwhy didyoudoit?’



| kept stirring. “Maybe because unlike you, | like being touched,” | said wearily. “Maybe because | miss
Nick. Maybe because he' s been gone the last three months and I’ ve been too stupid to notice. Back off,
Ivy. I'm not your shadow.”

“No,” she agreed, lessangry than | expected. “I’ m your roommeate, and Kist is more dangerous than he
lets on. I’ ve seen him do this before. He wants to hunt you. Hunt you dow.”

| stilled my motions and looked &t her. “Sower than you?’ | questioned bitterly.
She gtared at me. “1’m not hunting you,” she said, sounding hurt. “Y ouwon't let me.”

L etting go of the spoon, | put my handsto either side of the bowl and bowed my head over it. We were
the pair. Onetoo afraid to fed anything lest shelose control of her iron-clad hold on her emotions, and
the other so hungry to fed anything that she' d risk her free will for one night of fun. How | had kept from
being avampire sflunky thislong wasamiracle.

“He swaiting for you,” | said as| heard Kisten' s car revving through the insulated walls of the church.
“Go satiate yoursdf. | don't likeit when you don't.”

Ivy swung into motion. Not saying aword, she iffly walked out, boots thumping on the hardwood
floor. The sound of the church’s door shutting was quiet. Slowly theticking of the clock above the sSink
became obvious. Taking adow breeth, | pulled my head up, wondering how in hell I had become her

keeper.
Eight

The rhythmic thumps of my running feet jolting up my spine were a pleasant disiraction from my thoughts
of Nick. It was bright, the sun glittering off the piles of snow to make me squint through my new
sunglasses. | had left my old pair in Takata s limo, and the new ones didn't fit aswell. Thiswasthe
second day inarow that | had gotten up at an ungodly ten in the morning to come out and run, and by
the Turn, | was going to run thistime. Jogging after midnight wasn’t as fun—too many weirdos. Besides,

| had adate tonight with Kisten.

The thought zinged through me, and my pace increased. Each puffed breath was timed with my stepsto
make a hypnotic tempo luring me into arunner’ s high. | picked up the pace even more, reveling init. An
old witch couple was ahead of me doing afast walk/run as| passed the bear exhibit. They were watching
with ahungry interest. The bears, not the witches. | think that’ swhy management let usrunnersin. We
gave the large predators something to watch besides kids in strollers and tired parents.

Actudly, our collective group of runners had taken it upon ourselves to adopt the Indochinatiger exhibit
with just that in mind. The fundsfor their upkeep and hedth care came entirely from our specia-pass
fees. They ate very wdll.

“Track!” | exclaimed bregthily in time with my steps, and the two witches did aside, making aspot for
me. “Thanks,” | said as| passed them, catching their heavy redwood scent in the crisp, painfully dry air.

The sound of their companionable conversation quickly retreated. | spared a confused, angry thought for
Nick. I didn’'t need himto run; | could run by mysdlf. He hadn’t run with me much lately anyway, not
sncel got my car and didn’t need to bum aride from him.

Y eah, right,| thought, my jaw clenching. It wasn't the car. It was something ese. Something he wouldn't



tell me about. Something that “frankly wasn't my business”
“Track!” | heard faintly from someone not far behind.

It waslow and controlled. Whoever it was, they were keeping up with me with no trouble. All my
warning flagswent up.Let’ s seeif you can run, | thought, taking a deep breath.

Different muscles eased into play like gears shifting as | pushed into afaster pace, my heart pounding
and the cold air dicing in and out of me. | was dready going at agood clip, my natura pace somewhere
between along distance run and a sprint. It had made me afavoritein the eight hundred meter in high
school and had stood me in good stead when | worked for the 1.S. and needed to run down the
occasiond tag. Now, my calves protested at the increased speed and my lungs began to burn. Asl
passed the rhinos and cut aleft, | vowed to get out here more; | was going oft.

No one was ahead of me. Even the keepers were absent. | listened, hearing his pace increase to match
mine. | snuck aquick look back as| made a sharp |&ft.

It was aWere, somewhat short and lanky, deek in matching gray running pants and long-deeve shirt.
Hislong black hair was held back with an exercise band, and there was no strain on his placid face ashe
kept up with me.

Crap.My heart gave an extrahard thump. Even without the cowboy hat and wool duster, | recognized
him.Crap, crap, crap.

My pace quickened with a surge of adrendine. It was the same Were. Why was he following me? My
thoughts drifted back further than yesterday. I’ d seen him before. Lots of befores. He was at the watch
counter last week when vy and | were picking out anew perfume, to overpower my natural scent mixing
with hers. He had been putting air into histires three weeks ago when | was pumping gas and locked
myself out of my car. And three months ago I’ d seen him leaning againgt atree when Trent and | talked
at Eden Park.

My jaw clenched.Maybe it' stimewe chatted? | thought as| ran past the cat house.

There was a drop-off ahead by the eagles. | cut aright, leaning back as| went downhill. Mr. Were
followed. As| thumped aong behind the eagle exhibit, | took stock of what | had. In my belt pack were
my keys, my phone, amild pain amulet dready invoked, and my minisplat gun loaded with deepy time
potions. No help there; | wanted to talk to him, not knock him out.

The path opened up into awide deserted section. No one ran down here because the hill wassuch a
killer to get back up. Perfect. Heart pounding, | went |eft to take the dope instead of heading for the Vine
Street entrance. A smile curved over me as his pace fatered. He hadn’t expected that. Leaning into the
hill, I ran up it full tilt, seeming to bein dow motion. The path was narrow and snow-covered. He
followed.

Here, | thought as | reached the top. Panting, | snuck aquick look behind me and jerked off the path and
into the thick shrubbery. My lungs burned as| held my breeth.

He passed me with the sound of feet and heavy breathing, intent on his steps. Reaching the top, he
hesitated, looking to see which way | had gone. His dark eyes were pinched and the first sgns of
physica distress furrowed his brow.



Taking abreath, | legpt.

He heard me, but it wastoo late. | landed against him as he spun, pinning him against an old oak. His
breath whooshed out as his back hit, his eyes going wide and surprised. My fingers went chokingly under
his chinto hold him there, and my fist hit hissolar plexus.

Gasping, he bent forward. | let go, and hefell to Sit at the base of the tree, holding his ssomach. A thin
backpack did up amost over his head.

“Who in hdll are you and why have you been tailing me the last three months!” | shouted, trusting the
odd hour and the closed status of the zoo to keep our conversation private.

Head bowed over his chest, the Were put ahand inthe air. It was small for aman, and thick, with short
powerful-looking fingers. Sweat had turned his spandex shirt adarker gray, and he dowly moved his
well-muscled legsinto aless awkward postion.

| took a step back, my hand on my hip, lungs heaving as| recovered from the climb. Angry, | took of f
my sunglasses and hung them from my wai stband and waited.

“David,” herasped as helooked up a me, immediately dropping his head while he struggled to take
another breath. Pain and a hint of embarrassment had laced his brown eyes. Sweat marred his rugged
face, thick with ablack stubble that matched hislong hair. “ God blessit,” he said to the ground. “Why
did you have to hit me? What isit with you redheads, anyway, dways having to hit things?’

“Why areyou following me?’ | shot a him.

Head till bowed, he put up ahand again, telling me to wait. | shifted nervoudy as he took aclean
breath, then another. His hand dropped and he looked up. “My nameis David Hue,” hesaid. “I’'m an
insurance adjuster. Mind if | get up? 1’ m getting wet.”

My mouth dropped open and | took several steps back onto the path as he rose and wiped the snow
from hisbackside. “An insurance adjuster?’ | ssammered. Surprise washed the remnants of adrendine
from me. | put my arms about mysdlf and wished | had my coat asthe air suddenly seemed colder now
that | wasn't moving. “I paid my bill,” | said, starting to get angry. “I haven’'t missed one payment. You'd
think for sx hundred dollarsamonth—"

“Six hundred amonth!” he said, his features shocked. “Oh, honey, we haveto talk.”

Affronted, | backed up farther. Hewasin hismid-thirties, | guessed from the maturity in hisjaw and the
barest hint of thickening about hismiddle that his spandex shirt couldn’t hide. His narrow shoulderswere
hard with muscle that his shirt couldn’t hide, either. And hislegs were fabulous. Some people shouldn't
wear spandex. Despite being older than | liked my men, David was't one of them.

“Isthat what thisisabout?’ | said, both ticked and relieved. “Isthishow you get your clients? Stalking
them?’ | frowned and turned away. “ That' s pathetic. Even for aWere.”

“Wait up,” he said, lurching out onto the path after mein asnapping of twigs. “No. Actudly, I'm here
about thefish.”

| jerked to astop, my feet again in the sun. My thoughts zinged back to thefish | had stolen from Mr.
Ray’ s office last September. Shit.



“Um,” | sammered, my knees suddenly weak from more than the run. “What fish?’ Fingers fumbling, |
snapped my sunglasses open. Putting them on, | started walking for the exit.

David felt hismiddle for damage as he followed me, meeting my fast pace with hisown. “See” hesad
amodg to himsdf. “Thisisexactly why I’ ve been following you. Now I’ll never get astraight answer, Il
never sdtlethecdam.”

My stomach hurt, and | forced myself into afaster pace. “It wasamistake,” | said, my facewarming. “I
thought it wasthe Howlers fish.”

David took off his sweatband, dicked hishair back, and replaced it. “Word is that the fish has been
destroyed. | find that extremely unlikely. If you could verify that, | can write my report, send a check to
the party Mr. Ray stole the fish from, and you'll never seemeagain.”

| gave him asidelong glance, my rdlief that he wasn't going to serve me with awrit or something very
redl. | had surmised that Mr. Ray had stolen it from someone when no one came after mefor it. But this
was unexpected. “ Someoneinsured their fish?’ | scoffed, not believing it, then realized he was serious.
“You'rekidding.”

The man shook his head. “I’ ve been following you trying to decide if you haveit or not.”

We had reached the entrance and | stopped, not wanting him to follow meto my car. Not that he didn’t
aready know which oneit was. “Why not just ask me, Mr. Insurance Agent?’

Looking bothered, he planted hisfeet widely with an aggressve stance. He was my height
exactly—making him somewhat short for aman—but most Weres weren't big people on the outside.
“Y ou redly expect meto believe you don’t know?’

| gave him ablank look. “ Know what?’

Running a hand across histhick bristles, helooked at the sky. “Most people will lie like the devil when
they get ahold of awishing fish. If you haveit, just tel me. | don't care. All | want isto get this claim off
my desk.”

My jaw dropped. “A—A wishing...”

He nodded. “A wishing fish, yes.” Histhick eyebrowsrose. “ Y ou redly didn’'t know? Do you till have
it?

| sat down on one of the cold benches. “ Jenks ate it.”

The Were started. “Excuse me?’

| couldn’t look up. My thoughts went back to last fal and my gaze drifted past the gate to my shiny red
convertiblewaiting for mein the parking lot. | had wished for acar. Damn, | had wished for acar and

gotten it. Jenks ate awishing fish?

His shadow fell over meand | looked up, squinting a David' s silhouette, black against the faultless blue
of noon. “My partner and hisfamily aeit.”



David stared. “Y ou'rejoking.”
Fedingill, | dropped my gaze. “Wedidn't know. He cooked it over an open fireand hisfamily ateit.”

Hissmadll feet moved in aquick motion. Shifting, he pulled afolded piece of paper and apen from his
backpack. As| sat with my elbows on my knees and stared at nothing, David crouched beside me and
scribbled, using the smooth concrete bench asadesk. “If you would sign here, Ms. Morgan,” he said as
he extended the pen to me.

A deep breath sfted through me. | took the pen, then the paper. His handwriting had a stiff preciseness
that told me he was meticulous and well-organized. Ivy would love him. Scanningit, | redized it was a
legal document, David’ s handwritten addition stating that | had witnessed the destruction of thefish,
unaware of itsabilities. Frowning, | scrawled my name and pushed it back.

Hiseyeswerefull of an amused disbelief as he took the pen from me and signed it aswell. | bit back a
snort when he brought out a notarizing kit from his backpack and madeit legal. He didn’'t ask for my
identification, but hell, he' d been following me for three months. “ Y ou’ re anotary, too?’ | said, and he
nodded, returning everything to his backpack and zipping it up.

“It' sanecessity in my line of work.” Standing, he smiled. “ Thank you, Ms. Morgan.”

“No sweat.” My thoughts were jumbled. | couldn’t decideif | was going to tell Jenks or not. My gaze
returned to David as| redlized he was holding out his card. | took it, wondering.

“Sincel’vegot you here” he said, moving so | wasn't looking into the sun to see him, “if you're
interested in getting a better rate on your insurance—"

| sighed and let the card fal.What aweenie.

He chuckled, gracefully swooping to pick it up. “1 get my hedlth and hospitalization insurance for two
fifty amonth through my union.”

Suddenly, | wasinterested. “ Runners are amost uninsurable.”

“True.” He pulled ablack nylon jacket out of hisbackpack and put it on. “ So arefield insurance
adjugters. But since there are so few of us compared to the pencil pushersthat make up the bulk of the
company, we get agood rate. Union dues are one fifty ayear. It gets you adiscount on your insurance
needs, car rentals, and all the stesk you can edt at the yearly picnic.”

That wastoo good to believe. “Why?" | asked, taking the card back.
Helifted his shoulder in ashrug. “My partner retired last year. | need someone.”

My mouth opened in understanding.He thought | wanted to be an insurance adjuster? Oh,
ple-e-e-e-ease. “ Sorry. I’ ve dready got ajob,” | said, snickering.

David made an exasperated noise. “No. Y ou misunderstand. | don’twant apartner. I’ ve driven off all
the interns they’ ve saddled me with, and everyone el se knows better than to try. I’ ve got two monthsto
find someone, or they’ re going to shave my tail. | likemy job, and I’'m good at it, but | don’t want a
partner.” He hestated, his sharp gaze scanning the area behind me with professond intentness. “I work
alone. Y ou sign the paper, you belong to the union, you get adiscount on your insurance, you never see



me but for the yearly picnic, where we act chummy and do the three-legged race. | help you; you help
rre”

| couldn’t stop my eyebrows from rising, and | shifted my attention from him to the card in my grip. Four
hundred dollars less amonth sounded great. And I’ d be willing to bet they could beat what | was paying
for my car insurance, too. Tempted, | asked, “What kind of hospitalization do you have?’

Histhin lips curled up in asmileto show ahint of small teeth. “ Slver Cross”

My head bobbed. It was designed for Weres, but it was flexible enough to work. A broken boneisa
broken bone. “So,” | drawled, leaning back, “what’ sthe catch?’

Hisgrinwidened. “Y our salary is deferred to me, as|’m the one doing al the work.”

Ahhhh,| thought. He would get two sdlaries. Thiswasascam if | ever heard one. Smirking, | handed
him his card back. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

David made a disappointed sound, backing up with hiscard. “Y ou can’t blame mefor trying. It was my
old partner’ s suggestion, actually. | should have known you wouldn't go for it.” He hesitated. *Y our
backup redly atethat fish?’

| nodded, going depressed thinking about it. 'Least | got acar out of it firdt.

“Wall...” He st the card down beside me, snapping it into the concrete. “Give meacal if you change
your mind. The extension on the card will get you past my secretary. WhenI’m not inthefidd, I'minthe
office from three to midnight. | might consider taking you on as an apprentice for red. My last partner
was awitch, and you look like you have some chutzpah.”

“Thanks,” | said snidely.

“It'snot as boring asit looks. And safer than what you’ re doing now. Maybe after you get beat up a
few moretimesyou'll change your mind.”

| wondered if thisguy wasfor red. “I don't work for people. | work for myself.”

Nodding, he casudly touched his head in aloose sa ute before he turned and walked away. | pulled
mysdlf sraight as histrim figure dipped past the gate. He got in agray twosesater acrossthe lot from my
little red car and drove off. | cringed, recognizing it and realizing he had watched Nick and me yesterday.

My butt was frozen from sitting on the concrete when | stood. | picked up hiscard, tearing it in half and
going to atrash can, but as| held the ripped pieces over the hole, | hesitated. Slowly, | put them in my
pocket.

An insurance adjuster?a small voicein my head mocked. Grimacing, | took the pieces out and dropped
them in the can. Work for someone else again? No. Never.

Nine
Peace sat warm in me as | sprinkled the yellow sugar on theiced cookie shaped like the sun. Okay, soiit

was acircle, but with the sparkling sugar it could be the sun. | wastired of thelong nights, and the
physicd affirmation of the turning seasons had awaysfilled mewith aquiet strength. Especidly the winter



Lldice

| set the finished cookie aside on the paper towel and took another. It was quiet but for musicfiltering in
from the living room. Takata had released “ Red Ribbons’ to WVMP, and the station was playing it into
the ground. | didn’t care. The refrain was the one | had told him fitted with the theme of the song, and it
pleased me | had played some smdl part in its cregtion.

All the pixieswere desping in my desk for at least two more hours. vy probably wouldn't be up
stumbling about in search of coffee for even longer. She had comein before sunrise looking cam and
relaxed, salf-conscioudy seeking my approvd for having dacked her blood lust on some poor sap before
fdling into bed like aBrimstone addict. | had the church to myself, and | was going to squeeze every
drop of solitude out of it that | could.

Swaying to the heavy beat of drumsinaway | wouldn't if anyone were watching, | smiled. It wasnice
to be doneonceinawhile.

Jenks had made his kids do more than apologize to me, and | had woken this afternoon to a hot pot of
coffeein asparkling clean kitchen. Everything shone, everything was polished. They had even scoured
the accumulated dirt out of the circle | had etched into the linoleum around the center idand counter. Not
abreath of dust or cobweb marred thewals or ceiling, and as| dipped my knifeinto the greenicing, |
vowed to try to keep it thisclean dl thetime.

Y eah, right,| thought as | layered frogting on the wreath. I'd put it off until | was back to the same level
of chaosthat the pixies had dragged me out of. I'd giveit two weeks, tops.

Timing my movements with the beat of the mudic, | placed threelittle hot candiesto look like berries. A
sgh shifted my shoulders, and | st it aside and took up the candle cookie, trying to decide whether to
makeit purple for aged wisdom or green for change.

| was reaching for the purple when the phone rang from the living room. | froze for an ingtant, then set
the butter tub of frosting down and hustled after it before it could wake the pixies. They were worse than
having ababy in the house. Snatching the remote from the couch, | pointed it at the disc player to muteit.
“Vampiric Charms,” | said as| picked up the phone and hoped | wasn't breathing hard. “ ThisisRachd.”

“How much for an escort on the twenty-third?” ayoung voice asked, cracking.

“That depends on the Situation.” | frantically looked for the caendar and apen. They weren't where I’ d
left them, and | finally dug through my bag for my datebook. | thought the twenty-third was a Saturday.
“Isthere adeath threet involved or isit genera protection?’

“Desgth threat!” the voice exclaimed. “ All | want isagood-looking girl so my friendswon't think I’'ma

My eyes closed as| gathered my strength. Too late, | thought, clicking the pen closed. “ Thisisan
independent runner service,” | said tiredly, “not abloodhouse. And kid? Do yoursdlf afavor and take the
shy girl. She' s cooler than you think, and she won't own your soul in the morning.”

The phone clicked off, and | frowned. Thiswas the third such call this month. Maybe | should take a
look at the yellow pages ad that vy bought.

| wiped my handsfree of thelast sugar and shuffled in the narrow cabinet that the message machine sat



on, pulling out the phone book and dropping it on the coffee table. The red message light was blinking,
and | tapped it, leafing through the heavy book to Private Investigators. | froze when Nick’ s voice came
rolling out, guilty and awkward, telling me he had stopped by about six thismorning and picked up Jax
and that he would cal meinafew days.

“Coward,” | bresthed, thinking it was one more crucifix tied to the coffin. He knew no one but the pixies
would be up then. | vowed to enjoy mysdf on my date with Kisten, whether Ivy would haveto kill him
afterward or not. | jabbed the button to clear his message, then went back to the phone book.

Wewere one of thelast listings, and as| found Vampiric Charmsin afriendly font, my eyebrowsrose. It
was anice ad, more attractive than the full-page ads around it, with aline drawing of a
mysterious-looking woman in a hat and duster ghosted into the background.

“‘Fadt. Discreet. No questions asked,’” | said, reading it. “* Sliding scale. Payment options. Insured.
Week, day, and hourly rates.”” Under it al were our three names, address, and phone number. | didn’t
get it. There was nothing here that would lead anyone to think bloodhouse or even adating service. Then
| saw thetiny print at the bottom saying to see the secondary entries.

| flipped through the thin sheetsto thefirst onelisted, finding the same ad. Then | looked closer; not at
our ad, but the ones around it. Holy crap, that woman was hardly clothed, having the perky body of an
animé cartoon. My eyesflicked to the heading. “ Escort Service?’ | said, flushing at the steamy,
suggestive ads.

My gaze jerked to our advertisement again, the words taking on an entirely new meaning. No questions
asked? Week, day, or hourly rates?Payment options? Lips pressed together, | shut the book, leaving it
out to talk to Ivy about. No wonder we were getting calls.

Morethan alittleirate, | unmuted the stereo and headed back into the kitchen, Steppenwolf’'s“Magic
Carpet Ride’ trying its best to lighten my mood.

It wasthe hint of adraft, the barest scent of wet pavement, that made my step hesitate and the palm
streaking out & me past the archway to the kitchen missmy jaw.

“God blessit!” | sworeas| dove past it into the kitchen instead of faling back into the cramped hall.
Remembering Jenks skids, | tapped the ley line out back but did nothing dseas| fell into adefensive
crouch between the sink and the idand counter. | aimost choked when | saw whom it was standing by
the archway.

“Quen?’ | sammered, not getting out of my stance asthelightly wrinkled, athletic man stared at me with
no expression. The head of Trent’ s security was dressed entirely in black, histight-fitting body stocking
looking vaguely like auniform. “What in hell areyou doing?’ | said. “1 ought to cdl theI.S., you know
that? And have them haul your ass out of my kitchen for illegd entry! If Trent wantsto see me, hecan
come down herejust like anyonedse. I'll tdll him he can suck dishwater, but he ought to have the
decency to let medoit in person!”

Quen shook hishead. “I have aproblem, but | don't think you can handleit.”
| made an ugly face a him. “Don’t test me, Quen,” | dl but snarled. “You'll fail.”

“We'll see”



That was dl thewarning | got as the man pushed off thewall, headed right for me.

Gasping, | dove past him instead of backward the way | wanted. Quen lived and breathed security.
Backing away would only get me caught. Heart pounding, | grabbed my dented copper spell pot with
whitefrogting init and svung.

Quen caught it, yanking me forward. Adrenaline hurt my head as| let it go, and hetossed it aside. It
made a harsh bong and spun into the halway.

| snatched the coffeemaker and threw it. The gppliance jerked back at its cord, and the carafe fell to
shatter on the floor. He dodged, his green eyes peeved when they met mine, asif wondering what in hell |
was doing. But if he got agrip on me, | wasagoner. | had acupboard of charmsin arm'’ s reach, but no
timeto invoke even one.

He gathered himsdf to jump, and remembering how he had evaded Piscary with incredible leaps, | went
for my dissolution vat. Teeth gritted in effort, | tipped it over.

Quen cried out in disgust asten gallons of satwater cascaded over the floor to mix with the coffee and
glassshards. Arms pinwhesling, he dipped.

| levered myself onto the idand counter, stepping on frosted cookies and knocking over vials of colored
sugar. Crouched to avoid the hanging utensils, | jumped feet first asherose.

My feet hit him squarely in the chest and we both went down.
Where was everyone?| thought as my hip took thefal and | grunted in pain. | was making enough noise
to wake the un-dead. But as such commotion was more common than silence these days, vy and Jenks

would probably ignoreit and hope it went away.

Sipping, | skittered from Quen. Hands reaching unseeing, | scrabbled for my paint ball gun kept
purposely at crawling height. | yanked it out. Nested copper potsrolled noisily.

“Enough!” | shouted, arms stiff as | sat on my butt in salt-water, aming at him. It was |oaded with
water-filled splat balsfor practice, but he didn’t know that. “What do you want?’

Quen hesitated, water making darker smears on hisblack pants. His eye twitched.
Adrendine surged. Hewas going to risk it.

Instinct and practice with Ivy made me squeeze the trigger as he legpt onto the tableto land like acat. |
tracked him, squeezing out every last splat ball.

His expresson went affronted as he pulled himsalf to a crouching halt, his attention jerking from meto
the six new splatters on his skintight shirt. Crap. I’d missed him once. Jaw clenched, his eyes narrowed in
anger. “Water?’ hesaid. “ Y ou load your spell gun with water?’

“Ain't you just lucky for that?’ | snapped. “What do you want?’ He shook his head, and my breath
hissed in as | felt adropping sensation in me. He was tapping the line out back.

Panic jerked meto my feet, and | flung my hair out of my eyes. From his vantage point on the table,
Quen graightened to hisfull height, his hands moving as he whispered Létin.



“Likehdl youwill!” | shouted, throwing my splat gun a him. He ducked, and | snatched up whatever |
could to throw it at him, desperate to keep him from finishing the charm.

Quen dodged the butter tub of frosting. It thunked into the wall to make a green smear. Grabbing the
cookietin, | ran around the counter, swinging it like aboard. He dove off the table to avoid it, cursing at
me. Cookies and red-hot candies went everywhere.

| followed him, grabbing him about the knees to bring us both down in asodden splat. He twisted in my
grip until hislivid green eyes met mine. Hands scrabbling, | shoved sdt-water soggy cookiesinto his
mouth so he couldn’t verbally invoke acharm.

He spit them a me, his deeply tanned, pockmarked face vehement. “Y ou little canicula—" he managed,
and | jammed some moreinto him.

Histeeth closed on my finger, and | shrieked, jerking back. “Y ou bit me!” | shouted, incensed. My fist
swung, but herolled to hisfeet, crashing into the chairs.

Panting, he stood. He was soaked, covered in water and sparkles of colored sugar. Growling an
unheard word, he leapt.

| lurched upright to flee. Pain lanced through my scalp as he grabbed my hair and spun me around into
an embrace, my back to his chest. One arm went chokingly around my neck. The other dipped between
my legs, yanking me up onto one foot.

Furious, | elbowed him in the gut with my freearm. “ Get your hands...” | grunted, hopping backward
on onefoot, “off my hair!” | reached the wall, and smashed him into it. His bresth exploded out as|
jabbed hisribs, and his grip around my neck fell away.

| spun to iff-arm hisjaw, but he was gone. | was staring at the yellow wall. Shrieking, | went down, my
legs pulled out from under me. Hisweight landed on me, pinning me to the wet floor with my arms over
my heed.

“I'win,” he panted as he straddled me, his green eyesfrom under his short hair wild.

| struggled to no effect, ticked that it was going to be something as stupid as body mass that decided
this. “Y ou forgot something, Quen,” | snarled. “1 have fifty-seven roommates.”

Hislightly wrinkled brow furrowed.

Taking ahuge breath, | whistled. Quen’s eyeswidened. Grunting in effort, | jerked my right hand free
and dammed the hed of my hand a hisnose.

He jerked back out of theway and | pushed him off me, rolling. Still on my hands and knees, | flipped
my wet stringy hair out of the way.

Quen had gained hisfeet, but he wasn't moving. He was standing stock-till, cookie-smeared pams
raised above hishead in agesture of acquiescence. Jenks was hovering before him, the sword he kept to
fight off encroaching fairiesaimed at Quen’ sright eye. The pixy looked pissed, dust spilling from himto
make a steady sunbeam from him to the floor.



“Breathe,” Jenksthreatened. “Blink. Just give me areason, you bloody freak of nature.”

| sumbled upright as vy dove into the room, moving faster than | would have believed possible. Robe
loose and flowing, she grabbed Quen by the throat.

Thelightsflickered and the hanging utensils swung as she dammed him into the wall beside the doorway .
“What are you doing here?’ she snarled, her knuckles white with pressure. Jenks had moved with Quen,
his sword il touching the man’seye.

“Wait!” | exclamed, worried they might kill him. Not that I’d mind, but then there d bel.S. personnel in
my kitchen, and paperwork. Lots of paperwork. “Sow down,” | soothed.

My eyesflicked to lvy, gill holding Quen. There was frosting on my hand, and | wiped it off on my
damp jeansas| caught my breath. Saltwater marked me and | had cookie crumbs and sugar in my hair.
The kitchen looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy had exploded. | squinted at the purple frosting on the
cdling.When had that happened?

“Ms. Morgan,” Quen sad, then gurgled as Ivy tightened her grip. The music from the living room
softened to talk.

| felt my ribs, wincing. Angry, | paced to where he hung in Ivy’shold. “Ms. Morgan?’ | shouted, Six
inches from hisreddening face. “Ms. Morgan?I’m Ms. Morgan now? What in hell iswrong with you!” |
ydled. “ Coming into my house. Ruining my cookies. Do you know how long it’sgoing to taketo clean
thisup?’

He gurgled again, and my anger started to dow. vy was staring at him with a shocking intensity. The
scent of hisfear had tripped her past her limits. She was vamping out a noon. Thiswasn't good, and |
took a step back, suddenly sobered. “Um, Ivy?’ | said.

“I'mokay,” she sad huskily, her eyes saying different. “Want meto bleed him quiet?’

“No!” | exclamed, and | felt another drop in me. Quen wastapping aline. | took an alarmed breath.
Thingswere spiraling out of control. Someone was going to get hurt. | could set acircle, but it would be
around me, not him. “Drop him!” | demanded. “ Jenks, you too!” Neither of them moved. “Now!”

Shoving him up thewall, Ivy dropped him and stepped away. He hit the floor in adump, hishand at his
neck as he coughed violently. Sowly he moved hislegsinto anorma postion. Hipping hisvery black
hair from his eyes, helooked up, Sitting cross-legged and barefoot. “Morgan,” he said roughly, hishand
hiding histhroat, “1 need your help.”

| glanced a lvy, who was tightening her black silk robe about herself again.He needed my help?

for my comfort, but the sun was high, and the tension in the room was easing. Seeing my concern, she
pressed her lipstogether.

“I'mfing” shereiterated. “Y ou want meto cdl thel.S. now or after | kill him?’
My gaze ran over the kitchen. My cookies were ruined, sitting in soggy clumps. The globs of frosting on

the wallswere starting to run. Satwater was venturing out of the kitchen, threatening to reach theliving
room rug. Letting vy kill himwaslooking redly good.



“I want to hear what he hasto say,” | said as| did open adrawer and put three dish towelsin the
threshold as adike. Jenks s kids were peeking around the corner a us. The angry pixy rubbed hiswings
together to make apiercing whistle, and they vanished in atrill of sound.

Taking afourth towel, | wiped the frosting off my elbow and went to stand before Quen. Feet spread
wide and my figssonmy hips, | waited. It must have been big if hewaswilling to risk Jenksfiguring out
he was an df. My thoughts went to Ceri acrossthe street, and my worry grew. | wasn't going to let Trent
know she existed. He would use her some way—some very ugly way.

The df fdt hisribsthrough hisblack shirt. “I think you cracked them,” he said.

“Did | pass?’ | said snidely.

“No. But you'rethe best I've got.”

Ivy made asound of dishdlief, and Jenks dropped down before him, staying carefully out of his reach.
“You ass,” thefour-inch man swore. “We could have killed you three times over.”

Quen frowned a him. “We. It washer | wasinterested in. Notwe. Shefailed.”
“So | guessthat meansyou' Il beleaving,” | said, knowing | wouldn't be that lucky. | took in his subdued
attire and sghed. It wasjust after noon. Elves dept when the sun was high and in the middle of the night,

just like pixies. Quen was here without Trent’ s knowledge.

Feeling more sure of mysdf, | pulled out achair and sat down before Quen could see my legstrembling.
“Trent doesn’t know you're here,” | said, and he nodded solemnly.

“It' smy problem, not his,” Quen said. “I’m paying you, not him.”

| blinked, trying to disguise my unease. Trent didn’t know. Interesting. “Y ou have ajob for methat he
doesn't know about,” | said. “What isit?’

Quen’s gaze went to vy and Jenks.

Peeved, | crossed my legs and shook my head. “We re ateam. I’ m not asking them to leave so you can
tell me of whatever piss-poor problem you' ve landed yoursdlf in.”

The older df’sbrow wrinkled. He took an angry breath.

“Look,” | said, my finger jabbing out to point at him. “1 don’t like you. Jenks doesn't like you. And vy
wantsto eat you. Start talking.”

He went motionless. It wasthen | saw his desperation, shimmering behind hiseyeslike light on water. “I
have aproblem,” he said, fear the thinnest ribbon in hislow, controlled voice.

| glanced at Ivy. Her breath had quickened and she stood with her arms wrapped about hersdlf, holding
her robe closed. Shelooked upset, her pale face even more white than usual.

“Mr. Kadamack isgoing to asocia gathering and—"

My lips pursed. “1 dready turned down one whoring offer today.”



Quen'seyesflashed. “ Shut up,” he said coldly. “Someoneisinterfering in Mr. Kaamack’ s secondary
business ventures. The meeting isto try to come to amutua understanding. | want you to be there to be
aurethat’sdl itis”

Mutua understanding? It was an I’ m-tougher-than-you-so-get-out-of-my-city party. “Saladan?’ |
guessed.

Genuine surprise washed over him. “Y ou know him?’

Jenks wasflitting over Quen, trying to figure out what he was. The pixy was getting more and more
frugtrated, his shifts of direction becoming jerky and accented with sharp snaps of his dragonfly wings.
“I'veheard of him,” | said, thinking of Takata. My eyes narrowed. “Why should | careif he assumes
Trent’ ssecondary business ventures? Thisis about Brimstone, isn't it?” | said. “Well, you can take alegp
of faith and burnin hell. Trent iskilling people, not that he hasn’t done it before, but now he' skilling them
for no reason.” Outrage pulled meto my feet. “Y our bossis moth crap. | ought to bring himin, not
protect him. And you,” | said, louder, pointing, “arelower than moth crap for doing nothing while he
doesit!”

Quen flushed, making me fed vastly better about myself. “ Are you that supid?’ he said, and | stiffened.
“The bad Brimstoneisn't from Mr. Kalamack; it'sfrom Saladan. That’ swhat this meeting is about. Mr.
Kaamack istrying to get it off the streets, and unless you want Saladan taking over the city, you' d better
gart trying to keep Mr. Kalamack aive like the rest of us. Areyou going to take the run or not? It pays
ten thousand.”

From Jenks came an eyeball-hurting pulse of ultrasonic surprise.

“Cash up front,” Quen added, pulling anarrow wad of bills from somewhere on his person and throwing
it at my feet.

| looked at the money. It wasn't enough. A million dollars wouldn’t be enough. | shifted my foot, and it
did acrossthe wet floor to Quen. “No.”

“Takethemoney and let him die, Rache,” Jenks said from the sun-strewn windowsill.

The black-clad elf smiled. “ That’s not how Ms. Morgan works.” His pockmarked face was confident,
and | hated the self-assured look in his green eyes. “If she takes the money, she'll protect Mr. Kaamack
down to her last breath. Won't you?’

“No,” | said, knowing | would. But | wasn't going to take hislousy ten grand.

“And you will take the money and thejob,” Quen said, “becauseif you don't, I'm going to tell theworld
about your summers at that little camp of hisfather's. Y ou’ re the only person who has aghost’ s chance

inhdl tokeep himdive”

My face went cold. “Bastard,” | whispered, refusing to fed afraid. “Why don’'t you just leave me done?
Why me? Y ou just smeared meinto the floor.”

His eyes dropped from mine. “ There will be vampiresthere,” he said softly. “Powerful ones. There' sthe
chance—" Hetook abreath and met my eyes. “1 don’t know if—"



| shook my head, somewhat reassured. Quen wouldn't tell. Trent would be mildly ticked if | was
packed up and shipped off to Antarctica; he still had hopes of luring meto his payroll himsdf. “If you're
afraid of vampires, that’syour problem,” | said. “1’m not going to let you make it mine. vy, get him out
of my kitchen.”

Shedidn’t move, and | turned, my ire evaporating at the blank look on her face. “He s been bitten,” she
whispered, the wigtful faltering in her voice shocking me. Hunched into hersdlf, she leaned back against
thewall, closed her eyes, and took a dow bregth to scent him.

My lips parted in understanding. Piscary had bitten him, right before | clubbed the undead vampireinto
unconsciousness. Quen was an Inderlander, and so couldn’t contract the vamp virus and be turned, but
he might be mentally bound to the master vampire. | found my hand covering my neck, my face cold.

Big Al had taken the form and abilities of avampire when he had torn open my neck and tried to kill me.
He had filled my veins with the same potent cocktail of neurotranamitters that now ran through Quen. It
wasasurviva trait to help ensure that vamps had awilling blood supply, and it turned pain into pleasure
when stimulated by vampire pheromones. If the vamp had enough experience, they could sensitizethe
response such that they, and only they, could stimulate the bite into fedling good, binding the person to
them aone and preventing easy poaching of their private supply.

Algdiarept hadn't bothered to sengtize the neurotransmitters—seeing as he wastrying to kill me. | was
left with a scar that any vamp could play on. | didn’t belong to anyone, and aslong as| kept vampire
teeth on the right side of my skin, | wouldn't. In the ranking of the vampire world, an unbound bitee was
the lowest of thelow, a party favor, a pathetic remnant that was so beneath notice that any vampire could
take what they wanted. Unclaimed property didn’t last long, passed from vamp to vamp, soon drained of
their vitaity and will, left to rot in a confused londliness of betraya when the ugliness of their life sarted to
show on their face. I'd be among their ranksif it wasn't for vy’ s protection.

And Quen had ether been bitten and |eft unclaimed like me, or bitten and claimed by Piscary. As|
gtared in pity a the man, | decided he had aright to be afraid.

Seeing my understanding, Quen rose smoothly to hisfeet. Ivy tensed, and | raised my hand to tell her it
wasadl right. “1 don’t know if the bite has bound meto him or not,” Quen said, the evenness of hisvoice
falling to hide thefear in him. “I can’'t risk Mr. Kdamack relying on me. | might...bedistracted at a
sengtive moment.”

Waves of blissand promises of pleasure coming from that bite might indeed be alarge distraction, even
inthemidst of afight. Pity pulled me forward. Tracks of sweat marred hislightly wrinkled face. Hewas
asold asmy father would be if he were dtill dive, with the strength of atwenty-year-old and the
Surdiness only maturity imparted.

“Has any other vamp made your scar tingle?’ | asked him, thinking it was areally persond question, but
he had cometo me.

Never dropping my gaze, he said, “I’ ve yet to get into aSituation whereit might.”
“Rache?’ Jenks called, and there was a clatter of wings as he dropped to hover beside me.
“Then | don’t know if Piscary bound you or not,” | said, then froze as| realized my scar wastingling,

sending hints of deeper fedingsto bring me to awide-eyed dertness. Quen stiffened. Our eyes met, and
| knew by hisfrightened look that he was feding it too.



“Rachel” Jenks shouted, hiswingsred as he got in my face and forced meto back up. “Quenisn’t the
only onewith aproblem herel”

| followed hisfrightened gaze behind meto Ivy. “Oh...crap,” | whispered.

Ivy had pressed hersdlf into a corner, her robe falling open to show her black silk nightgown. Her
awareness was logt, black eyes unseeing as her mouth worked. | froze, not knowing what was going on.

“Get him out of here,” she whispered, abead of saliva dropping from her teeth. “Oh, God, Rachel. HE' s
not bound to anyone. Piscary...He sin my head.” Shetook agasping bresth. “ He wants me to take him.
| don’t know if | can stop. Get Quen out of here!”

| stared, not knowing what to do.

“Get him out of my head!” she moaned. “Get him out!” Horrified, | watched her dide down thewall to
huddle with her hands over her ears. “ Get him out!”

Heart pounding, | spun to Quen. My neck was aflaming mass of promise. | could see by hisexpression
that his scar was dight and flaming. God help me, it felt good.

“Get the door,” | said to Jenks. Grabbing Quen’sarm, | pulled him into the halway. From behind us
came afrightening guttural groan. | broke into arun, dragging Quen behind me. Quen stiffened when we
entered the sanctuary, bresking my hold.

“You'releaving!” | shouted, reaching for him. “Now!”

He was hunched and trembling, making the martia arts magter look vulnerable. Linesfrom hisinterna
struggle showed on hisface. His eyes showed his broken spirit. “Y ou will accompany Mr. Kalamack in
my place,” he said, hisvoice haggard.

“No, | won't.” | reached for hisarm.

Hashing alive, he sorang back. “Y ou will accompany Mr. Kadamack inmy place,” he repeated, hisface
falling back into despair. “Or | will givein and go back into that kitchen.” Hisface twisted, and |
panicked that he might anyway. “He swhispering to me, Morgan. | can hear him through her....”

My mouth went dry. My thoughts spiraled to Kisten. If | let him bind meto him, | could end up likethis.
“Why me?’ | asked. “There' sauniversity of people better at magic than | am.”

“Everyone dserelieson their magic,” he panted, bent dmost double. “ Y ou useit asalast resort. It gives
you...the advantage.” He gasped. “ She’ sweakening. | can fed it.”

“Okay!” | exclamed. “I’ll go, damniit! Just get out of herel”

A sound of agony, soft asabrush of wind, dipped from him. “Help me,” hewhispered. “1 can’'t make
mysdf move anymore.”

Heart pounding, | grabbed his arm and dragged him to the door. Behind uswas vy’ stortured cry of
anguish. My stomach twisted. What was | doing, going on adate with Kisten?



A bright stab of snow-reflected light lanced into the church as Jenks and his brood worked the elaborate
pulley system we had rigged so they could open the door. Quen balked at the cold blast of air that sent
the pixies hiding. “ Get out!” | exclaimed in frustration and fear as| pulled him out onto the stoop.

A long Gray Ghost limo idled at the curb. My bresth hissed in relief as Jonathan, Trent’ s number-one
lackey, opened the driver’ s door and emerged. | never thought I” d be happy to see the shockingly tall,
distasteful man. They were in thistogether, working behind Trent’ s back. This was a badder mistake than
usud. | could fed it already.

Quen panted as | helped him lurch down the steps. “ Get him out of here,” | demanded.

Jonathan yanked open the passenger-side door. “Are you going to do it?’ he said, histhin lips pressed
tight as he took in my cookie-smeared hair and wet jeans.

“Yed” | pushed Quenin. Hefdl onto the leather seat, collgpsing like adrunk. “ Go!”
Thetdl éf shut the door and stared a me. “What did you do to him?” he said coldly.
“Nothing! It'sPiscary! Get him out of herel”

Apparently satisfied, he strode to the driver’ s side. With an odd quietness, the car accelerated. | stood
ontheicy sdewak and shivered, watching it speed away until it turned a corner and was gone.

Pulse dowing, | wrapped my arms around mysdlf. The winter sun was cold. Slowly | turned to go inside,
not knowing what I’ d find curled up on my kitchen floor.

Ten

Iwatched mysdlf in the mirror above my new, solid-ash dresser as| put my hoop earringsin, the ones
big enough for Jenksto ride on. Thelittle black dress|ooked good on me, and the above-the-knee boots
that went with it would keep me warm enough. | didn’t think Kisten had planned asnowball fight in the
park, as corny and cheap as that was. And he had said wear something nice. | stood sideways and
checked mysdlf out. Thiswas nice. Thiswasvery nice.

Pleased, | sat on my bed and snapped my boots up, leaving the last few inches open so | could walk
eader. | didn’'t want to get excited about going out with Kisten, but the chance to dress up and have a
good time had been so infrequent lately that it was hard not to. | told mysdlf that | could be going out with
thegirlsand il fed likethis. It wasn't Kigten; it wasjust going out.

Wanting asecond opinion, | went clattering into the hall in search of Ivy. The memory of her fighting
Piscary off in her mind was very red. The undead vampire had given up as soon as Quen was gone, but
she had been very subdued the rest of the day, refusing to talk about it as she helped me clean the
kitchen. She didn’t want me going out with Kisten now, and | wasinclined to agree with her that it wasa
stupid idea. But it wasn't asif | couldn’t fight Kisten off. He had said he wouldn’t bite me, and | wasn't
about to let amoment of passion change my mind. Not now. Not ever.

| ran my hand down my sparkling party dressas| entered the living room, hesitating for vy’ sinspection.
Curled up on the couch, shelooked up from her magazine. | couldn’t help but notice she was on the
same page aswhen | had gone in to change thirty minutes ago.

“What do you think?" | said, making adow circle and feding tal in my spike-hedled boots.



She sghed, closing her magazine on her finger to mark the page. “1 think it' samistake.”

My brow furrowed and | looked down a mysdlf. “Yeah, you'reright,” | said as my thoughts went to my
clost. “I'll put on something ese”

| turned to leave, and she threw her magazine across the room to hit the wall before me. “ That' s not
what | meant!” she exclaimed, and | spun, startled.

Ivy'sova face was creased and her thin eyebrows pinched as she sat up in her chair, fidgeting.
“Rachd...” shecgoled, and | knew where this conversation was going.

“I'm not going to let him biteme,” | said, becoming angry. “I’'mabig girl. | can take care of mysdf. And
after this afternoon, you can be damned sure histeeth aren’t going to get anywhere near me.”

Brown eyesworried, she curled her legs up under her to make hersalf ook uncertain. It wasamien |
didn’t see on her very often. Her eyes closed as she took abregth asif gathering hersdf. “Y ou look
nice,” shesaid, and | could amost fed my blood pressure drop. “Don’t let him bite you,” she added
softly. “I don't want to haveto kill Kisten if he bindsyou to him.”

“Yougotit,” | said, trying to lighten her mood as| walked out, knowing she might. It would be the only
way to reliably bresk hishold on me. Time and distance would do it eventualy, too, but Ivy wasn't one
to take chances. And being bound to him after | had said no to her would be more than she could take.
My hedls clacked alittle dower as| went back to my room to change into something more subdued. This
outfit was asking for trouble.

Standing before my open closet, | pushed hangers around hoping something would jump out and say,
“Wear me! Wear me!” I’ d aready been through everything and was starting to think | didn’t have
anything that wasn't too sexy and yet attractive enough for anight on the town. With al themoney I'd
gpent filling my closet last month, there ought to have been something. My scomach tightened at the
thought of my shrinking bank balance, but Quen had left his ten thousand on the kitchen floor. And | had
agreed to baby-sit Trent...

The soft knock at my door startled me, and | spun, my hand to my collarbone.

“Um,” lvy said, her closed-lipped smile telling me she found something funny in having surprised me.
“I’'m sorry. | know you aren’t going to let him bite you.” Sheraised along hand in agesture of
exasperdtion. “It' sthevamp thing. That'sall.”

| nodded, understanding. I’ d been living with vy long enough that her unconscious vampire ingtincts
thought of me as her property even though her conscious mind knew different. It waswhy | didn’t spar
with her anymore, wash my clotheswith hers, bring up ties of family and blood, or follow her out of the
room if she abruptly left in the middle of aconversation for no apparent reason. All pushed her
vampire-inginct buttons and would put us right back where we were seven months ago, fumbling about
aswe figured out how to live with each other.

“Here” lvy said, coming one step into my room and holding out afist-szed package wrapped in green
foil and apurple bow. “I1t'san early solstice gift. | thought you might like to useit on your date with
Kigen.”

“Oh, Ivy!” | exclamed, taking the elaborate, clearly store-wrapped package. “ Thank you. I, ah, haven't



wrapped yoursyet....” Wrapped? | hadn’t even bought it.

“That' sokay,” shesaid, clearly flustered. “1 was going to wait, but | thought you could useit. For your
date,” she fumbled. Eyes eager, shelooked at the box in my hand. “Go on. Openit.”

“Okay.” | sat on my bed, carefully undoing the fabric and fail ribbon, as| might want to useit next year.
The paper was embossed with the Black Kisslogo, and | dowed my fingers, wanting to prolong the
suspense. The Black Kisswas an exclusive shop catering to vamps. | didn’t even window-shop there.
The associates knew by looking that | couldn’t afford a hanky.

The paper came away to reveal asmall wooden box, and inside that amid a cushion of crushed red
velvet was a cut-glass perfume bottle. “ Ooooh,” | breathed. “ Thank you.” vy had been getting me
perfume since I’d moved in aswetried to find a scent that covered up her lingering aromaon me and
help her curb her vampiric tendencies. It wasn't the romantic gift one might think it was, but kind of a
vampire antigphrodisiac. My dresser was covered in castoffs of varying degrees of effectiveness.
Actudly, the perfume was morefor her than me.

“It' sredlly hard to find,” she said, starting to look discomforted. “Y ou have to specid order it. My dad
told me about it. | hopeyou likeit.”

“Mmmm,” | said, opening it and dabbing some behind my ear and on my wrids. | breathed deeply,
thinking it smelled like a green woods and dash of citrus: clean and crigp, with ahint of darker shadows.
Scrumptious. “Oh, thisiswonderful,” | said, standing to give her aquick impromptu hug.

She held very 4ill, and | busied mysalf at my dresser, pretending | didn’t notice her surprise. “Huh,” she
said, and | turned, finding abemused expression on her. “It works.”

“What...” | said warily, wondering what | had put on.

Her gaze rove before settling on mine. “It blocks avampire' ssense of smdll,” she said. “At least the
more sengitive aromas that run to the unconscious.” She gave me alopsided smile to make her ook
harmless. “I can't smdl you at dl.”

“Cool,” | said, impressed. “I should wear it dl thetime.”

Ivy’ s expression went subtly guilty. “You could, but | got thelast bottle, and I don’t know if | could find
itagan.”

| nodded. She meant it was more expensive than agallon of water on the moon. “Thank you, lvy,” | said
eanestly.

“You'rewdcome.” Her smilewas genuine. “Happy early solstice.” Her attention went to the front of the
church. “He shere”

The rumble of anidling car filtered in through my thin stained-glass window. | took a deep breeth and
glanced a my bedside clock. “Right ontime.” | turned to her, pleading with my eyesfor her to get the
door.

“Nope.” She grinned to show an unconscious dip of teeth. “You get it.”

Sheturned and | &ft. | looked down at mysdlf, thinking what | had on was grossy inappropriate, and now



| had to answer thedoor init. “lvy...” | complained as| followed her out. She never dowed, holding her
hand up in refusd as she walked into the kitchen.

“Fine” | muttered, boot heds clicking to the front of the church. | flicked on the lightsin the sanctuary in
passing, the high, dim glow doing little to brighten the gloom. It was after onein the morning, and the
pixieswere dl safe and snug in my desk until about four, when they would wake up. Therewasnolight in
thefoyer, and | wondered if we ought to do something about that as | pushed open one side of the heavy
wooden door.

With the soft sound of shoes grinding on rock sdt, Kisten shifted back.

“Hi, Rachd,” he said, hiseyestaking in my clothes. A faint stiffening of the skin about hiseyestold mel
had guessed correctly; | wasn't dressed for whatever he had planned. | wished | knew what he had on
under the luscious gray wool coat he was wearing. It went al the way to his boot tops and looked classy.
He had shaved, too—his usua day-old stubble gone—giving him apolished look | wasn't used to seeing
onhim.

“Thisignt what I'mwearing,” | said by way of greeting. “Comeonin. | just need aminuteto change.”

“Sure.” Past him at the curb was his black Corvette, the light snow melting asit hit. He edged in past me,
and | pulled the door thumping shut behind him.

“Ivy’sinthekitchen,” | said, Sarting back to my room, his soft stepsfollowing right behind me. “ She had
abad afternoon. Shewon't talk to me, but she might talk to you.”

“Shecdled me” he said, the careful cadence of hiswordstelling me he knew about Piscary asserting his
dominance over her. “Y ou're going to put on different boots, right?”

| jerked to astop at the door to my room. “What' swrong with my boots?’ | said, thinking they were the
only thing that | was going to keep on. Ah...the only thing from this outfit, not the only thing totdl.

He looked at them, his dyed-blond eyebrows high. “They’ re what, five inches?’
HY@.”
“It'sicy. You'regoing to dip and break your ass.” His blue eyeswidened. “1 mean your rear end.”

A smile crossed my face at the thought that he was trying to clean up his mouth for me. “ They make me
astdl asyou, too,” | said smugly.

“I noticed.” He hesitated. With alittle jiggle, he whisked past me and into my room.

“Hey!” | protested as he went right to my closet. “ Get out of my room!”

Ignoring me, he pushed al the way to the back where | put everything | didn’t like. “I saw something
herethe other day,” he said, making asmall exclamation as he leaned to tug at something. “Here,” he

said, holding out a pair of drab black boots. “ Start with these.”

“Those?’ | complained as he set them aside and stuck his arms back into my closet. “There sno hed to
those at dl. And they' refour years old and out of style. And what were you doing in my closet?’



“That'saclassc boot,” Kisten said, affronted. “It never goes out of style. Put them on.” He shuffled
about again, pulling something out by fed, as he couldn’t possibly see anything back there. My face
warmed when | saw an old suit I'd forgotten | had. “Oh, thisisjust ugly,” he said, and | snatched it out of
his hands.

“It' smy old interview suit,” | said. “It’ s supposed to be ugly.”

“Throw it away. But keep the pants. Y ou’ re wearing them tonight.”

“l'amnot!” | protested. “Kigten, | am fully capable of picking out my own clothes!”

Silently heraised his eyebrows, then went right back in to get a black long-deeve shirt, from my
don’t-go-there section, that my mother bought for me three years ago. | hadn’t the heart to give it avay
asitwas sk, even though it was so long it hung mid-thigh on me. The necklinewastoo low, and it made
my smdl chest look even flatter.

“Thistoo,” hesaid, and | shook my head.

“No,” | said firmly. “It'stoo long, and it's something my mother would wear.”

“Then your mother has better taste than you,” he said in good humor. “Wear acamisole under it, and for
God'ssake, don't tuck itin.”

“Kisten, get out of my closet!”

But he reached back in, bowing his head over something smdl in his hands as he rocked back. | thought
it might be that ugly purse with the sequins | wished | had never bought, but | went mortified when he
turned with an innocuous looking book. It had no title and was bound with a soft brown leather. The glint
in Kisten' seyestold me he knew what it was.

“Givemethat,” | said, reaching out for it.

A wicked grin on him, Kisten held it up over hishead. | could probably ill get it, but I'd haveto climb
him. “Wel, well, wdl...” hedrawled. “Ms. Morgan. Y ou have shocked and ddighted me. Where did
you get a copy of Rynn Corme’ s guide to dating the undead?’

| pressed my lipstogether and fumed, stymied. Hip cocked, | could do nothing as he took adistancing
step back and flipped through it.

“Haveyou read it?" he asked, then made a surprissdMmmm sound as he paused at a page. “| forgot
about that one. | wonder if | can il do that.”

“Yes, I'vereadit.” | extended my hand. “Giveit here.”

Kisgten pulled his atention from the pages, hislong masculine hands cradling the book open. Hiseyes
had gone black just awee bit, and | cursed mysdlf asathrill of excitement went through me. Damn vamp
pheromones.

“Ooooh, it’ simportant to you,” Kisten said, glancing out the door when lvy banged something in the
kitchen. “Rachel...” he said, hisvoice softer as he moved a step closer. “Y ou know al my secrets”
Without looking, hisfingers dog-eared a page. “What drives me crazy. What inginctively tipsme



over—the—edge...”
He said the last word carefully, and | stifled a ddlicious shudder.

“Y ou know how to...manipulate me,” he murmured, the book dangling from an inattentive hand. “Do
witches have amanud 7’

He had somehow gotten within two feet of me, and | didn’t remember him moving. The sméll of hiswool
coat was strong, and under that was the heady scent of |eather. Flustered, | snatched the book away,
and Kisten dropped back astep. “Don’'t you wish,” | muttered. “lvy gaveit to me so | would stop
pushing her buttons. That'sdl itis” | shoved it under my pillow, and hissmilewidened. Damnit, if he
touched me, | was going to dug him.

“That'swhereit belongs,” he said. “Not acloset. Keep it closefor quick reference.”
“Get out,” | said, pointing.

Long coat drifting about his shoe tops, he moved to the door, his every motion holding a confident
Seductive grace. “Put your hair up,” he said as he sauntered through the arch-way. A grin came over him,
showing me histeeth. “| like your neck. Page twelve, third paragraph down.” Helicked hislips, hiding
theflash of fang even as| saw it.

“Out!” | shouted, taking two steps and damming the door.

Fuming, | turned to what he had laid out on my bed, glad I’ d made it that afternoon. A faint tingling a
my neck drew my hand up, and | pressed my padm intoit, willing it away. | sared a my pillow, then
hestantly pulled the book out. Rynn Cormel had written it? Cripes, the man had single-handedly run the
country during the Turn, and he had enough time to write avampire sex manud, too?

The scent of lilac rose as| opened it at the dog-eared page. | was prepared for anything, having been
through the book twice and finding mysalf more agppalled than turned on, but it was only about the use of
necklaces to send messages to your lover. Apparently the more you covered your neck, the more you
wereinviting him or her torip it open. The gothic metdlic lace that was so popular lately was like walking
around in ateddy. Going completely bare at the neck was amost as bad—a delicious claim of vampiric
virginity and a complete and utter turn-on.

“Huh,” I muttered, closing the book and dropping it on my new bedside table. Maybe areread wasin
order. My gaze went to the outfit Kisten had chosen for me. It looked frumpy, but I’d try it on, and when
Ivy told him | looked like | was forty, he could wait another ten minuteswhile | changed back.

Motions quick, | took off my boots and tossed them thumping aside. | had forgotten that the gray dacks
were lined with 1k, and they made a pleasant sensation dipping over my legs. | chose ablack hater
top—without Kisten's help—and put the long shirt on over it. It didn’t do athing to show off my curves,
and | turned to my mirror, frowning.

| froze & my reflection, shocked. “Damn,” | whispered. | had |ooked good before in my black dress and
boots. But inthis? Inthis| looked. .. sophisticated. Remembering page twelve, | fumbled for my longest
gold chain and looped it over my head. “Double damn,” | breathed, shifting to see mysdlf from adifferent

agle

My curves were gone, hidden behind the smple straight lines, but the subdued statement of the modest



dacks, silk shirt, and gold chain screamed confidence and casua wedth. Now my pale skin was softly
alabaster instead of sickly white, and my athletic build appeared deek. It wasanew look for me. | didn’t
know | could do high-classweslthy.

| hesitantly pulled my hair up off my neck and held it atop my head. “Whoa,” | breathed, when it turned
me from sophisticated to e egant. Looking this good outweighed the embarrassment of |etting Kisten
know he could dress me better than | could dress myself.

Digging in adrawer, | found and invoked my last amulet to tame the frizz of my hair, then put my hair up,
pulling afew strands to drape artfully before my ears. | dabbed on abit more of my new perfume,
checked my makeup, hid my hair-taming amulet behind my shirt, then grabbed asmall clasp purse, asmy
shoulder bag would ruin everything. Thelack of my usua charms gave me amoment of pause, but it was
adate, not arun. Andif | had to fight Kisten off, I'd be using ley line magic anyway.

My flat-heeled boots were subdued as | left my room and followed the soft give-and-take murmurs of
Kisten and lvy into the amber-lit sanctuary. | hesitated at the doorway, looking in.

They had woken the pixies, who wereflitting everywhere, concentrating about vy’ s grand piano asthey
played tag among the wires and stops. There was afaint hum of sound shifting theair, and | redlized the
vibrations from their wings were making the strings resonate.

Ivy and Kisten stood by the archway to the foyer. She had that same uneasy, defiant look on her that
she’ d been wearing earlier when she refused to talk to me. Kisten was bent close, clearly concerned,
with his hand on her shoulder.

| cleared my throat for their attention, and Kisten’ shand fell. Ivy’ s posture shifted back to her usud
equanimity, but | could see her shattered confidence undernegth.

“Oh, that' s better,” Kisten said as he turned, his eyeslighting briefly on my necklace.

He had unbuttoned his coat, and | ran my eyes appreciatively over him as | approached. No wonder he
had wanted to dress me. He looked fabulous: navy Italian pingtripe suit, shiny shoes, hair dicked back
and smdling faintly of sogp...and smiling at me with an atractive sdf-assurance. Hisusud chainwasa
quick flash hidden behind the collar of his starched white shirt. A tasteful tie was snugged up to his neck,
and awatch fob ran from avest pocket through a buttonhole and then to the other vest pocket. Looking
at histrim waist, broad shoulders, and dender hips, there was nothing to argue with. Nothing at dl.

Ivy blinked as shetook mein. “When did you buy that?’ she asked, and | smiled widely.

“Kigt picked it out of my closet,” | said brightly, and that would be the only admission of my lack of
polish he was going to get.

It was adate, so | went to stand beside Kisten; Nick would have gotten akiss, but as vy and Jenks
were hovering—and in Jenks s casg, literally—alittle discretion wasin order. More importantly, he
wasn't Nick.

Jenkslanded on vy’ s shoulder. “Do | need to say anything?’ the pixy asked Kisten, his hands on his
hipsto look like aprotective father.

“No, ar,” Kigen said, entirdly serious, and | fought to keep asmile from me. The picture of afour-inch
pixy thregtening asix-foot living vampire would have been ridiculousif Kisten weren't taking him



serioudy. Jenks swarning was redl and very enforceable. The only thing more unstoppable than fairy
nswere pixies. They could rulethe world if they wanted.

“Good,” Jenks said, apparently satisfied.

| stood by Kisten and rocked back and forth on my flat heelstwice, Staring at everyone. No one said a
word. Thiswasredly weird. “ Ready to go?’ | finaly prompted.

Jenks snickered and flitted off to corra hiskids back into the desk. Ivy gave Kisten alast ook, and
waked out of the sanctuary. Sooner than | would have expected, the TV blared. | ran my eyesover
Kisten, thinking he looked asfar away from his biker image asagoat isto atree.

“Kigten,” | said, putting a hand to my necklace. “What doesthis...say?’
Heleaned close. “Confidence. Not looking for anything, but naughty behind closed doors.”
| stifled athrill-invoked shudder when he pulled avay.Okay. That...works.

“Let me help you with your coat,” he said, and asound of dismay camefrom meas| followed himinto
thefoyer. My coat. My ugly, ugly coat with the fake fur around the collar.

“Ouch,” Kisten said, hisbrow furrowed in the dim light seeping in from the sanctuary ashe saw it. “Tell
youwhat.” He shrugged out of his coat. “Y ou can wear mine. It’ sunisex.”

“Now wait up,” | protested, taking a step back before he could put it on me. “1’m smarter than that,
fang-boy. I'll end up smelling like you. Thisisaplatonic date, and I’m not going to break rule number
one by mixing our scents before | even step out of my church.”

He grinned, hiswhite teeth glinting in the dim light. “ Got me dead to rights,” he admitted. “But what are
you going to wear? That?’

A wince pulled my facetight while looked at my coet. “All right,” | agreed, not wanting to ruin my new
facade of eegance with fake fur and nylon. And there was my new perfume...“But I’m not putting thison
to intentionaly mix our scents. Undersand?’

He nodded, but his smile made me think otherwise, and | let him help me dip intoit. My gaze went
disant asits heavy weight eased over my shoulders, comforting and warm. Kisten might not be ableto
smell me, but | could smell Kisten, and hislingering body warmth sank into me. Legther, silk, and the
barest hint of a clean-scented after-shave made amix | was hard-pressed not to sigh into. “Will you be
okay?" | asked, seeing he had only his suit jacket.

“The car isaready warm.” He intercepted my reach for the door, his hand touching mine atop the
handle. “Allow me,” he said gdlantly. “You' remy date. Let meact likeit.”

Thinking hewas being silly, | neverthelesslet him open the door and take my arm as he helped me down
the stepslightly dusted with snow. The snow had started shortly after sundown, and the ugly gray
splotches kicked up by the snowplows were covered in pristine white. The air was crisp and cold, and
there was no wind.

| wasn't surprised when he maneuvered to open the car door for me, and | couldn’t help but fed specid
as| arranged mysdlf. Kisten shut the door and hustled around to the front. The legther seetswere warm,



and there was no cardboard tree hanging from the rearview mirror. | took aquick look at the discsin the
console ashe got in. They ranged from Korn to Jeff Beck, and he even had one of snging monks.He
listened to Snging monks?

Kisten settled himsdlf. As soon asthe car started, he flipped the heater on full. | sank into the sedt,
relishing the deep rumble of the engine. It was markedly stronger than my little car, vibrating through me
like thunder. The leather, too, was of ahigher quality, and the mahogany on the dash wasred, not fake. |
wasawitch; | could tell.

| refused to compare Kisten's car to Nick’ sdrafty, ugly truck, but it was hard not to. And | liked being
treated specid. Not that Nick didn’t make mefed specia, but this was different. It was fun to get
dressed up, even if we ended up eating at Mickey-d's. Which was avery red possibility as Kisten had
only sixty dollarsto spend.

Glancing a him sitting beside me, | redized | didn't care.
Eleven

“S0,” | said dowly as| fought to keep myself from reaching for the handle of the door to keep it from
swinging open when we went over arailroad track. “Where are we going?’

Kisten gave me asideways amile, the lights from the car behind usilluminating him. “You'll see”

My eyebrowsrose, and | took abresth to press for details when asoft chirping came from his pocket.
My playful mood fatered into one of exasperation as he gave me an gpologetic look and reached for his
phone.

“I hopethisisn’'t going to happen al night,” | muttered, putting my elbow on the door handle and staring
at the dark. “ Just turn around and take me homeiif it is. Nick never took a call when we were on adate.”

“Nick wasn't trying to run hdf the city, either.” Kisten flipped the silver top up. “Yes,” he said, hissharp
annoyance pulling my ebow from the door and my attention back to him. The muted, tiny sound of
pleading filtered out. In the background | could hear thumping music. “You'rekidding.” Kisten flicked his
attention from the road to me and back to the road. His eyesheld amix of hasde and disbelief. “Well get
out there and open the floor.”

“I tried that!” the tiny voice shouted. “They’re animals, Kist. Bloody savages!” The voice subsided into
an unrecognizable high-pitched panic.

Kisten sighed as he looked at me. “ Okay, okay. We'll stopin. I'll take care of it.”

The voice on the other end gushed in relief, but Kisten didn’t bother to listen, flipping the phone closed
and tucking it away. “ Sorry, love,” he said in that ridiculous accent. “One quick stop. Five minutes. |
promise”

And it had started off so well, too.“Five minutes?’ | questioned. “ Something’ sgot to go,” | threatened,
half serious. “Either the phone or that accent.”

“Oh!” he said, putting his hand to his chest dramaticaly. “Wounded to the quick.” He looked askance at
me, clearly relieved | wastaking thisaswell as| was. “I can’t do without my phone. The accent goes...”
Hegrinned. “...my love”



“Oh, please,” | moaned, enjoying the light banter. | had been walking on eggshdls around Nick so long,
afraid to say anything lest | make thingsworse. Guess| didn’t have to worry about that anymore.

| wasn't surprised when Kisten turned toward the water-front. | had aready surmised the trouble was at
Piscary’ sPizza. Sincelosing its Mixed Public Licenselast fdl, it had goneto adrictly vamp clienta, and
from what | heard, Kisten was actualy turning a profit. It was the only reputable establishment in
Cincinnati without an MPL to do so. “Savages?’ | questioned when we pulled into the parking lot of the
two-story restaurant.

“Mikeisbeing histrionic,” Kisten said as he parked in areserved spot. “1t' sonly abunch of women.”
He got out of the car and | sat tight, my handsin my lap as hisdoor shut. | would have expected him to
leave the car running for me. My head jerked up when he opened my door, and | stared blankly at him.

“Aren’'t you coming in?’ he said, hunched asthe cold breeze off theriver shifted hisbangs. “It’ sfreezing
out here”

“Ah, should 1?7’ | ssammered, surprised. “You lost your MPL.”
Kisten reached for my hand. “I don’t think you need to be worried.”

The pavement wasicy, and | was glad that | was wearing flat bootsas | got out of hiscar. “But you
don’t havean MPL,” | said again. The parking lot was full, and watching vampires bleeding each other
couldn’'t be apleasant sght. And if | willingly went in there knowing it lacked an MPL, the law wouldn't
help meif anything went wrong.

Kisten' s coat was |ong, dragging while he held my arm and escorted me to the canopy covered
entrance. “ Everyonein there knows you beat Piscary into unconsciousness,” he said softly, inchesfrom
my ear to make me very aware of his breath on my cheek. “None of them would dare even think to do
that. And you could have killed him but you didn’t. It takes more gutsto let avampire live than to kill
one. No onewill messwith you.” He opened the door, and light and music spilled out. “ Or isit the blood
you'reworried about?’ he questioned as | balked.

| fixed my eyes on hisand nodded, not caring if he saw my apprehension.

Expression digtant, Kisten gently led me forward. “Y ou won't see any,” he said. “ Everyone here came
to relax, not feed the beast. Thisisthe only placein Cincinnati where vampires can go in apublic setting
and be themselves without having to live up to some human's, witch's, or Were' sidea of what they
should be and how they should act. There won't be any blood unless someone cuts afinger opening a

Still unsure, | let him guide mein, stopping just insde the door while he knocked the snow from hisdress
shoes. The hegt of the place struck mefirst, and | didn’t think it was @l coming from the fireplace at the
far end of the room. It had to be pushing eighty, the warmth carrying the pleasant aroma of incense and
dark things. | breathed deeply as | untied Kisten's coat, and it seemed to settlein my brain, relaxing me
the way a hot bath and agood meal did.

A dirring of unease ruined the fedling when aliving vamp came forward with an unsettling quickness. His
shoulderslooked aswide as| wastal, and he massed three hundred pounds if he was an ounce. But his
eyeswere sharp, reveding aquick intelligence, and he moved his muscular bulk with the sexy grace most
living vamp'shad. “I’'m sorry,” he said in an iron-pumping-gym accent as he came close. His hand was



reaching out—not to touch but clearly indicating that | should leave. “ Piscary’ slogt itsMPL. Vamps
only.”

Kigten did behind me and helped me dip his coat off. “Hi, Steve. Any trouble tonight?’

“Mr. Felps,” the large man exclaimed softly, his speech taking on awell-educated accent to match the
intelligence hiseyes couldn’t hide. 1 wasn't expecting you until later. No. No trouble gpart from Mike
upstairs. We're dl quiet down here.” Brown eyes gpologetic, he glanced at me. “Sorry, ma am. | didn’'t
know you were with Mr. Felps.”

Seeing agolden opportunity to pry, | smiled. “Does Mr. Felps often bring young women not of the
vampiric persuasion to hisclub?’ | asked.

“No, maam,” the man said so naturdly that | had to believe him. His words and actions were so
innocuous and unvampiric, that | had to sniff twice to make sure hewas one. | hadn't redlized how much
of the vampire identity slemmed from attitude. And as | scanned the lower floor, | decided it was like any
upscae restaurant, more mundane than when it had itsMPL.

The wait staff was appropriately dressed with most of their scars hidden, and they moved with an
efficient quicknessthat wasn't the least provocative. My gaze roved over the pictures above the bar,
fdtering when | saw ablurry shot of vy in her biker leather, riding her cyclewith arat and amink
perched on the gas tank.Oh God. Someone had seen us.

Kisten gave me awry look upon seeing where my eyeswere. “ Steve, thisisMs. Morgan,” he said ashe
handed my borrowed coat to the bouncer. “We aren’t staying long.”

“Yes, dr,” the man said, then stopped in histracks and turned. “Rachel Morgan?’
My smile grew wider. “ Pleasure to meet you, Steve,” | said.

A rush of flugter ran through me as Steve took my hand and kissed the top of it. “The pleasureis mine,
Ms. Morgan.” Thelarge vampire hestated, gratitude passing behind his expressive eyes. “ Thank you for
not killing Piscary. It would have made Cincinnati hell.”

| chuckled. “Aw, it wasn't just me; | had help bringing him in. And don’t thank meyet,” | said, not sure
if hewas serious or not. “Piscary and | have an old argument, and | smply haven't decided if it' sworth
the effort tokill him or not.”

Kigten laughed, but it sounded somewhat forced. “All right, al right,” he said as he pulled my hand from
Steve's. “That' senough. Steve, will you have someone get my long leather coat from downgtairs? We're
leaving as soon as | open the floor.”

“Y%, s'r.n

| couldn’t hide my smile as Kisten moved hisgrip to my elbow and subtly guided meto the Sairway. |
decided that though he kept touching me, it wasn't for any ulterior motive—yet—and | could tolerate him
moving me around like aBarbie dall. It kindawent with my sophisticated look tonight and made mefed
Specid.

“Good God, Rachel.” Hiswhisper in my ear made me shiver. “Don’'t you think you have enough of a
badass attitude aready without dumping blood on the floor?’



Steve was dready gossiping to the help, and heads were turning to watch Kisten escort meto the
second floor. “What?" | said, smiling confidently at anyone who would meet my eyes. | looked good. |
felt good. Everyone could tell.

Kisten pulled me close to put his hand at the small of my back. “Do you redly think it was agood idea
to tell Steve that Piscary lives only because you haven't decided if you want to kill him or not? What kind
of animage do you think thet givesyou?’

| smiled a him. | felt good. Relaxed. Like | had been spping wine dl afternoon. It had to be the vamp
pheromones, but my demon scar had yet to even twinge. Thiswas something else. Apparently there was
nothing more relaxed and comfortable than a sated vampire, and they apparently liked to share the
feeling. How come lvy never felt likethis?“Well, | did say | had help,” | admitted, wondering if my
wordswere durring. “But killing Piscary is gonnamove to the top of my wish list if he ever getsout of
prison.”

Kisten said nothing, peering at me with his brow furrowed, and | wondered if | had said something bad.
But he had given me Egyptian embaming fluid that night, thinking it would knock Piscary out. He had
sad hewanted meto kill him. Maybe he'd changed hismind?

The music coming from the second floor grew louder the higher we rose up the stairway. It was a steady
dance best, and asit thumped into me, | found myself wanting to movetoit. | could fed my blood
humming, and | swayed as Kisten pulled meto a hdt at the top of the Sairs.

It waswarmer up there, and | fanned myself. The huge plate-glass windows that had once overlooked
the Ohio River had been replaced with walls, unlike the openings remaining downgtairs. The dining tables
had been removed to leave a building-wide, high-ceilinged open space ringed with tall cocktail tables
pressed againgt the walls. There were no chairs. At thefar end was along bar. Again no chairs.
Everyone was standing.

Above the bar just below the ceiling was a dark |oft where the DJ and light-show pandl was. Behind that
was what looked like apool table. A harried-looking tall man was standing in the center of the dance
floor with acordless mike, pleading to the mixed crowd of vampires: living and dead, men and women,
al dressed smilar to what | had been wearing earlier. It was avamp dance club, | decided, wanting to
cover my ears againg the loud catcalls.

The man with the mike caught sight of Kisten, and hislong facelifted in relief. “Kisten!” he said, his
miked utterance turning heads and causing a cheer from the surrounding women in skimpy party dresses.
“Thank God!”

The man beckoned to him, and Kisten took my shoulders. “Rachel?” he questioned. “Rache!” he
exclamed, pulling my attention from the pretty spinning lights above the floor. His blue eyes went
worried. “ Areyou okay?’

| nodded, my head bobbing up and down. “Y up, yup, yup,” | said, giggling. | felt so warm and relaxed. |
liked Kisten' s dance club.

Kisten's brow furrowed. He glanced at the overdressed man everyone was laughing at, then back to
me. “Rachd, thiswill only take amoment. Isthat okay?’

| was watching thelights again, and he turned my chinto look a him. “Yes” | said, moving my mouth



dowly so it would come out right. “I’ll wait right here. Y ou go open thefloor.” Someone bumped me,
and | dmogt fdl into him. “1 like your club, Kigten. It' sfab.”

Kisten stood me upright, waiting until I had my balance before letting go. The crowd had started to chant
his name, and he raised a hand in acknowledgment. They redoubled their cals, and | put my hands over
my ears. The music pounded into me.

Kisten gestured to someone at the bottom of the stairs, and | watched Steve take them two at atime,
moving hishulking sizelikeit was nothing. “Isshewhat | think sheis?’ Kisten asked the big man ashe
cameclose.

“Ye-e-eeah,” thebig man drawled asthey both peered at me. “ She' s blood-sugared. But she'sa
witch.” Steve' seyes|left me and fixed on Kigten. “1sn’t she?”

“Yes” Kigen said, dmost having to shout over the noise from the people for him to take the mike.
“She' s been bitten, but she’ s not bound to anyone. Maybe that’ swhy.”

“Vampy, vampy pher...uh...pher—" | licked my lips, frowning. “Pheromones” | said, my eyeswide.
“Mmmm, nice. How come Ivy never fedslikethis?

“Because vy isatightass.” Kisten frowned. A sigh shifted him, and | reached for his shoulders. He had
nice shoulders, dl hard with muscle and possibility.

Kisten took my hands from him and held them before me. “ Steve, stay with her.”
“Sure, boss,” the big vampire said, moving to stand beside and dightly behind me.

“Thanks.” Kisten peered into my eyes, holding them. “I’'m sorry, Rachdl,” hesaid. “Thisisn't your fault.
| didn’t know thiswould happen. I'll be right back.”

He shifted away, and | reached out after him, blinking at the tumult that rose as he took the center of the
room. Kisten stood for amoment, looking sexy in his Italian suit as he gathered his thoughts with his head
bowed and waited. He was working the crowd before he even said aword; | couldn’t help but be
impressed. A closed-lipped, roguish smile quirked his mouth when he pulled his head up, eyeing them
from under hisblond bangs. “Holy shit,” he whispered into the mike, and the crowd cheered. “What the
hell areyou dl doing here?’

“Waiting for you!” afemale voice shouted.

Kisten grinned, moving his body suggestively as he nodded in the direction of the voice. “Hey, Mandy.
Y ou heretonight? When did they let you out?’

She screamed happily at him, and he smiled. “Y ou are aba-a-a-a-ad bunch of vixens, you know that?
Giving Mickey ahard time. What' s wrong with Mickey? He' s good to you.”

The women cheered, and | covered my ears, dmost falling over as my baance shifted. Steve took my
elbow.

“Wall, | wastrying to go out on adate,” Kisten said, dropping his head dramatically. “My first onein |
don’t know how long. Y ou see her, over there by the stair?’



A huge spotlight dammed into me, and | winced, squinting. The heat from it made my skintingle, and |
graightened, dmost falling when | waved. Steve caught my arm, and | smiled up a him. | leaned into him,
and he shook his head good-naturedly, running afinger along the underside of my jaw before gently
standing me upright.

“She'salittle out of it tonight,” Kisten said. “You are dl enjoying yoursdffar too much, and it’ srubbing
off on her. Who knew witch runners needed to party like us?’

The noise redoubled, and the pace of the lights quickened, racing over the floor and up thewalls and
cellings. My breath came faster as the beat of the music grew.

“But you know what they say,” Kisten said over the rhythm. “The bigger they are—"
“Thebetter itis,” someoneyelled.

“The more they need to party!” Kisten shouted over the laughs. “ So take it easy on her, okay? She just
wantsto relax and have some fun. No pretenses. No games. | say any witch with enough ballsto bring
down Piscary and let him live has long enough fangsto party with. Areyou al A-positive with that?’

The second floor exploded into sound, pressing meinto Steve. My eyes warmed as my emotions swung
from one extreme to the other. They liked me. How cool was that?

“Then |et’s get this party started!” Kisten yelled, spinning to the DJ nest behind him. “Mickey, give me
the one | want.”

The women screamed their gpproval, and | watched in dack-jawed surprise when the floor was
suddenly covered in women, their eyeswild and their motions sharp. Short reveding dresses, high hedls,
and extravagant makeup was the rule, though there were afew older vampires dressed as classy asme.
Theliving barely outnumbered the undeed.

Music rolled from the speskersin the celling, loud and indgstent. A heavy best, atinny snare drum, a
corny synthesizer, and araspy voice. It was Rob Zombie' s“Living Dead Girl,” and as| stared in
disbdlief, the varying motions of the clean-limbed and scantily clad fema e vamps shifted to the rhythmic,
smultaneous movements of a choreographed dance.

They wereline dancing. Oh—my—God. The vampires were line dancing.

Like aschool of fish, they swayed and moved together, feet thumping with the strength to shake the dust
from the ceiling. Not aone made a mistake or misstep. | blinked as Kisten did a Michadl Jackson to
moveto the front, looking indescribably dluring in his confidence and suave movements, following it up
with aStaying Alive. The women behind him followed him exactly after thefirst gesture. | couldn’t tell if
they had practiced or if their quicker reactions alowed them such aseamlessimprovisation. Blinking, |
decided it didn’t matter.

Logt in the power and intensity, Kisten dl but glowed, riding the combined agreement of the vampires
behind him. Numb from an overload of pheromones, music, and lights, | felt mysdf go hazy. Every
motion had aliquid grace, every gesture was precise and unhurried.

The noise beat at me, and as| watched them party with awild abandonment, | realized that it semmed
from the chance to be as they wanted to be without fear of anyone reminding them that they were
vampires and thereforehad to be dark and depressed and carry amysterious danger. And | felt privileged



to be respected enough to see them as they wished they could be.

Swaying, | leaned into Steve while the base line beat my mind into ablessed numbness. My eydlids
refused to stay open. A thunder of noise shook through me, then subsided to mutate into afaster beat of
different music. Someone touched my arm, and my eyes opened.

“Rachd?’
It was Kisten, and | smiled, giddy. “Y ou dance good,” | said. “ Dance with me?’

He shook his head, glancing at the vampire who was holding me upright. “Help me get her outside. This
isfuckingweird.”

“Bad, bad mouth,” | durred, my eyes closing again. “Watch your mouth.”

A giggle escaped me, and it turned into a delighted shriek when someone picked me up to carry me
cradled in hisarms. | shivered asthe noise lessened, and my head thumped into someone’ s chest. It was
warm, and | snuggled closer. The thundering beat softened to casua conversation and the clatter of
china. A heavy blanket covered me, and | made a sound of protest when someone opened a door and
cold ar hit me.

Themusic and laughter behind me subsided into an icy Slence broken by twin steps crunching on grainy
snow and the chiming of acar. “Do you want meto call someone?’ | heard aman ask asan
uncomfortably cold draft made me shiver.

“No. I think al she needsissomeair. If sheisn't right by the time we get there, I'll cal Ivy.”
“Well, tekeit easy, boss,” thefirst voice said.

| felt adrop, and then the cold of aleather seat pressed against my cheek. Sighing, | snuggled deeper
under the blanket that smelled of Kisten and leather. My fingers were humming, and | could hear my
heartbeat and fed my blood moving. Even the thump of the door closing did nothing to stir me. The
sudden roar of the engine was soothing, and as the car’ s motion pushed meinto oblivion, | could have
sworn | heard monks Singing.

Twdve

Thefamiliar rumble of driving over railroad tracks woke me, and my hand shot out to grab the handle
before the door could jiggle open. My eyelids flashed apart when my knuckles smacked into the
unfamiliar door. Oh yeah. | wasn't in Nick’ struck; | wasin Kisten's Corvette.

| froze, dumped and staring at the door with Kisten's leather coat draped over me like ablanket. Kisten
took a dow breath, and the volume of the music dropped. He knew | was awake. My face warmed, and
| wished | could pretend | was till passed out.

Depressed, | sat up and put Kisten' slong coat on the best | could in the tight confines of the car. |
wouldn’t look at him, gazing out the window to try to place where in the Hollows we were. The streets
were busy, and the clock on the dash said it was nearing two. | had passed out like adrunk in front of a
far dice of Cincinnati’ s upper-middle-class vampires, high on their pheromones. They must have thought
| was aweak-willed, skinny witch who couldn’t hold her own.



Kisten shifted in his seat as he eased to ahdlt a alight. “Welcome back,” he said softly.

Lipspressed tight, | subtly felt my neck to make sure everything wastheway I’ d left it. “How long was|
out?’ | asked. Thisisgoing to do wondersfor my reputation.

Kisten moved the gearshift out and back into first. “You didn’t passout. You fell adeep.” Thelight
changed and he inched up on the car in front of usto bully it into moving. “Passing out impliesalack of
restraint. Falling adeep iswhat you do when you'retired.” He glanced a me as we went through the
intersection. “ Everyone getstired.”

“Noonefdlsadegpinadanceclub,” | said. “I passed out.” My mind sifted through the memories, clear
as holy water ingtead of mercifully blurred, and my face flamed. Sugared, he had called it. | had been
blood-sugared. | wanted to go home. | wanted to go home, crawl into the priest hole the pixies had
found in the belfry stairway, and just die.

Kisten was silent, the tensing of hisbody while he drove telling me he was going to say something as
soon as he double-checked it againgt his patronizing meter. “I’'m sorry,” he said, surprising me, but the
admission of guilt fed my anger instead of pacifyingit. “1 was an assfor taking you into Piscary’ sbefore
finding out if witches could get blood-sugared. It never occurred to me.” Hisjaw clenched. “And it’s not
asbad asyou think.”

“Yeah, right,” | muttered, hand searching under the seet until | found my clasp purse. “1 bet it's halfway
acrossthe city by now. ‘Hey, anybody want to go over to Morgan’ s tonight and watch her get sugared?
All it takesis enough of us having fun and down she goes! Whoo hoo!” ”

Kisten' s attention was riveted on the road. “ It wasn't like that. And there were over two hundred vamps
in there, agood portion undead.”

“And that' s supposed to make me fed better?’
Motions giff, he pulled his phone from a pocket, punched a button, and handed it to me.
“Yeah?’ | questioned into the phone, dmost snarling. “Who isthis?’

“Rachel? God, are you okay? | swear I'll kill him for taking you into Piscary’s. He said you got sugared.
Did hebiteyou?’

“Ivy!” | sammered, then glared a Kigten. “ Y ou told Ivy? Thanks a hell of alot. Want to call my mom
next?’

“Like lvy wouldn’t find out?” he said. “1 wanted her to hear it from me. And | was worried about you,”
he added, stopping my next outburt.

“Did hebiteyou!” lvy said, jerking my attention from hislast words. “Did he?’
| turned back to the phone. “No,” | said, feeling my neck. Though | don’t know why. | was suchanidiot.

“Come home,” she said, and my anger shifted to rebellion. “1f someone bit you, | could tell. Come home
s0 | cansmdl you.”

A sound of disgust came from me. “I’ m not coming home so you can smell me! Everyone therewas



redly nice about it. And it felt good to let go for five stinking minutes.” | scowled at Kisten, seeing why he
had given me Ivy to talk to. The manipulative bastard smiled. How could | stay angry with himwhen |
wasdefending him?

“Y ou got blood-sugared in five minutes?” vy sounded horrified.

“Yeah,” | said dryly. “Maybe you ought to try it. Go sit and soak up the pheromones at Piscary’s. They
might not let you in, though. Y ou might kill everyone dse' sbuzz.”

Her breath caught, and | immediately wished | could take it back. Shit. “Ivy...I'm sorry,” | said quickly.
“I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Let metak to Kisten,” came her soft voice.
I licked my lips, feding like dirt. “ Sure.”

Fingerscold, | handed the phone to him. His unreadable eyes met minefor aflash. He listened for a
moment, muttered something | didn’t catch, then ended the call. | watched him for any hint of hismood
as he tucked thelittle silver phone away behind hiswool coat.

“Blood-sugared?’ | questioned, thinking | ought to know what happened. “Y ou want to tell me what
that isexactly?”

His hands shifted on the wheedl and he took a more relaxed position. The come-and-go flashes from the
streetlights made eerie shadows on him. “I1t'samild depressant,” he said, “that vampireskick out when
they’ re sated and relaxed. Sort of like an afterglow? It came as a surprise the first time afew of the
newest undead got sugared shortly after Piscary’ swent to an dl-vamp clientele. It did them aworld of
good, so | took out the tables upstairs and put in alight show and DJ. Made it into a dance club.
Everyone got sugared after that.”

He heditated as we made a sharp turn into an enormous parking lot down by the riverfront. Piles of snow
rose six feet up at the edges. “It' sanatura high,” he said as he down-shifted and drove dowly to the
small cluster of cars parked by alarge brightly lit boat at the dock. “Legd, too. Everyonelikesit, and
they’ ve started sdlf-policing themsaves, kicking out anyone who comesin looking for aquick bleed and
protecting the oneswho comein hurting and fall adeep like you did. It's making a difference, too. Go ask
that FIB captain of yours. Violent crimes being perpetrated by single young vamps have dropped.”

“Nokidding,” | said, thinking it sounded like an informa vampire support group.Maybe vy should go.
Nah. She/druinit for everyonedse.

“Y ou wouldn’t have been so receptiveif you hadn’'t needed it so much,” he said, parking at the
outskirts.

“Oh, soitismy fault,” | said dryly.

“Don't,” he said, hiswords harsh as he yanked the parking brake up. “1 let you yell a me once aready
tonight. Don't try to flip this back on me. The more you need it, the harder it hitsyou isdl. That’swhy no
one thought anything less of you—and maybe they think alittle more.”

Taken aback, | made an apologetic face. “ Sorry.” | kindaliked that he was too smart to be manipulated
by wicked femalelogic. It made things more interesting. Sowly he relaxed, turning off the hester and the



softly playing disc.

“You werehurting insde,” he said as he took the singing monk CD out and put it inits case. “From
Nick. I’ve watched you hurt since you drew on that line through him and he got scared. And they got a
kick out of seeing you unwind.” He smiled with adistant look. “It made them fed good that the big bad
witch who beet up Piscary trusted them. Trust isafeding we don't get very often, Rachd. Living
vampireslug after it dmost as much asblood. That' swhy lvy isready to kill anyone who threatens your
friendship with her.”

| said nothing, staring asit started to make sense.

“You didn’'t know that, did you?’ he added, and | shook my head, uncomfortable with digging into the
whys of my relationship with Ivy. The car was getting cold, and | shivered.

“And showing your vulnerability probably upped your reputetion, too,” he said. “ That you didn’t fed
threatened by them and let it happen.”

| looked at the boat Stting before us, decorated with blinking holiday lights. “1 didn’t have achoice.”
He reached out and adjusted the collar of his coat about my shoulders. “Yes, you did.”

Kisten'shand fdll from me, and | gave him aweak smile. | was't convinced, but at least | didn't fedl
like so much of afool. My mind went over the events, the dow dide from arelaxed state into deep, and
the attitudes of those around me. There hadn’t been any laugher a my expense. | had felt comforted,
cared for. Understood. And there hadn’t been aflicker of blood lust coming from any of them. | hadn’t
known vampires could be like thet.

“Linedancing, Kigen?’ | said, feding my lipsquirk into awry smile.

A nervouslaugh came from him and he bowed his head. “Hey, ah, could you not tell anyone about
that?’ he asked, the rims of his earsreddening. “What happens at Piscary’ sstays at Piscary’s. It'san
unwrittenrule”

Being stupid, | reached out and ran afinger over the arch of his blood-reddened ear. He beamed,
shifting to take my hand and brush hislips against my fingers. “Unless you want to get yoursalf banned
fromthereaswdll,” hesaid.

A shiver went through me at hisbreath on my fingers, and | pulled my hand away. His speculative |ook
went right to my core, pulling my stomach into knots of anticipation. “Y ou looked good out there,” | said,
not caring if it wasamistake. “ Do you have akaraoke night?’

“Mmmm,” he murmured, shifting in his seet to fdl into his bad-boy dump against the door. “Karaoke.
There san idea. Tuesdays are dow. We never get enough people to get agood buzz going. That might
bejust thething.”

| turned my attention to the boat to hide my smile. Theimage of vy on stage snging “Round Midnight”
flitted through me and was gone. Kisten' s attention followed mine to the boat. It was one of those
remade riverboats, two storiestal and dmost entirely enclosed. “1'll take you home if you want,” he said.

Shaking my head, | tightened the tie on his coat, and the scent of |eather puffed up. “No, | want to see
how you pay for adinner cruise on aniced-over river with only sixty dollars.”



“Thisisn’t dinner. Thisisthe entertainment.” He went to toss hishair artfully aside, then stopped
mid-movement.

The lightsin my head started to go on. “It'sagambling boat,” | said. “ That’ snot fair. Piscary ownsall
the gambling boats. Y ou won't have to pay for athing.”

“It'snot Piscary’ sboat.” Kisten got out of the car and came around to my side. Looking good in his
wool coat, he opened my door and waited for me to get out.

“Oh,” | said, more lights turning on. “We re here checking out the competition?’
“Something like that.” He bent to look at me. “ Coming? Or are we going to leave?’

If hewasn't going to get his chipsfor free, it would be lega under our arrangement. And I’ d never
gambled before. It might be fun. Accepting hishand, | et him help me out of the car.

His pace was rapid as we hustled to the railed gangplank. A man in aparkaand gloves waited at the
foot of the ramp, and as Kisten talked with him, | glanced at the boat’ s water-line. Rows of bubbles kept
the riverboat from becoming iced in. It was probably more expens ve than taking the boat out for the
winter, but city regulations stipulated you could only gamble on the river. And even though the boat was
tied to the dock, itwas on the weter.

After speaking into aradio, the big man let us pass. Kisten put ahand on the small of my back and
pushed me forward. “ Thanksfor letting me borrow your coat,” | said as my boots clattered up and we
found ourselves on the covered walk-way. Tonight’s snow made awhiteicing, and | brushed it off the
railling to make dushy clumpsin the open water.

“My pleasure,” he said, pointing to ahaf wood, haf glass door. There was an etched intertwined pair of
capital S'sonit, and | shuddered when ashimmer of ley lineforce passed through me when Kisten
opened the door and we crossed the threshold. It was probably the casino’ s antitampering charm, and it
gave methewillies, likel was bresthing air coated in ail.

Another big man in atux—awitch, by the familiar scent of redwood—wasthere to greet us, and he
took both Kisten’sand my coat. Kisten signed the guest book, putting me down as“guest.” Peeved, |
wrote my name below hiswith big loopy flourishes, taking up three entire lines. The pen made my fingers
tingle, and | looked at the metd barrd beforel set it down. All my warning flags went up, and while
Kisten bought a single chip with most of our date allowance, | made a precise line through both my and
Kisten's name to prevent our signatures from possibly being used as afocusing object for aley line
charm.

“And you did that because...” Kisten questioned as he took my arm.

“Trust me.” | amiled at the stone-faced witch in atux handling the guest book. There were subtler ways
to prevent such thefts of focusing objects, but | didn’t know them. And that | had just insulted the host
didn’'t bother me at dl. Likel would ever be back there again?

Kisten had my arm so | wasfreeto nod, asif | wasimportant to anyone who looked up from hisor her
gaming. | was glad Kisten had dressed me; I d have looked like awhore herein what | had picked out.
The oak and teak panding was comforting, and the rich green carpet felt scrumptious on my feet, clear
through my boots. The few windows were draped with deep burgundy and black fabric, pulled aside to



show thelights of Cincinnati. It waswarm with the scent of people and excitement. The clatter of chips
and bursts of sound quickened my pulse.

Thelow ceiling could have been claustrophobic, but it wasn't. There were two tables of blackjack, a
crapstable, awhed, and an entire bank of one-armed bandits. In the corner wasasmall bar. Most of
the staff was of the witch or warlock persuasion, if my gut ingtinct wasright. | wondered where the poker
table was. Upgtairs, perhaps? | didn’t know how to play anything else. Well, | could play blackjack, but
that wasfor Ssses.

“How about some blackjack?’ Kisten said as he subtly guided me that way.
“Sure” | sad, smiling.
“Do you want adrink?’

| glanced at the surrounding people. Mixed drinks were the rule, except for the one guy with abeer. He
was drinking it out of the bottle, and it ruined his entire ook, tux aside. “ Dead Man'sFloat?’ | asked as
Kisten helped me up onto astoal. “Double shot of ice cream?”’

The hovering waitress nodded, and after getting Kisten’ s order, the older witch left. “Kisten?” My gaze
rose, drawn by an enormous disk of gray metd hanging from the celling. Ribbons of ashiny meta
radiated from it like a sunburst, running to the edges of the ceiling. It could have been a decoration, but
I’d be willing to bet the meta continued behind the wood panding and even under thefloor. “Kigten,
what isthat?’ | whispered as| nudged him.

His gazeflicked to the disk. “ Probably their security system.” His eyes met mine and he amiled.
“Freckles,” he said. “Even without your spells, you' re the most beautiful woman here.”

| blushed at his compliment—sure now that the enormous disk was more than art deco—but when he
turned back to the dedler, | frantically looked at the mirror wall by the stairway. My shoulders dumped
as| saw mein my sophigticated outfit with frecklesand my hair starting to frizz. The entire boat wasa
no-spell zone—at least for us earth witches using amulets—and | suspected that big purple disk had
something in thereto hinder ley line witches, too.

Just having the boat on the water was some protection againgt ley line tampering sSince you couldn’'t tap a
line over thewater unless you went the roundabout way through afamiliar. Indl likelihood, the boat’ s
security system dampened dready invoked ley line spells and would detect anyone tapping aline through
afamiliar to invoke anew one. | had once had asmadler version on my long-gone.S. issue cuffs.

While Kisten made nice with the dedler over his paltry fifty-dollar chip, | sat back and studied the
people. There were about thirty, al well-dressed and most older than Kisten and I. A frown crossed me
as| redized Kisten was the only vamp here: witches, Weres, and afew red-eyed humans up past their
bedtime, but no vampires.

That struck me aswrong, so while Kisten doubled his money with afew hands, | unfocused my
attention, wanting to see the room with my second sight. | didn’t like using my second sight, especidly at
night when | could see an overlay of the ever-after, but I’ d rather suffer abad case of the heebie-jecbies
than not know what was happening. | spared athought wondering if Algaiarept would know what | was
doing, than decided there was no way he could unless| tapped aline. Which | wouldn't.

Settling mysdlf, | closed my eyes so my little used second sight wouldn't have to compete with my more



mundane vision, and with amenta shove, | opened my mind’ seye. Immediately the wisps of my hair that
had worked themselves free moved in the wind that dways blew in the ever-after. The memory of the
ship dissolved to nothing, and the broken landscape of the demon city took its place.

A soft sound of disgust dipped from me, and | reminded mysdlf just why | never did this so closeto the
center of Cincinnati; the demon city was broken and ugly. The waning crescent moon was probably up
now, and there was a definite red glow to the bottoms of the clouds, seeming to light the stark cascade of
broken buildings and vegetation-stained rubble with ahaze that covered everything and made me fed
dimy somehow. It was said the demons lived belowground, and seeing what they had doneto their
city—nbuilt on the sameley lines as Cincinnati—I didn’t wonder why. I’ d seen the ever-after once during
the day. It wasn't much better.

| wasn't in the ever-after, just viewing it, but | still felt uncomfortable, especialy when | redized the
reason everything looked clearer than usual was because | was coated in Algdiarept’ s black aura
Reminded of my dipped bargain, | opened my eyes, praying that Algdiarept wouldn't find away to use
me through the lines as he had threstened.

The gambling boat was just theway | |€ft it, the noises that had been keegping me mentally connected to
redlity taking on meaning again. | was using both my visons, and before my second sight could become
overwhelmed and logt, | hurriedly looked around.

My gaze wasimmediatdly drawn to the meta disk in the celling, and my mouth twisted in distaste. It
pulsated with athick purple smear, coating everything. | would have bet that thiswaswhat | had felt
when | crossed the threshold.

It was everyone s aurathat interested me most, though. | couldn’t see mine, even when | looked in the
mirror. Nick had once told me it was yellow and gold—not that anyone could see it under Al’s now.
Kigten' swas a hedthy, warm, orangy red shot through with dices of yellow concentrating about his head,
and asmile quirked my lips. He used his head to make decisions, not his heart; | wasn't surprised. There
was no black init, though amost everyone else’ sin the room was streaked with darkness, | redlized as|
scanned thefloor.

| stifled atwitch when | found ayoung man in the corner watching me. Hewasin atux, but it had a
comfortable look on him, not the stiff, uptight demeanor of the doorman or the professional dullness of
the dedlers. And the full glass by his hand said patron, not wait staff. His aurawas so dark, it was hard to
tell if it was adeep blue or deep green. A hint of demon black ran through it, and | felt awash of
embarrassment that if he waslooking at me with his second sight—which | was sure he was—he could
see me coated in Algdiarept’ sblack dime.

Leaning back with his chin on hisinward-curled fingertips, he fixed his gaze on mine from acrossthe
room, eval uating. He was deeply tanned—a neat trick in midwinter—and combined with the faint
highlightsin hisstraight black hair, | guessed he was from out of state and somewhere warm. Of average
build and average looks, he didn’t strike me as particularly attractive, but his confident assurance
warranted a second look. He appeared wedlthy, too, but who didn’t in atux?

My eyesdid from him to the guy swilling beer, and | decided tux-trash could be done after al. And with
that thought making me amile, | turned back to surfer boy.

Hewas 4till watching me, and upon seeing my smile, he matched it, tilting his head in speculation and
inviting conversation. | took a bregath to shake my head, then stopped. Why in hell not? | wasfooling
mysalf that Nick was coming back. And my date with Kisten was a one-night-only offer.



Wondering if histrace of black was from ademon mark, | narrowed my concentration to try to see past
hisunusually dark aura. As| did, the purple glow coming from the ceiling disk brightened to take on the
firg tinges of yellow.

The man started, his attention jerking to the celling. Shock marred his clean-shaven face. An abrupt call
went through the room from about three different places, and at my forgotten elbow, Kisten swore asthe
dedler said this hand had been tampered with and that all play was suspended until he could bresk anew
deck.

| lost my second sight completely then, as the witch manning the guest book pointed me out to a second
man, clearly security by his serious lack of any emotiona expression.

“Ohcrap,” | swore, turning my back on the room and picking up my Dead Man's Float.
“What?’ Kisten said irately while he stacked hiswinnings according to color.

| winced, meeting his eyes over therim of my glass. “I think | made aboo-boo.”
Thirteen

“What did you do, Rachd?” Kigten said flatly, stiffening as helooked over my shoulder.

“Nothing!” | exclaimed. The dedler gave me atired ook and broke the seal on afresh deck of cards,
and | didn’'t turn when | felt a presence loom heavy behind me.

“Isthereaproblem?’ Kisten said. His attention was fixed a good three feet above my head. Sowly |
turned, finding aredly, redly bigmaninaredly, redly big tux.

“It' sthelady | need to talk with,” hisvoice rumbled.

“I didn’t do anything,” | said quickly. “1 wasjust looking over, um, the security. . . .” | finished weskly.
“Just asaprofessond interest. Here. Here sone of my cards. I’ m in security mysdf.” | fumbledin my
clasp pursefor one, handing it to him. “Redlly, | was't going to tamper with anything. | didn’'t tap aline.
Hones.”

Honest? How lame was that?My black business card looked small in histhick hands, and he glanced at
it once, quickly reading it. He made eye contact with awoman &t the foot of the Sairs. She shrugged,
mouthing, “Shedidn’t tap aline,” and he turned to me. “ Thank you, Ms. Morgan,” the man said, and my
shoulders eased. “ Please don't assert your auraover the house spells.” Hedidn't smileat dl. “Any more
interference and we will ask you to leave.”

“Sure, no problem,” | said, starting to breathe again.

Hewalked away, and play resumed around us. Kisten’ s eyes were full of annoyance. “Can't | takeyou
anywhere? hesaid dryly, putting his chipsinto alittle bucket and handing them to me. “Here. | haveto
usethelittle boys room.”

| stared blankly as he gave me awarning look before he ambled off, leaving medoneinacasnowith a
bucket of chipsand no ideawhat to do with them. | turned to the blackjack dedler, and he arched his
eyebrows. “Guess 1’| play something else,” | said as | dipped from the stool, and he nodded.



Clutch purse tucked under my arm, | glanced over the room with my chipsin one hand and my drink in
the other. Surfer boy was gone, and | tifled asigh of disappointment. Head down, | looked at the chips,
seeing they were engraved with the same intertwined S's. Not even knowing the monetary value of what
| had, | drifted to the excitement of the crapstable.

| smiled at two men who did agpart to make a spot for me, setting my drink and chips on the lower rim of
the tablewhile tried to figure out why some people were happy at the five that wasrolled and some
were upset. One of the witches who' d made room for me was standing too close, and | wondered when
he would inflict his pickup line on me. Sure enough, after the next roll he gave me adoppy grin and sad,
“Herel am. What are your last two wishes?’

My hand trembled and | forced it to remain unmoving. “Please” | said. “ Just stop.”

“Oh, nice manners, babe,” he said loudly, trying to embarrass me, but | could embarrass mysdf ahell of
alot easier than he could.

The chatter of the game seemed to vanish as| focused on him. | wasready to let him haveit, my
self-respect wounded to the quick, when surfer boy appeared. “ Sir,” he said camly, “that was the worst
linel’ ve ever heard, not only insulting but showing a severe lack of forethought. Y ou’ re obvioudy
bothering the young woman. Y ou should leave before she does permanent damage to you.”

It was protective, yet implied | could take care of mysdlf, not an easy thing to accomplishin one
paragraph, much less one sentence. | was impressed.

One-line-wonder took a breath, paused, and with his eyesrisng over my shoulder, he changed hismind.
Murttering, hetook hisdrink and his buddy on the other Sde of me and I ft.

My shoulders eased and | found mysdlf sighing as | turned to surfer boy. “Thank you,” | said, taking a
closer look at him. His eyeswere brown and hislips were thin, and when he smiled, the expresson
encompassed both of them, full and honest. There was some Asian heritage in his not-too-distant past,
giving him straight black hair and asmall nose and mouth.

He ducked his head, seemingly embarrassed. “No thanks needed. | had to do something to redeem al
men for that line.” His strong-jawed face took on afase sincerity. “What' re your other two wishes?’ he
asked, chuckling.

| laughed, ending it by looking at the crapstable as| thought of my big teeth.

“My nameisLee” he sad, stepping into the silence before it became awkward.

“Rachd,” | said, relieved when he extended his hand. He smelled like sand and redwood, and he dipped
histhin fingersinto my grip to meet my pressure with an equal force. Our hands yanked apart and my
eyesjerked to hiswhen adip of ley line energy equalized between us.

“Sorry,” he said as he tucked his hand behind his back. “ One of usmust be low.”

“It'sprobably me,” | said, refusing to wipe my hand. “I don't keep line energy in my familiar.”

Lee seyebrowsrose. “Redly? | couldn’t help but notice you looking at the security.”



Now | wasredly embarrassed, and | took asip of my drink and turned to lean with my elbows on the
upper railing about the table. “ That was an accident,” | said asthe amber dicerolled past. “I didn’t mean
totriptheaarms. | wasjust trying to get a closer look a—um—you,” | finished, certainly asred at my
hair.Oh God, | was screwing thisup royally.

But Lee seemed amused, histeeth white in his suntanned face. “Metoo.”

His accent was nice. West Coast, perhaps? | couldn’t help but like his easy demeanor, but when he
took asip of hiswhite wine, my gaze fixed to hiswrist pegping from behind his cuff and my heart seemed
to stop. It was scarred. It was scarred exactly like mine. “Y ou have ademon sca—" Hiseyesjerked to
mine, and my words cut off. “ Sorry.”

Lee sattention flicked to the nearby patrons. None seemed to have heard. “It' sokay,” he said softly, his
brown eyes pinched. “I got it by accident.”

| put my back againgt the railing, understanding now why my demon-tainted aura hadn’t scared him off.
“Don'twedl?’ | said, surprised when he shook his head. My thoughts went to Nick, and | bit my lower

lip.
“How did you get yours?” he asked, and it was my turn to be nervous.

“I was dying. He saved me. | owe him for safe passage through the lines.” | didn’t think it necessary to
tell Leethat | wasthe demon’sfamiliar. “How about you?’

“Curiogty.” Eyessquinting, he frowned a a past memory.
Curious mysdif, I gave him another once-over. | wouldn't say Al’ sreal name and break the contract we
had come to when | had bought a summoning name from him, but | wanted to know if it wasthe same

demon. “Hey, uh, does yours wear crushed green velvet?’ | asked.

Leejerked. His brown eyes went wide under his sharply cut bangs, and then a smile born of shared
trouble came over him. “Y es. Hetaksin aBritish accent—"

“And hasathing for frosting and french fries?’ | interrupted.
Lee ducked his head and chuckled. “Y es, when heisn’t morphing into my father.”
“How about that?’ | said, feding an odd kinship. “It’ sthe same one.”

Tugging his deeve down to cover the mark, Leerested his sde againgt the crapstable. * Y ou seem to
have aknack for ley lines” he said. “ Are you taking ingtruction from him?’

“No,” | sad forcefully. “I’'m an earth witch.” | twiddled my finger with my ring amulet and touched the
cord of the one around my neck that was supposed to defrizz my hair.

His attention went from the scar on my wrist to the celling. “But you...” he drawled.

| shook my head and sipped my drink, my back to the game. “1 told you it was an accident. I’'m not a
ley linewitch. | took aclassisal. Wel, hdf of one. Theingtructor died before the classwas finished.”

Heblinked in dishdief. “Dr. Anders?’ he blurted. “Y ou had a.classwith Dr. Anders?’



“Youknew her?’ | pulled mysdf sraighter.

“I’'ve heard of her.” Heleaned close. “ She was the best ley line witch east of the Mississippi. | came out
here to take classes from her. She was supposed to be the best.”

“Shewas,” | said, depressed. She was going to help get Nick unbound as my familiar. Now, not only
was the spell book gone, but she was dead and al her knowledge with her. | jerked upright as | redlized
| had been wool gathering. “So, you're a student?’ | asked.

Leerested hisebows on therail, watching the dice skitter and roll behind me. “Road scholar,” he said
shortly. “I got my degree years ago from Berkeley.”

“Oh, I'd love to see the coast sometime,” | said, playing with my necklace and wondering how much of
this conversation had turned into exaggeration. “ Doesn't the salt make everything difficult?’

He shrugged. “Not so much for ley linewitches. | fed bad for earth witches, locked into a path that has
no power.”

My mouth dropped open. No power? Hardly. Earth magic’ s strength semmed from ley linesas much as
ley linewitches spdls. That it wasfiltered through plants made it more forgiving, and perhaps dower, but
no less powerful. Therewas't aley line charm written that could physically change aperson’sform.
Now that was power. Chaking it up toignorance, | let it didelest | drive him away before | got achance
to know just how big of ajerk hewas, firgt.

“Look at me,” he said, clearly recognizing that he had stuck hisfoot so far down histhroat that histoes
might wiggle out of hisass. “Here | am bothering you, when you probably want to play some before your
boyfriend gets back.”

“He' snot my boyfriend,” | said, not asexcited as| could be for the subtle inquiry asto my attached
gatus. “1 told him he couldn’t take me out on a decent date for sixty dollars, and he accepted the

challenge”

Leeran hiseyesover the casino. “How’sit going?’

| sipped my drink, wishing the ice cream hadn’t melted. Behind me there was aloud cheer as something
good happened. “Well, so far I’ ve gotten sugared and passed out in avamp dance club, insulted my
roommate, and tripped the security system of acasino boat.” | lifted ashoulder in ahaf shrug. “Not bad,
| guess”

“It' searly yet.” Lee s gaze followed the rolling dice behind me. “Can | buy you adrink? 1’ ve heard the
house wineisgood. Merlat, | think itis”

| wondered where thiswas going. “No thanks. Red wine...does't sit well with me.”
He chuckled. “I’'m not particularly fond of it either. It givesme migraines”
“Metoo,” | exclamed softly, truly surprised.

Leetossed his bangsfrom hiseyes. “Now, if | had said that, you would have accused me of dropping
youaline” | smiled, feding shy dl of asudden, and he turned to the cheering at the table. *'Y ou don't



gamble, doyou?’ hesaid.
| glanced behind me and then back to him. “It shows, huh?’

He put ahand on my shoulder and turned me around. “They’ verolled three foursin arow, and you
haven't noticed,” he said softly, dmaost in my ear.

| did nothing to elther discourage or encourage him, the sudden pounding of my heart not telling me what
todo. “Oh, isthat unusud?’ | said, trying to keep my voicelight.

“Here,” he said, motioning to the crgps man. “New roller,” he caled loudly.
“Oh, walit,” | protested. “I don’t even know how to bet.”

Not to be deterred, Lee took my little chip bucket and guided meto the head of thetable. “Yourall, I'll
bet for you.” He hesitated, brown eyesinnocent. “Isthat...okay?’

“Sure” | said, grinning. What did | care? Kisten had given me the chips. That he wasn't there to spend
them with me wasn’t my problem. Teaching me how to throw craps was what he was supposed to be
doing, not some guy in atux. Where was he, anyway?

| glanced over the assembled faces around the table as | took the dice. They felt dippery—like bonein
my hand—and | shook them.

“Wait...” Leereached out and took my hand in his. “Y ou have to kissthem first. But only once,” he
sad, hisvoice serious though hiseyes glinted. “If they think they’ll get loved dl thetime, they won't put

“Right,” | said, hishandsfaling when | pulled the dice to my lips but refused to touch them. | mean,
redlly. Y uck. People shuffled their chips around, and heart faster than the game warranted, | threw the
dice. | eyed Lee, not the dice, asthey skittered and danced.

Leewatched in rapt attention, and | thought that though he was't pretty like Kisten, he wasfar more
likely to be on amagazine cover than Nick. Just an average guy, and awitch with adegree. My mother
would love meto bring this one home. Something had to be wrong with him.Besides his demon mark? |
thought dryly. God, save me from myself.

Thewatching people had various reactionsto the eight | rolled. “Not good?’ | asked Lee.

His shouldersrose and fell as hetook the dice the craps man pushed to him. It sokay,” he said. “But
you haveto roll an eight again before a seven comes up towin.”

“Oh,” | said, pretending | understood. Mystified, | threw the dice. Thistime they came up nine. “Keep
going?’ | said, and he nodded.

“I'll place some one-roll betsfor you,” he said, then paused. “If that’s okay?’
Everyonewaswaiting, so | said, “ Sure, that will be great.”

Lee nodded. His brow furrowed for amoment, then he set apile of red chips on asquare. Someone
snickered, leaning to whisper “Innocent daughter” in their neighbor’ s ear.



The dice werewarm in my hand, and | sent them rolling. They bounced off thewal, coming to hdlt. It
was an eleven, and everyone at the table groaned. Lee, though, was smiling. “Y ou won,” he said, putting
ahand on my shoulder. “See?’ He pointed. “Odds are fifteen-to-one of rolling an eeven. | figured you'd
be azebra”

My eyeswidened as the predominate color of my pile of chipswent from red to blue as the craps man
piled astack on them. “Beg pardon?’

Lee st the dicein my hand. “When you hear hoofbegts, look for horses. That would be the common
rollsinthiscase. | knew you'd roll something odd. A zebra”

| grinned, rather liking the idea, and the dice flew from me amost before he moved my chipsto another
square. My pulse quickened, and as L ee explained the detail s of odds and betting, | rolled again, and
again, and again, the table becoming louder and more excited. It wasn't long before | caught on. The
risk, the question of what would happen and the breathless wait until the dice settled, was akin to being
on arun, only better because hereit waslittle plagtic chips on theline, not my life. Lee switched his
tutoria to other waysto wager, and when | dared to make a suggestion, he beamed, gesturing that the
tablewas mine.

Delighted, | took over the betting, letting it ride where it was while Lee put ahand on my shoulder and
whispered the odds of throwing thisand that. He smelled like sand. | could fed his excitement through
the thin materid of my silk shirt, and the warmth of hisfingers seemed to linger on my shoulder when he
shifted to put the dicein my hand.

| looked up when the table cheered my latest roll, surprised that amost everyone was clustered about us
and that we had somehow become the center of attention. “Looks like you haveit.” Lee smiled ashe
took a step back.

Immediately my face went dack. “You'releaving?’ | asked asthe red-cheeked guy drinking beer
pressed the dice into my hand and urged me to throw them.

“I needto go,” hesaid. “But | couldn’t resst meeting you.” Leaning close, he said, “I enjoyed teaching
you craps. You'reavery specid woman, Rachdl.”

“Lee?’ Confused, | set the dice down and the people around the table groaned.
Leedidthediceinto hishand and put themin mine. *Y ou're hot. Don’'t stop.”
“Do you want my phone number?” | asked.Oh God, | sounded desperate.

But Lee amiled, histeeth hidden. “Y ou’ re Rachd Morgan, the .S. runner who quit to work with last
living Tamwood vamp. Y ou' rein the phone book—in four places, no less.”

My face flamed, but | managed to stop mysdlf before | told everyone | wasn't ahooker.
“Till nexttime” Lee said, raising his hand and inclining his head before he walked away.
Setting the dice down, | backed from the table so | could watch him vanish up the stairway at the back

of the boat, looking good in histux and purple sash. It matched hisaura, | decided. A new shooter took
my place, and the noise returned.



My good mood soured, | retreated to atable by a cold window. One of the wait staff brought me my
three buckets of chips. Another set afresh Dead Man's Float on alinen napkin. A third lit the red candle
and asked meif | needed anything. | shook my head, and he eased away. “What' swrong with this
picture?’ | whispered as| rubbed my fingersinto my forehead. Here | was dressed up like ayoung rich
widow, stting onein acasino with three buckets of chips. Lee had known who | was and never let on?
Wherein hell wasKisten?

The excitement at the craps table nosedived, and people started pulling away in twos and threes. |
counted to ahundred, then two hundred. Angry, | stood, ready to cash in my chipsand find Kisten. Little
boys room, my ass. He was probably upstairs playing poker—without me.

Chip bucketsin hand, | jerked to a stop. Kisten was coming down the stairs, movements sharp and
quick with aliving vampire s speed. “Where have you been?’ | demanded when he came even with me.
Hisfacewastight and | could see aline of sweat on him.

“We'releaving,” he said shortly. “Let’sgo.”

“Hold up.” | jerked out of the grip he had on my elbow. “Where ve you been? Y ou left me al done.
Some guy had to teach me how to throw craps. See what | won?”’

Kisten glanced down at my buckets, clearly not impressed. “ The tables are fixed,” he said, shocking me.
“They were entertaining you while | talked to the boss.”

| felt asif I’d been punched in the gut. | jerked back when he went for my elbow again. “ Stop trying to
drag mearound,” | said, not caring that people were watching. “ And what do you mean, you were
talking to the boss?’

He gave me an exasperated look, thefirst hints of stubble showing on hischin. “Can we do this
outsde?’ hesaid, obvioudy inahurry.

| glanced at the big men coming down the stairway. Thiswas agambling boat. It wasn't Piscary’s.
Kisten was handling the undead vampire s affairs. He was here leaning on the new guy in town, and he
had brought me in case there was trouble. My chest tightened in anger asit dl started to come together,
but discretion was the wiser part of valor.

“Fine” | said. My boots made muted thumpsin timewith my pulse as| headed for the door. | dropped
my buckets of chips on the counter and smiled grimly at the chip lady. “1 want my winnings donated to
the city fund for rebuilding the burned orphanages,” | said tightly.

“Yes, maam,” thewoman said politely, weighing them out.

Kisten took achip from the pile. “We re going to cash this one out.”

| plucked it from hisfingers, mad at him for having used me like this. Thiswas where hewanted lvy to
gowith him. And | had fallen for it. Whigtling, | tossed the chip to the craps dedler. He caught it, inclining
hishead in thanks.

“That was a hundred-dollar chip!” Kisten protested.

“Redly?’ Ticked, | took another, throwing it after the first. “I don’'t want to be acheap ass,” | muttered.



The woman handed me areceipt for $8,750, donated to the city’ sfund. | stared at it for amoment, then
tucked it in my clutch purse.

“Rachd,” Kigten protested, hisface going red behind his blond hair.

“We re keeping nothing.” Ignoring Kisten's coat that the doorman was holding for me, | blew out the
door with itsdouble S's. One for Sdadan, perhaps?God, | was afool.

“Rachd...” Anger made Kisten’ s voice hard as he leaned out the door after me. “ Come back here and
tell her to cash one of them out.”

“Y ou gave methefirgt ones, and | won therest!” | shouted from the foot of the ramp, my arms wrapped
around mein thefdling snow. “I'm donating al of them. And I'm pissed at you, you bloodsucking
coward!”

The man at the foot of the ramp snickered, steding hisface into impassivity when | glared a him. Kisten
hesitated, then closed the door and came down after me, my borrowed coat over hisarm. | ssomped to
his car, waiting for him to unlock the door for me or tell meto cal acab.

Still putting on his coat, Kisten stopped beside me. “Why are you mad at me?’ he said flatly, hisblue
eyesdarting to go black inthedim light.

“That is Sdadan’ sboat, isn't it?’ | said furioudy, pointing. “I may be dow, but | eventualy catch on.
Piscary runsthe gambling in Cincinnati. Y ou came out here looking for Piscary’ s cut. And Saladan turned
you down, didn’t he? He' smoving in on Piscary’ sturf, and you brought me as backup knowing | would
fight for your assif things got out of control.”

Incensed, | ignored histeeth and his strength and put my face inches from his. “Don’'t youever trick me
into backing you up again. Y ou could have gotten me killed with your little games. | don't get a second
chance, Kisten. Dead isdead for me!”

My voice echoed off the nearby buildings. | thought of the ears listening from the boat, and my face
burned. But | was angry, damn it, and this was going to be settled before | got back in Kisten's car.

“Y ou dress me up to make mefed specid,” | said, my throat tight and my anger high. “Treat me asif
taking me out was something you wanted to do for me even if it was only in the hope of sinking your
teeth in, and then | find out it’ s not even that butbusiness ? | wasn't even your first choice. Y ou wanted
Ivy to come with you, not me! | was youraternate plan. How cheap do you think that makes me fed ?’

He opened his mouth, then shut it.

“1 can understand you using me as a second-choi ce date because you' re aman and therefore ajerk!” |
exclamed. “But you knowingly brought me out here into a potentially dangerous Situation without my
spells, without my charms. You said it was adate, so | left everything at home. Hell, Kisten, if you
wanted backup, | would have!

“Besdes,” | added, my anger starting to dow since he seemed to actudly belistening instead of
gpending the time formulating excuses. “ It would have been fun knowing what was going on. | could have
pumped people for information, Suff like that.”

He stared at me, surprise mirrored in hiseyes. “Redly?’



“Yeah, redly. Youthink | became arunner for their denta plan? It would' ve made for more fun than
having some guy teach me craps. That was your job, by the way.”

Kisten stood next to me, adusting of snow starting to accumulate on his leather coat draped over his
arm. Hisface waslong and unhappy in the dim light from a streetlamp. He took a breath, and my eyes
narrowed. It escaped him in aquick sound of defesat. | could fed my blood racing, and my body was
both hot and cold from my anger and the cutting wind off theriver. | liked even lessthat Kisten could
probably read my fedlings better than | could.

Hiseyeswith their growing rim of blue flicked past meto the boat. As| watched, they flashed to black,
chillingme. “You'reright,” he said shortly, hisvoicetight. “Get inthecar.”

My anger flamed back.Son of abitch... “Don’'t patronizeme,” | said tightly.

Hereached out, and | jerked away before he could touch me. Black eyeslooking soullessin the dim
light, he turned his reach for meinto opening my door. “I’'m not,” he said, his motions edging into that
eerie vamp quickness. “ There are three men coming off the boat. | can smell gunpowder. Y ou wereright,
| waswrong. Get in the damn car.”

Fourteen

Fear flashed through me, and sensing it, Kisten took a breath asif | had dapped him. | froze, readingin
hisrisng hunger that | had more to worry about than the feet booming down the gangplank. Heart
pounding, | got in the car. Kisten handed me my coat and hiskeys. My door thumped shut, and while he
crossed infront of hiscar, | jammed the key into the ignition. Kisten got in, and the sudden rumble came
amultaneoudy with him shutting his door.

The three men had shifted direction, their pace quickening asthey headed for an early model BMW.
“They’'ll never catch usinthat,” Kisten scoffed. Wipers going to push off the snow, he put the car in gesr,
and | braced againgt the dash when he punched it. We skidded, fishtailing into the sireet and running a
lateyelow light. | didn’t look behind us.

Kisten dowed asthe traffic increased, and pulse hammering, | wiggled into his coat and put on my seet
belt. He flicked the heater on high, but it only blew cold air. | felt naked without my charms. Damnit, |
should have brought something, but it was supposed to have been adate!

“I'm sorry,” Kisten said as he cut asudden left. “ Y ou wereright.”

“Youidiot !” | shouted, my voice harsh in the close confines of the car. “Don’t youever make my
decisonsfor me, Kisten. Those men had guns, and | had nothing!” Fading adrenaine made my words
louder than | had intended, and | glanced at him, suddenly sobered as| remembered the black of his
eyeswhen my fear had hit him. He might look safe, dressed in his Italian suit and hishair dicked
back—but he wasn't. He could shift between one heartbest and the next. God, what was | doing here?

“I said | was sorry,” Kisten said again, not looking from the road as the lit buildings, hazy with snow,
passed. There was more than ahint of bother in histone, and | decided to stop shouting a him eveniif |
was gl pissed and shaking. Besides, he wasn't cowering, begging for forgiveness, and his confident
admission of having made amistake was nicefor achange.

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said sourly, not yet ready to forgive him, but not wanting to talk about it
anymore, ether.



“Shit,” hesaid, hisjaw clenching as he watched the rearview mirror instead of the road in front of him.
“They'redill following us”

| twitched, managing to not turn and look, satisfying mysdf with what | could seein the sde mirror.
Kisten took a sudden right and my lips parted in disbelief. The road ahead of uswas empty, adark
tunnd of nothing compared to the lights and the security of commerce behind us. “What are you doing?’
| asked, hearing atinge of fear in my voice.

Hiseyeswere gtill on the road behind us when the dark Cadillac jerked out in front of us, blocking the
road asit spun sSdeways.

“Kisgten!” | shouted, bracing my arms against the dash. A tiny shriek escaped me as he swore and jerked
the whed. My head smacked the window and | bit back acry of pain. Breath held, | felt the whedlslose
contact with the pavement and we dipped on theice. Still swearing, Kisten reacted with hisvamp
reflexes, the car fighting him. Thelittle Corvette gave afind little hiccup of motion asit found the curb and
we swayed to a shaken halt.

“Stay inthe car.” He reached for the door. Four men in dark suits were getting out of the Cadillac ahead
of us. Threewerein the BMW behind us. All witches, probably, and here | was, with only a couple of
vanity charms. Thiswas going to look redlly good in the obituaries.

“Kisten, wait!” | said.

Hand on the door, he turned. My chest clenched at the blacknessin his eyes.Oh God, he had vamped
out.

“It will be okay,” he said, his voice ablack-earth, rich rumble that went to my core and gripped my
heart.

“How do you know?’ | whispered.

A blond-dyed eyebrow shifted up so dightly, | wasn't sureit even moved. “Becauseif they kill me, then
I’d be dead and I’ ll hunt them down. They want to—tak. Stay inthe car.”

He got out and shut the door. The car was ill running, the thrum of the engine tightening my muscles
one by one. Faling snow hit the windshield to melt, and | turned off the wipers. “Stay inthecar,” |
muttered, fidgeting. | glanced behind me, seeing the three guys from the BMW moving closer. Kisten was
lit to agtark severity as he crossed in front of hislights, approaching the four men with his pamsforward
with acasualnessthat | knew wasfase. “Like hdl I'm going to stay inthe car,” | said, reaching for the
handle and lurching into the cold.

Kisten turned. “I told you to stay in the car,” he said, and | pushed down my fear a the starknessin his
expression. He had aready divorced himsdf from what was going to happen.

“Yeah, youdid,” | shot back, forcing my arms down. It was cold and | shivered.
He hesitated, clearly torn. The approaching men spread out. We were surrounded. Their faces were

shadowed but confident. All they needed was abat or crowbar to thump againgt their hand to make it
complete. But they werewitches. Their Srength wasin their magic.



My breath came dow, and | rocked forward on my flat boots. Feeling the stir of adrenaline, | moved
into the car’ s headlights and put my back to Kisten's.

The black hunger in his eyes seemed to pause. “Rachd, please wait in the car,” he said hisvoice making
my skin crawl. “Thiswon't take long, and | don’t want you to get cold.”

Hedidn't want meto get cold?l thought, watching the three guys from the BMW behind us settleinto
make aliving fence. “ There are seven witcheshere,” | said softly. “It only takes three to make a net, and
oneto hold it onceit'sin place”

“True, but it only takes me three seconds to drop aman.”

Themenin my sight fdtered. Therewasareason the|.S. didn't send witchesto bring in avampire.
Seven againg one might do it, but not without someone getting redlly hurt.

| risked aglance over my shoulder to see that the four guys from the Cadillac were looking a themanin
the long coat who had gotten out from the BMW.Top guy , | thought, thinking he was too confident as he
adjusted hislong coat and jerked his head to the men around us. Thetwo in front of Kisten started
forward and three dropped back. Their lips were moving and their hands were gesturing. The hair on the
back of my neck pricked at the sudden rise of power.

At least threeley line witches, | guessed, then went cold as one of the advancing men pulled out agun.
Crap. Kisten could come back from the dead, but | couldn’t.

“Kigen...” | warned, my voice risng and my eyesfixed on the gun.

Kisten moved, and | jumped. One moment he was next to me, and the next he was among the men.
There was a pop of agun. Gasping, | ducked, blinding myself in the Corvette' s headlights. Crouched, |
saw one guy was down, but not the one with the gun.

Encircling us, dmogt logt in the glare, the ley line witches muttered and gestured, their net tightening when
they took astep in. My skin tingled asthe lacework fell over us.

Moving too fast to readily follow, Kisten grabbed the wrist of the man with the gun. The snap of bone
was clear in the cold, dry air. My stomach lurched as the man screamed and fell to hisknees. Kisten
followed it up with apowerful blow to his head. Someone was shouting. The gun fell, and Kisten caught
it beforeit hit the snow.

With aflick of hiswrigt, Kisten sent the gun arching to me. It glinted in the headlights as| lurched
forward to catch it. The heavy meta landed in my grip. It was hot, surprisng me. There was another pop
of agun, and | jerked. The gun fell to the snow.

“Get that weapon!” the man in the long coat at the outskirts shouted.

| peeked over the hood of Kisten's Corvette, seeing he had agun, too. My eyeswidened as| saw the
black shadow of aman coming at me. Therewasaball of orange ever-after in hishand. My breath
hissed as he amiled and threw it at me.

| hit the pavement, the snow-covered ice making ahard landing. The ever-after exploded into a shower
of sulfur-smdling sparkles asit struck Kisten's car and ricocheted away. Cold dush seeped against me,
the shock clearing my heed.



From the ground, | put my palms against the cold pavement and levered myself up. My clothes...My
clothes! My silk-lined pants were covered in filthy gray snow. L ook what you made me do!” | shouted,
furious as | shook the cold dop from me.

“Y ou son of abitch!” Kisten cried, and | spun to see three witches down in amessy circle about him.
The one that had thrown the ever-after made a pained motion, and Kisten savagely kicked him.How had
he gotten there so fast? “Y ou burned my paint job, you mother!”

As| watched, Kisten's mien shifted in abreathlessinstant. Eyes black, he lunged at the closest gesturing
ley linewitch. The man’s eyeswidened, but he had no time for more.

Kigsten'sfist rammed into hisface, rocking his head back. There was an ugly sounding crunch, and the
witch crumpled. Arms dack, he arched backward through the air, landing to skid into the headlights of
the Cadillec.

Spinning before the first had stopped moving, Kisten landed before the next, turning in atight circle. His
dress shoes smacked into the back of the startled witch’ s knees. The man cried out as hislegs buckled.
The sound cut off with afrightening suddenness when Kisten stiff-armed histhroat. My stomach clenched
at the gurgle and crackle of cartilage.

Thethird witch backpedaled into arun.Mistake. Terrible, terrible mistake.

Kisten paced the ten feet between them in half a heartbest. Grabbing the fleeing witch, he spunhimina
circle, never letting go of hisarm. The pop of hisarm didocating hit melikeadap. | put ahand to my
stomach, sickened. It had taken amoment’ s thought, and nothing more.

Kisten stopped before the last witch standing, an aggressive eight feet back. | shuddered, remembering
Ivy looking a melikethat. He had apigtol, but | didn’t think it was going to help him.

“Y ou going to shoot me?’ Kisten snarled.

The man smiled. | felt him tap aline. My breath came quick to shout awarning.

Kisten jerked forward, catching the man about the throat. The man’ s eyes bulged in fear as he struggled
for air. The pistol dropped, his hand hanging useless. Kisten’ s shoulders tensed, his aggression shining
from him. | couldn’t see hiseyes. | didn’t want to. But the man he held could, and he was terrified.

“Kisten!” | shouted, too afraid to interfere. Oh God. Please no. | don’t want to seethis.

Kisten hesitated, and | wondered if he could hear my heart pounding. Slowly, asif fighting himsdf,
Kisten pulled the man closer. The witch was gasping, struggling to breathe. Headlights glinted on the spit
frothing at the corner of hismouth, and hisface was red.

“Tell Sdadan I’ll be seeing him,” Kisten amost growled.

| jerked when Kigten'sarm thrust out and the witch went flying. He landed againgt adefunct light podt,
and the shock reverberated up the pole to make the light flicker on. | was afraid to move asKisten

turned. Seeing me standing in the faling snow lit by the car’ s headlights, he paused. Eyesthat awful
black, he brushed a spot of dampness from his coat.



Poised and tense, | tore my gaze from him to follow his attention when he glanced over the carnage,
brightly lit from the three pair of headlights and the one streetlamp. Men sprawled everywhere. The one
with the didocated shoulder had vomited and was trying to get to a car. From down the street adog
barked and a curtain fluttered againgt alit window.

| put ahand to my stomach, nauseous. | had frozen. Oh God, | had frozen, unable to do anything. | had
let mysdf get stupid because my death threats were gone. But because of what | did, | would always be
atarget.

Kisten strode into motion, thering of blue around hisblack pupilsathin rim. “I told you to stay in the
car,” hesaid, and | stiffened as he took my elbow and led meto his Corvette.

Numb, | didn’t resst. He wasn't angry with me, and | didn’t want to make him any more aware of my
pounding heart and lingering fear. But atingle of warning brought me stiff. Jerking out of Kisten'sgrip, |
turned, eyes wide and searching.

From the under the streetlamp the broken man ditted his eyes, hisface ugly in pain. “You lose, bitch,” he
sad, then mouthed a savage word in Latin.

“Look out!” | cried, pushing Kisten away from me.

Heféell back, catching hisbalance with hisvampire grace. | went sprawling when my boots dipped. A
raw scream shocked through me. Heart pounding, | scrambled up, my eyes going first to Kisten. Hewas
al right. It wasthe witch.

My hand went to my mouth, horrified as his ever-after— smeared body writhed on the snow-covered
sdewak. Fear dithered through me as the kicked-up snow took on atinge of red. He was bleeding
through his pores. “ God save him,” | whispered.

He shrieked, then shrieked again, the harsh sound striking aprima chord in me. Kisten strode to him
quickly. I couldn’t stop him; the witch was bleeding, screaming in pain and fear. He was pushing every
button Kisten had. | turned away, atrembling hand resting on the rumbling warm hood of the Corvette. |
was going to get sick. | knew it.

My head jerked up asthe man’sterror and pain ended in asodden crack. Kisten stood from his crouch,
ahorrible, angry look on him. The dog barked again, filling theicy night with the sound of arm. A pair
of dicerolled from the man’s dack hand, and Kisten picked them up.

| couldn’t think anymore. Kisten was suddenly next to me, his hand on my elbow hustling meto the car.
| et him move me, glad he hadn’t succumbed to his vampiric instincts, and wondering why he hadn'’t. If
anything, his vampire aurawas completely washed away, hiseyesnorma and hisreactions only mildly
fadt.

“He' snot dead,” he said, handing methe dice. “None of them are dead. | didn’t kill anyone, Rachel.”

| wondered why he cared what | thought. Taking the pieces of plastic, | gripped them until my fingers
ached. “Get thegun,” | whispered. “My fingerprintsareon it.”

Not acknowledging he heard me, he tucked my coat in out of the door and shut it.

The sharp tang of blood drew my attention down, and | forced my hand open. The dice were sticky. My



gut twisted, and | held awinter-cold fist to my mouth. They werethe pair | had used in the casino. The
entire room had seen me kiss them; he tried to use them as afocd object. But | hadn’'t made alink to
them and so the black charm swung back to its maker instead.

| stared out the window trying not to hyperventilate. That was supposed to be me there, limbs contorted
and sprawled in asmear of blood-melted snow. | had been awild card in Sdladan’s game, and he had
been prepared to take me out to tip the balance back to hismen. And | had done nothing, too frozen by
my lack of charms and shock to even make acircle.

Therewas aflash of brighter light as Kisten stepped in front of the car’ s headlights, bending to come up
with the wespon. His eyes met mine—tired and weary—until asoft movement behind him brought him
Spinning around. Someone wastrying to leave.

| made asmall moan as Kisten took incredibly long, fast steps and had him, jerking him upright, feet
dangling. A whimper came from the man, going right to my core as he pleaded for hislife. | told mysdlf
that to pity him wasfoolish, that they had planned worse for me and Kisten. But al Kisten did wastalk to
him, faces touching as the vampire whispered into his ear.

In asplurge of motion, Kisten threw him onto the hood of the Cadillac, wiping the wegpon off on the
hem of the witch’s coat. Finished, he dropped the gun and turned away.

Kisten’ s back was hunched when he ssomped back to the car, making him abad mix of anger and
worry. | said nothing as he got in and turned the wipers on. Still silent, he jerked the gearshift back and
forth, maneuvering the car to get out of the box the two cars had made.

| held onto the door handle and said nothing as our momentum shifted, stalled, and shifted again. Findly
therewas only clear road ahead of us, and Kisten floored it. My eyes widened as the wheels spun and
we started to drift on the ice to the left, but then the tires caught and we lurched forward. We left the way
we had come, in adiding sound of racing engine.

| kept silent as Kisten drove, his motions quick and sudden. The lights abruptly brightened around us,
faling onto hisface, lined with stress. My stomach was tense and my back hurt. He knew | wastrying to
figure out how to react.

Watching him had been both exhilarating and scary as dl hell. Living with Ivy had taught me vamps were
as changeable asa sevid killer, fun and captivating one moment, aggressive and dangerous the next. |
knew it, but seeing it had been a shocking reminder.

Swallowing hard, | looked at my posture, seeing | was wound up tighter than a chipmunk on speed.
Immediately | forced my clasped hands gpart and my shoulders down. | stared at the bloody dice in my
hand and Kisten muttered, “I wouldn’t do that to you, Rachd. | wouldn't.”

The rhythm of the wiperswas dow and steady.Maybe | should ve stayed in the car.

“There re hand wipesin the console.”

Hisvoice carried the softness of an apology. Dropping my eyes before he could meet them, | flipped
open the console and found some tissues. My fingers were shaking as | wrapped the dice up and, after a
moment of hesitation, dropped them into my clutch purse.

Digging deeper, | found the wipes. Unhappy, | handed Kisten the first, then cleaned my handswith the



second. Kisten easily drove the snowy, busy streets and meticuloudy cleaned his cuticles at the same
time. When finished, he held out his hand for my used wipe, and | gaveit to him. Therewas alittle trash
bag hanging behind my sest, and he effortlesdy reached back and threw them both away. His hands
were as steady asasurgeon’s, and | curled my fingers under my palmsto hide their trembling.

Kigten resettled himsdf, and | could dmost see him force the tension from him as he exhded. We were
halfway acrossthe Hollows, the lights of Cincinnati sharp before us.

“Snap, crackle, pop,” hesad lightly.

Bewildered, | looked at him. 1 beg your pardon?’ | said, glad my voice was even. Y eah, | had watched
him down acoven of black art witches with the effortless grace of a predator, but if he wanted to discuss
breakfast cereals now, I'd go dong withit.

He smiled with hislips closed, ahint of an apology, or perhaps guilt, in the back of his blue eyes. “ Snap,
crackle, pop,” he said. “ Bringing them down sounded like abowl of cered.”

My eyebrows rose and awry smile came over me. With asmal movement, | stretched my feet to the
floor vent. If | didn’t laugh, | wasgoing to cry. And | didn’t want to cry.

“I haven't done too well tonight, have 1?7’ he said, his eyes back on the road.
| didn’'t say anything, not surewhet | felt.
“Rachel,” he said softly. “I’'m sorry you had to see that.”

“I don’'t want to talk about it,” | said, recalling the man’ sterrified, agony-laced screams. | had known
Kisgten did ugly things because of who he was and who he worked for, but seeing it left me both repelled
and fascinated. | was arunner; violence was part of my existence. | couldn’t blindly label what happened
as bad without casting my own profession into darkness.

Though his eyes had been black and hisingtincts wound tight, he had acted quickly and decisvely, with a
grace and succinct movement that | envied. Even more, throughout it dl, | had fet Kisten' s attention
lightly on me, dways aware of where | was and who was threatening me.

| had frozen, and he had kept me safe.

Kisten accelerated smoothly into the intersection before us when the light turned green. He sighed,
clearly unaware of my thoughts as he took the turn to head to the church. The glowing clock on the dash
read three-thirty. Going out didn’t sound like fun anymore, but | was till shaking, and if hedidn’t feed
me, | was going to end up eating cheese crackers and leftover ricefor dinner. Yuck. “Mickey-d's?’ |
prompted. It was just adate, for God' s sake. One platonic...date.

Kisten’shead jerked up. Lips parted in wonder, he dmost rammed the car ahead of us, damming on the
brakes at the last moment. Used to theway Ivy drove, | smply braced myself and rocked forward and
back.

“Y ou ill want to have dinner?” he asked while the guy before us shouted unheard insults through his
rearview mirror.

| shrugged. | was coated in dirty snow dime, my hair was faling down about my ears, my nerveswere



shot—if | didn’'t get something in my stomach, | was going to get snippy. Or sick. Or worse.

Kisten settled back, athoughtful expression smoothing his pinched features. A wisp of his usua, cocky
sdf glimmered in hisdumping posture. “Fast food isdl | can afford—now,” he grumbled lightly, but |
could see hewasrdieved | wasn't demanding he take me home. “1 was planning on using some of those
winnings to take you up to Carew Tower for asunrise dinner.”

“The orphans need the money more than | need an over-priced dinner at the top of Cincinnati,” | said.
Kisten laughed at that, the sound making it easy to stifle my last thread of lingering caution. He kept me
aivewhen | had frozen. It wasn't going to happen again. Ever.

“Hey, uh, isthere any way you might seeto not tell Ivy about...that?” he asked.

| smiled at the uneasein hisvoice. “It'll cost you, fang-boy.”

A small noise escagped him and he turned, his eyeswide in mock concern. “I’m in the position to offer
you a supersized shake for your silence,” heintoned, and | stifled a shiver at the play menace he had put
init. Yeah, color me stupid. But | was dlive, and he had kept me safe.

“Makeit chocolate,” | said, “and you've got yoursaf adedl.”

Kisten's smile widened, and he gripped the whed with more surety.

| settled back into the hested lesther cushions, stifling the small, oh-so-small, thought of concern.What.
Likel wasgoingtotdl Ivy anyway?

Fifteen

The crunch of ice and sat was loud as Kisten escorted me to my door. His car was parked at the curb
inapuddle of light, diffuse from thefaling snow. | rose up the steps, wondering what would happenin
the next five minutes. It was aplatonic date, but it was adate. That he might kiss me had me nervous.

| turned as | reached the door, smiling. Kisten stood beside mein hislong wool coat and shiny shoes,
looking good with his hair faling over hiseyes. The sfting snow was beautiful, and it was gathering on his
shoulders. The ugliness of the night’ strouble drifted in and out of my thoughts. “I had agood time,” |
sad, wanting to forget it. “Mickey-d’ swasfun.”

Kisten’ s head drooped and asmall chuckle escaped him. “I’ ve never pretended to be hedlth inspectors
to get afree med before. How did you know what to do?’

| winced. “I, uh, flipped burgers during high school until I dropped acharm into the fry vat.” His
eyebrowsrose and | added, “1 got fired. | don't know what the big deal was. Nobody got hurt, and the
woman looked better with straight hair.”

Helaughed, turning it into acough. “Y ou dropped apotion in the fry vat?’

“It was an accident. The manager had to pay for aday at aspa, and | got pushed off the broomstick. All
she needed was a sdlt bath to break the spell, but she was going to sue.”

“I can'timaginewhy...” Kisten rocked to histoes and down, his hands behind his back as he looked up
through the snow at the steeple. “I'm glad you had agood time. | did, too.” He took a step back, and |



went ill. “I’ 1l stop by sometime tomorrow night to pick up my coat.”
“Hey, um, Kisten?’ | said, not knowing why. “Do you...want acup of coffee?’

He cameto agraceful halt with onefoot on the next step down. Turning back, he smiled, his pleased
expresson reeching al theway to hiseyes. “Only if you let me makeit.”

“Ded.” My pulsewasjust a shade faster as | opened the door and preceded him in. The sound of dow
jazz met us, drifting up from the living room. Ivy was home, and | hoped she had aready been out and
back from her twice-weekly fix. A soulfully sung “Lilac Wine” made a soft mood, accentuated by the
darkness of the sanctuary.

| shuffled off Kisten's coat, the sound of the silk lining asoft hush asit did from me. The sanctuary was
dim and silent, the pixies snug in my desk though they ought to have been up by now. Wanting to
preserve the mood, | dipped off my boots while Kisten hung his coat beside the one he had let me
borrow.

“Come on back,” | whispered, not wanting to wake the pixies. Kisten's smile was soft as he followed
me into the kitchen. We were quiet, but | knew lvy had heard us when she turned the music down a
shade. Tossing my clutch purseto my side of thetable, | felt like someone else as | padded in my
stocking feet to the fridge for the coffee. | caught sight of my reflection in the window. If you ignored the
snow stainsand faling hair, | didn’t look too bad.

“I'll get the coffee,” | said, searching the fridge as the sound of tinkling water intruded on the jazz.
Groundsin hand, | turned to find him looking relaxed and comfortable in his pin-striped suit as he stood
at the snk and cleaned the new coffee carafe. Hismind was entirely on histask, seemingly unawarethat |
was in the same room while he threw out the old grounds and pulled afilter from the cupboard with a
smooath, unthinking mation.

After an entire four hours with him without one flirting comment or sexua/blood innuendo, | felt

comfortable. | hadn’'t known he could belikethis: normal. | watched him move, seeing him with his
thoughts on nothing. | liked what | saw, and | wondered what it would be like to be thisway al thetime.

Asif feding my eyeson him, Kisten turned. “What?’ he asked, smiling.

“Nothing.” | glanced at the black hallway. “I want to check on Ivy.”

Kigten'slips parted to show aglimpse of teeth as his smile widened. “ Okay.”

Not sure why that seemed to please him, | gave him alast, high-eyebrow look and headed into the
candldlit living room. vy was sprawled across her cushy suede chair, her head on one arm, her legs
draped over the other. Her brown eyesflicked to mine as| entered, taking in the smooth, elegant lines of
my clothesal theway to my feet intheir nylons.

“You'vegot snow dl over you,” she said, her expression and position unchanging.

“I, uh, dipped,” | lied, and she accepted that, taking my nervousness as embarrassment. “Why arethe
pixiesdtill edeep?’

She snorted—sitting up to put her feet on the floor—and | sat on the matching couch across from her
with the coffee table between us. “ Jenks kept them up after you left so they wouldn’t be avake when



you got home.”

A thankful smile came over me. “Remind me to make him some honey cakes,” | said, leaning back and
crossing my legs

Ivy dumped into her chair, mirroring my posture. “ So...how was your date?’

My eyes met hers. Very aware of Kigten listening from the kitchen, | shrugged. Ivy often acted likea
cloying ex-boyfriend, which wasredly, redly weird. But now that | knew it semmed from her need to
keep my trugt, it was abit easer to understand, though still odd.

Shetook adow breath, and | knew she was scenting the air to make sure no one had bitten me at
Piscary’s. Her shoulders eased, and | rolled my eyesin exasperation.

“Hey, um,” | started. “I’'m really sorry about what | said earlier. About Piscary’s?’ Her eyesjerked to
mine and | quickly added, “'Y ou want to go sometime? Together, | mean?| think if | stay downdtairs, |
won't passout.” My eyes pinched, not knowing why | was doing this except if shedidn’t find away to
relax soon, she was going to snap. | didn’t want to be around for that. And I’ d fedl better if | wasthere
to keep an eye on her. | had afedling she would pass out quicker than | had.

Ivy shifted in the chair, moving back where shewaswhen | camein. “Sure,” she said, her voice not
giving me aclueto her thoughts as she looked at the ceiling and closed her eyes. “We haven't had agirls
night out inawhile”

“Great.”

| settled back into the cushionsto wait for Kisten. From the stereo, a soft-spoken voice dripping sex
whispered as the songs changed. The scent of brewing coffee became obvious. A smile came over me as
Takata s newest single came on. They were playing it even on the jazz stations. Ivy opened her eyes.
“Backstage passes,” she said, smiling.

“Al-I-1-1-1- the way backstage,” | countered. She had aready agreed to work the concert with me, and |
was eager to introduce her to Takata. But then | thought of Nick. No chance he' d be going now. Maybe
| could ask Kisten to help us. And since he was posing as Piscary’ s scion, he would be doubly effective
asadeterrent. Kindalike acop car parked in the median. | looked at the black archway, wondering if
he' d say yesif | asked, and if | wanted him there.

“Ligen.” vy held up afinger. “ Thisismy favorite part. That low thrum goesal the way to my gut. Hear
the painin her voice? This has got to be Takata s best CD yet.”

Her voice?l thought. Takatawasthe only one singing.

“You' remine, in some smdl fashion,” Ivy whispered, her eyes closed, theinner pain showing on her
brow making me uneasy. “Y ou' re mine, though you know it not. Y ou’ re mine, bond born of passion...”

My eyeswidened. She wasn't Snging what Takatawas. Her words were interlaced with his, an eerie
backdrop that set my skin to crawl. That was the chorus he wasn't going to release.

“You're mine, yet wholly you,” she breathed. “ By the way of your will—"

“Ivy!” | exclaimed, and her eyesflashed open. “Where did you hear that?’



Shelooked blankly at me as Takata continued, singing of bargains made in ignorance.

“That' sthe alternate chorug!” | said, ditting up to the edge of the couch. “Hewasn't going to release
thet.”

“Alternate chorus?’ she said as Kisten camein, setting the tray with three cups of coffee on the table
beside the thick red candles and pointedly sitting next to me.

“Thelyricd” | pointed to the stereo. “Y ou were singing them. He was't going to release those. He told
me. He was going to release the other ones.”

Ivy stared &t me asif | had gone insane, but Kisten groaned, hunching to put his elbows on his knees and
hishead in hishands. “It' sthe vamp track,” he said, hisvoiceflat. “Damn. | thought something was

missng.
Bewildered, | reached for my coffee. Ivy sat up and did the same. “Vamp track?’ | said.
Kisten’ s head came up. His expression was resigned as he brushed his blond bangs back. “ Takata puts
atrack in hismusic that only the undead can hear,” he said, and | froze, my mug hafway to my lips. “Ivy
can hear it because she' sPiscary’ sscion.”

Ivy’sface went white. “ Y ou can't hear her?’ she asked. “Right there,” she said, looking at the stereo as
the refrain came back on. “Y ou can't hear her singing between Takata?’

| shook my head, feding uneasy. “All | can hear ishim.”

“Thedrum?’ she asked. “Can you hear that?’

Kisten nodded, leaning back with his coffee and looking sullen. “Y es, but you're hearing ahell of alot
morethan weare.” He set hiscup down. “Damnit,” he swore. “Now I'll have to wait until I’ m dead and
hope to find an old copy laying around.” He sighed in disappointment. “Isit good, Ivy? Her voiceisthe
eeriest thing I've ever heard. She'sin every CD, but she’ s never listed in the credits.” He dumped. “I

don’t know why she doesn't burn her own abum.”

“You can't hear her?’ Ivy said, her words a sharp staccato. She set the cup down hard enough to spill,
and | stared, surprised.

Kisten made awry face and shook his head. “ Congratulations,” he said bitterly. “Welcometo the club.
Wish | wasdill init.”

My pulse quickened as vy’ s eyesflashed into anger. “No!” she said, standing.

Kisten glanced up, hiseyeswide, only now redlizing Ivy wasn't pleased.

Ivy shook her head, wire-tight. “No,” she said adamantly. “I don’t want it!”

Understanding pulled me straight. That she could hear it meant that Piscary’ s grip on her wastightening.

| looked at Kisten and his expression went worried. “Ivy, wait,” he soothed as her usudly placid face
went ugly with anger.



“Nothing ismine anymore!l” she exclamed, her eyesflashing to black. “1t was beautiful, and now it's
ugly because of him. He staking everything, Kist!” she shouted. * Everything!”

Kisten stood, and | froze as he went around the table and reached for her. “lvy...”

“Thisisgoing to stop,” she said, knocking his hand aside with aquick jerk before he could touch her.
“Right now.”

My jaw dropped as she strode from the room with avampire quickness. The candlesflickered, then
steadied. “lIvy?’ | set my coffee down and stood, but the room was empty. Kisten had darted out after
her. | wasaone. “Whereareyou going....” | whispered.

| heard the muffled rumble of Ivy’s sedan start, borrowed from her mother for the winter. In an instant
shewas gone. | went into the hall, the soft thump of Kisten shutting the door and his steps on the
hardwood floor clear in the silence.

“Where sshe going?’ | asked him as he came even with me at the top of the halway.

He put ahand on my shoulder in aslent suggestion that | go back into the living room. In my stocking
feet | fdt the differencein our height keenly. “To talk to Piscary.”

“Piscary!” Alarm brought meto astandstill. | pulled out of hislight grip and stopped in the hall. “ She
can't tak to him adone!”

But Kisten gave me amirthlesssmile. “ She'll befine. It' s high time she talk to him. As soon as she does,
he Il back off. That’swhy he' s been bothering her. Thisisagood thing.”

Not convinced, | returned to the living room. | was very conscious of him behind me, silent, close
enough to touch. Wewere done, if you didn’t count thefifty-six pixiesin my desk. “She'll bedl right,”
he said under his bresth as he followed me, shoes silent on the gray carpet.

| wanted him to leave. | was emationally whipped, and | wanted him to leave. Feding hiseyesonme, |
blew out the candles. In the new darkness, | gathered the coffee cups onto the tray in the hopesthat he
would take the hint. But as my gaze rose to the halway, a thought stopped me cold. “Do you think
Piscary can make her bite me? He dmost made her bite Quen.”

Kigten shifted into motion, hisfingers brushing mine as he took the tray from mein the smoke-scented
ar.“No,” hesad, clearly waiting for meto go into the kitchen before him.

“Why not?’ | padded into the brightly lit room.

Squinting at the new glare, Kisten did the tray beside the sink and dumped the coffee to make brown
puddlesin the white porcelain sink. “ Piscary was able to exert such an influence on her this afternoon
because he caught her off guard. That, and she didn’t have any set behavior to fight it. She' s been battling
her ingtincts to bite you since you were partnersin the.S. Saying no has gotten easy. Piscary can't make
her bite you unless she givesin first, and she won't give in. She respects you too much.”

| opened the dishwasher, and Kisten stacked the cupsin the top rack. “Are you sure?’ | asked softly,
wanting to believe.

“Yes” Hisknowing smile made him abad boy in an expensve suit again. “Ivy takes pride in denying



hersdf. She values her independence more than | do, which iswhy shefightshim. It'd be easier if she'd
giveit up. He d stop forcing his dominance then. It’ snot degrading to let Piscary see through your eyes,
channd your emotions and desires. | found it uplifting.”

“Uplifting.” | leaned againgt the counter in disbelief. “Piscary exerting hiswill over her and making her do
things she doesn’'t want to is* uplifting' ?”

“Not when you put it like that.” He opened the cupboard under the sink and pulled out the dish
detergent. | briefly wondered how he knew it wasthere. “But Piscary isbeing apain in the assonly
because she sresgting him. Helikes her fighting him.”

| took the bottle from him and filled the little cup in the door of the dishwasher.

“I keep telling her that being Piscary’ s scion doesn't make her less, but more,” he said. “ She doesn't
lose any of hersdlf, and gains so much. Like the vampire track, and having dmost the full strength of an
undead without any of the drawbacks.”

“Likeasoul totel you it'swrong to view people aswaking snack bars,” | said tartly, snapping the door
shut.

A dgh dipped from him, the finefabric of his suit bunching at his shoulders when he took the bottle of
sogp from me and set in on the counter. “1t’ snot like that,” he said. “ Sheep are treated like sheep, users
are used, and those who deserve more receive everything.”

Armscrossed over my chest, | said, “ And who are you to make that decison?’

“Rachel.” He sounded weary as he cupped my elbowsin his hands. “ They make the decison
themsdlves”

“I don't bedievethat.” But | didn’t pull away, and | didn’t push his hands off me. “And even if they do,
you take advantage of it.”

Kigten' seyes went distant, faling from mine as he gently pulled my armsinto aless aggressive posture.
“Most people,” he said, “are desperate to be needed. And if they don’t feel good about themselves or
think they’ re undeserving of love, some will fasten upon the worst possible way to satisfy that need to
punish themselves. They' re the addicts, the shadows both claimed and unclaimed, passed like the
fawning sheep they make themsalvesinto asthey search for aglimmer of worth, knowing it' sfalse even
asthey begforit. Yes, itisugly. And yes, we take advantage of those who let us. But which isworse,
taking from someone who wants you to, knowing in your soul that you’ re amongter, or taking from an
unwilling person and proving it?’

My heart pounded. | wanted to argue with him, but everything he had said, | agreed with.

“ And then there are those who relish the power they have over us.” Kisten' slipsthinned from a past
anger, and he dropped his hands from me. “The clever ones who know that our need to be accepted and
trusted runs so deep it can be crippling. Those who play upon that, knowing we will do dmaost anything
for that invitation to take the blood we desperately crave. The oneswho exalt in the hidden domination a
lover can exert, feding it eevates them to an dmost godlike status. Those are the ones who want to be
us, thinking it will make them powerful. And we use them, too, cagting them aside with lessregret than
the sheep unless we grow to hate them, upon which we make them one of usin crud restitution.”



He cupped my jaw with hishand. It waswarm, and | didn’t pull away. “ And then there are the rare ones
who know love, who understand it. Who fredly give of themselves, demanding only areturn of that love,
that trust.” Hisfaultless blue eyes never blinked, and | held my breath. “It can be beautiful, Rachd, when
thereistrust and love. No oneisbound. No one loses his or her will. No one becomes|less. Both
become more than they can be done. But it is so rare, so beautiful when it happens.”

| shivered, wondering if hewaslying to me.

The soft touch of his hand down my jaw as he pulled avay sent my blood humming. But he didn’t
notice, his attention on the coming dawn visible out the window. “I fed bad for Ivy,” he whispered. “ She
doesn’'t want to accept her need for belonging, even asit charts her every move. She wants that perfect
love but thinks sheisn’t deserving of it.”

“Shedoesn't love Piscary,” | whispered. “Y ou said there was no beauty without trust and love.”

Kigten'seyesmet mine. “1 wasn't talking about Piscary.”

His attention went to the clock above the sink, and when he took a backward step, | knew he was
leaving. “1t'sgetting late,” he said, hisdistant voice telling me he was dready mentally somewheredse.
Then hiseyes cleared and he was back. “| enjoyed our date,” he said as he drew away. “But next time,
thereis't going to bealimit on what | can spend.”

“Y ou're assuming there’ sgoing to be anext time?’ | said, trying to lighten the mood.

He met my smilewith his own, the new bristles on hisface catching the light. “Maybe.”

Kisgten started for the front door, and | automatically followed to see him out. In my stockings, my feet
were as soundless as his on the hardwood floor. The sanctuary was quiet, not a peep from my desk. Still
not having said anything, Kisten shrugged into hiswool coat.

“Thank you,” | said as| handed him the long leather coat that he had let me borrow.

Histeeth were aglimmer in the dark foyer. “My pleasure.”

“For the night out, not the coat,” | said, feding my nylons go wet from the snowmet. “Well, thanksfor
|etting me use your coat, too,” | stammered.

Heleaned closer. “ Again, my pleasure,” he said, thefaint light aglimmer in hiseyes. | sared, trying to
tell if hiseyeswere black from desire or shadow. “1am going to kissyou,” he said, hisvoice dusky, and
my musclestensed. “No shirking.”

“Nobiting,” | said, deadly serious. Anticipation bubbled up insgde me. But it was from me, not my
demon scar, and accepting that was both ardief and afear—I couldn’'t pretend it was the scar. Not his
time

His hands enfolded my lower jaw, both rough and warm. | inhaled as he drew closer, his eyes closing.
The scent of leather and silk was strong, the hint of something deeper, primal, tugging at my ingtincts
making me not know whét to fedl. Eyes open, | watched him lean in, my heart pounding with the
anticipation of hislipsonmine.

His thumbs shifted, following the curve of my jaw. My lips parted. But the angle was wrong for afull



kiss, and my shoulders eased when | redlized he was going to kissthe corner of my mouth.

Rdaxing, | leaned forward to meet him, flashing into anear panic when hisfingertips moved farther
back, burying themsdalvesin my hair. Adrendine pounded through mein acold wash as| redized he
was't headed for my mouth at all.

Hewas going to kissmy neck! | thought, freezing.

But he stopped just shy, exhding when hislips found the soft hollow between my ear and jaw. Relief
mixed with fear, making me incgpable of anything. The remnants of the adrendine scouring through me
made my pulse thunder. His lipswere gentle, but his hands about my face were firm with restrained need.

A cool warmth took the place of hislipswhen he pulled away, yet he held himsdlf poised for amomernt,
then another. My heart beat wildly, and | knew he could fed it dmost asif it were hisown. Hisbreath
camein adow exhdation that | mirrored.

In the sound of rustling wool, Kisten stepped back. His eyes found mine, and | realized my hands had
risen and were about hiswaist. They fdl from him rluctantly, and | swallowed hard, shocked. Though he
hadn’t touched my lips or neck, it had been one of the most exhilarating kisses |’ d ever experienced. The
thrill of not knowing what he was going to do had put mein atizzy that afull-mouthed kiss never could
have.

“That' s the damnedest thing,” he said softly, a puzzled arch to his eyebrow.

“Wha?’' | questioned breathily, still not having shaken off the feding.

He shook hishead. “I can’'t smell you at dl. It'skind of aturn-on.”

| blinked, unable to say aword.

“"Night, Rachel.” A new smile hovered about him as he shifted another step back.

“Good night,” 1 whispered.

He turned and opened the door. The chill air shocked me out of my daze. My demon scar hadn’t made
asingletwinge, dormant. That, | thought,was frightening. That he could do thisto me without even playing

upon my scar. What in hell was wrong with me?

Kigten gave me afina smile from the landing, the snowy night a beautiful backdrop. Turning, hewalked
down theicy steps, his footsteps crunching on the salt.

Bewildered, | shut the door behind him, wondering what had happened. Still feding unred, | dropped
the locking bar, then reopened it upon remembering vy was out.

Arms clasped about mysdlf, | headed for my bedroom. My thoughts were full of what Kisten had told
me about how people dictated their own fate when letting avampire bind them. That people paid for the
ecstasy of vampire passion with different levels of dependency ranging from food to equal.Whet if hewas
lying? | thought.Lying to trick meinto letting him bind meto him? But then amore frightening thought
pulled my feet to a hdt and made my face go cold.

What if hewastdling the truth?



Sixteen

Boots thumping in the halway, | followed Ivy to the front door. Her tall frame moved with a
preoccupied grace, predatorial asawaysin her tasteful lesther pants. She might get away solstice
shopping in leather, but | had opted for jeans and ared sweater. Even so, we both looked good.
Shopping with vy was fun. She dwaystreated for cookies, and dodging the offers for datestook ona
delicious sense of danger, as she attracteddl sorts of people.

“I’ve got to be back by eleven,” she said as we entered the sanctuary and she swung her long hair back.
“I’ve got arun tonight. Someone’ s underage daughter was lured into abloodhouse, and I'm going in to
get her out.”

“Y ou want some help?’ | asked, buttoning my coat and hitching my bag higher up my shoulder whilel
walked.

Pixies were clustered at the stained-glass windows, hovering at the lighter colors and squedling at
something outside. A harsh smile came over Ivy. “No. It won't take much.”

The hard anticipation on her pale ova face worried me. She had come back from visiting Piscary ina
very bad mood. Clearly it hadn’'t gone well, and | had afedling she was going to take her frustration out
on whoever had abducted that girl. Ivy was rough with vampires who preyed on the underage. Someone
was going to spend their holiday in traction.

The phonerang, and Ivy and | froze, looking at each other. “I'll get it,” | said. “Butif it snot arun, I'll let
themachine pick it up.”

She nodded, heading out the door with her purse. “I’ll warm up the car.”

Taking aquick breath, | jogged to the back of the church. On the third ring the machine engaged. The
outgoing message spewed its spidl, and my face tightened. Nick had recorded it for me—I thought it
posh for it to appear that we employed a male secretary. Though now, seeing as we were listed with
professionas of another sort, it probably only added to the confusion.

My frown deepened when the outgoing message cut off and Nick’ svoice continued. “Hey, Rache?’ he
said hesitantly. “ Areyou there? Pick up if you are. I....I was hoping you' d be home. It'swhat, about six
there?’

| forced my hand to pick up the phone.Hewasin adifferent time zone? “Hi, Nick.”

“Rachd.” Therelief wasthick in hisvoice, in stark contrast to my flat tone. “Good. I'm glad | caught
yw.”

Caught me. Y eah."How are you doing?’ | asked, trying to keep the sarcasm from my voice. | was il
stinging, hurt and confused.

Hetook adow breath. | could hear water in the background and a hiss of something cooking. The soft
clink of glasses and the murmur of conversation intruded. “I’m doing okay,” he said. “1’m doing good. |
dept redly wdl last night.”

“That' sgreat.” Why in hell didn’'t you tell my ley line practice | waswaking you up? Y ou could have



been deeping well here, too.

“How areyou doing?’ he asked.

My jaw hurt, and | forced my teeth apart.I’m confused. I’'m hurt. | don’t know what you want. | don't
know what | want. “Fine,” | said, thinking of Kisten. At least | knew what he wanted. “I’'mfine.” My
throat hurt. “Want meto get your mail, or will you be home soon?’

“I’ve got aneighbor picking it up. But thanks.”

Y ou didn’t answer my question.” Okay. Do you know if you'll be back by the solstice, or should | give
your ticket to...someone ese?’ | hadn’t meant to hesitate. It just happened. It was obvious Nick had
heard it, too, given hissilence. A seagull cried in the background. He was on abeach? Hewas at a bar
on abeach and | was dodging black charmsin cold dush?

“Why don't you do that,” he said findly, and | felt asif someone punched mein the gut. “I don’t know
how long I’'m going to be here.”

“Sure” | whispered.

“I missyou, Rachel,” hesaid, and | closed my eyes.

Please don’t say it,| thought. Please.

“But I'm feding much better. I’ [l be home soon.”

It was exactly what Jenks had told me he would say, and my throat closed up. “1 missyou, too,” | said,
fedling betrayed and lost dl over again. He said nothing, and after three heartbeats, | stepped into the
breach. “Wdll, Ivy and | are going shopping. She'sinthecar.”

“Oh.” He sounded relieved, the bagtard. “1 won't keep you. Um, I'll talk to you later.”

Liar.“All right. 'Bye”

“I loveyou, Rachdl,” hewhispered, but | hung up asif | hadn't heard. | didn’t know if | could answer
him anymore. Miserable, | pulled my hand from the receiver. My red nail polish looked bright againgt the
black plastic. My fingers were trembling and my head hurt.

“Thenwhy did you leave instead of telling me what’ swrong?’ | asked the empty room.

| exhaled with ameasured downessto try to wash the tension from me. | was going shopping with Ivy. |
wouldn't ruin it by brooding about Nick. He was gone. He wasn't coming back. He felt better when he
was atime zone away from me; why would he come back?

Hitching my bag higher up my shoulder, | headed for the front. The pixieswere till clustered at the
windowsin smdl knots. Jenks was somewhere e se, for which | was grateful. He'd only tell me*1 told

you s0” if he had heard my conversation with Nick.

“Jenks! Y ou have command of the ship!” | shouted as | opened the front door, and asmile, faint but
red, crossed me when apiercing whistle emanated from my desk.



Ivy wasin the car already, and my eyes were drawn across the street to Keadey’ s house, pulled by the
sound of kids and adog barking. My steps dowed. Ceri wasin hisyard, wearing the jeans| had
dropped off earlier and an old coat of Ivy’s. Bright red mittens and amatching hat made avivid splash
againg the snow as she and about six kids ranging from ten to eighteen rolled snowballs around. A
mountain was taking shapein the corner of Keadey’ssmall lot. Next door were four more kids doing the
same. It looked like there was going to be a snowbdal fight before too much longer.

| waved to Ceri, then Kead ey—who was standing on his porch watching with an intent hunch that told
me he' d like to be down there, too. Both of them waved back, and | felt warm. I’ d done something
good.

| lifted the door latch of vy’ s borrowed Mercedes, dipping into find it till blowing cold air from the
vents. It took forever for the big four-door sedan to warm up. | knew lvy didn’t like driving it, but her
mother wouldn't lend her anything €l'se and acycle in dush was asking for titches. “Who wasit?’ vy
asked as | angled the vent off me and buckled mysdif in. Ivy drove asif she couldn’'t be killed, which |
thought wasalittleironic.

1] Nomjy.”

She gave me atelling look. “Nick?’

Lips pressed together, | set my bag on my lap. “Like | said, nobody.”

Not looking behind her, Ivy pulled away from the curb. “Rache, I'm sorry.”

The sincerity in her gray slk voice pulled my head up. 1 thought you hated Nick.”

“I do,” shesaid, not at al gpologetic. “1 think he’ s manipulative and withholds information that might get
you hurt. But you liked him. Maybe...” She hesitated, her jaw tightening and relaxing. “Maybe he's
coming back. He does...love you.” She made an ugly sound. “Oh God, you made me say it.”

I laughed. “Nick isn’t that bad,” | said, and she turned to me. My eyesflicked to the truck we were
about to rear-end at astoplight, and | braced mysalf against the dash.

“I said heloved you. | didn't say hetrusted you,” she said, her eyes on me as she braked smoothly to a
hat ending with our grille six inches from his bumper.

My stomach clenched. “Y ou don’t think he trusss me?’

“Rachd,” she cgoled, inching forward asthe light changed but the truck didn’t move. “Heleavestown
without telling you? Then doesn’t tell you when he' s coming back? | don't think someonehas come
between you, | think some-thinghas. Y ou scared the hell out of him, and he' s not enough of aman to
admit it, dedl withit, and get over it.”

| said nothing, glad when we started moving again. | hadn’t just scared him, | had made him seize. It
must have been awful. No wonder heleft. Grest, now I'd fed guilty al day.

Ivy jerked the whedl and shifted lanes. A horn blew, and she eyed the driver in the rearview mirror.
Slowly the car put space between us, pushed back by the force of her gaze. “Do you mind if we stop a
my folks house for aminute? It'son the way.”



“Sure.” | gtifled agasp when she cut aright in front of the truck we' d just passed. “Ivy, you may have
lightning reflexes, but the guy driving that truck just had kittens.”

She snorted, dropping back two whole feet off the bumper of the car now ahead of us.

Ivy made an obvious effort to drive normally through the busier areas of the Hollows, and dowly |
relaxed my death grip on my bag. It was the first time we' d been together and away from Jenksin about
aweek, and neither one of us knew what to get him for the solstice. Ivy wastending to the heated
doghouse she had seen in a catd og; anything to get him and his brood out of the church. I'd settle for a
lockbox we could cover with arug and pretend was an end table.

Aslvy drove, dowly theyards grew larger and the treestaller. The houses began moving back from the
street until only their roofs showed from behind stands of evergreens. We were just ingde the city limits,
right next to theriver. It redly wasn't on the way to the mall, but the interstate wasn't far, and with that,
the city was wide-open.

Ivy pulled unhesitatingly into agated drive. Twin tracks made ablack trail on the dusting of snow that
had fallen snce it had been plowed. | leaned to look out the window, never having seen her parents
house. The car dowed to ahalt before an old, romantic-looking three-story home painted white with
hunter green shutters. A little red twoseater was parked out front, dry and free of snow.

“You grew up here?’ | asked as | got out. The two names on the mailbox gave me pause until |
remembered vampires maintained their names after marriage to keep living blood-linesintact. Ivy wasa
Tamwood, her Sster wasaRanddl.

Ivy dammed her door and dropped her keysinto her black purse. “Yeah.” Shelooked to holiday lights
making atasteful, subdued display. It was getting dusky. The sun was only about an hour from setting,
and | was hoping we would be gone before then. | didn’t particularly want to meet her mom.

“Comeonin,” she said, her boots thumping on the brushed steps, and | followed her onto the covered
porch. She opened the door, shouting, “Hi! I’'m home!”

A smilecurved over meas| hesitated just outside to ssomp the snow off. | liked hearing her voice so
relaxed. Coming indde, | shut the door and breathed deeply. Cloves and cinnamon—someone had been
baking.

The large entryway was dl varnished wood and subtle shades of cream and white. It was as stark and
elegant as our living room waswarm and casud. A runner of cedar bough made graceful loops up the
railing of the nearby stairway. It waswarm, and | unbuttoned my coat and stuffed my glovesin the
pockets.

“That’ sErica s car outside. She' s probably in the kitchen,” vy said, dropping her purse on the small
table beside the door. It was polished so highly that it looked like black plastic.

Taking her coat off, she draped it over an arm and headed for alarge archway to theleft, coming to a
halt at athumping of feet on the steps. vy looked up, her placid face shifting. It took me amoment to
redlize she was happy. My gaze followed her to a young woman dumping downdairs.

She looked to be about seventeen, dressed in a skimpy goth short skirt to show her midriff, with black
fingernailsand lipstick. Silver chains and bangles swung everywhere as she hopped down the sairs,
bringing that dog-eared page to mind. Her black hair was cut short and styled into wild spikes. Maturity



hadn’t yet finished filling her out, but | could tell already that she was going to look exactly like her big
Sster gpart from being six inches shorter: lean, deek, predatory, and with just enough oriental cast to
make her exotic. Niceto know it ran in the family. Of course, right now she looked like ateenage vamp
out of control.

“Hi, Erica” Ivy said, reversing her steps and waiting for her at thefoot of the Sairs.

“My God, lvy,” Ericasaid, her high voice heavy on the valey girl accent. “Y ouhave to talk to Daddy.
He sbeing total Big Brother. Like,I don’t know the difference between good Brimstone and bad
Brimstone? Ligtening to him, you' d think | was till two, crawling around in digperstrying to bite the dog.
God! Hewasin thekitchen,” she continued, her mouth going as she eyed me up and down, “making
Mom her organicaly grown, earth-friendly, politicaly correctdinking cup of tea, when | can’t go out one
night with my friends. It' ssounfar ! Areyou staying? She'll be up rattling the windows soon.”

“No.” lvy drew back. “I’m hereto talk to Dad. He sin the kitchen?’

“Basement,” Ericasaid. Mouth finaly stopping, she sent her gaze over me again as| stood in abemused
wonder a how fast shetaked. “Who' syour friend?’ she asked.

A faint smile curled up the corners of vy’ smouith. “Erica, thisis Rachel.”

“Oh!” the young woman exclaimed, her brown eyes that were dmost hidden behind her black mascara
going wide. She stepped forward and grabbed my hand, pumping it up and down enthusiasticaly with
her banglesjingling. “1 shouldaknown! Hey, | saw you at Piscary’s,” she said, giving me awhack on the
shoulder that sent me forward a step. “Man, you were sugared up good. Riding the short bus. Walking
with the ghost. | didn’t recognize you.” Her eyestraveled over my jeans and winter coat. “ Y ou had a
date with Kisten? Did he bite you?”

| blinked, and Ivy laughed nervoudy. “Hardly. Rachel doesn't let anyone bite her.” Shetook astep to
her sster, giving her ahug. | felt good when the young woman returned it with a careless attention,
apparently not knowing or caring how rarely lvy touched anyone. The two pulled apart, and Ivy’s
features stilled. Shetook abresth, nostrils widening.

Ericagrinned like the cat who ate the canary. “ Guesswho | picked up at the airport?’
Ivy straightened. “ Skimmer’ shere.”

It was dmost awhisper, and Ericaal but danced back a step. “ Camein on amorning flight,” she said,
asproud asif she had landed the plane herself.

My eyeswidened. vy was wire-tight. Breath catching, she spun to an archway at the sound of a door
closing. A feminine voice echoed, “Erica? Isthat my cab?”’

“Skimmer!” Ivy took a step to the archway, then rocked back. She looked at me, more divethan|’d
seen her inalong time. A small scuff at the archway pulled her attention from me. Emotion cascaded
over her, and the happiness sttled in to Stay, telling me that Skimmer was one of the few people vy felt
comfortable to be herself around.

So there were two of us,| thought, turning to follow her gaze to ayoung woman standing in the
threshold. | felt my browsrisein speculation as | took in what had to be Skimmer. Shewas dressed in
faded jeans and a crisp, white button-down shirt to make anice mix of casual sophistication. Understated



black boots brought her height to about mine. Slim and well-proportioned, the blond woman stood with
aconfident gracetypicd of living vampires.

She had asingle silver chain about her neck, and her blond hair was pulled back in asmple ponytail to
accentuate a bone structure that models could spend asmall fortune on plastic surgery to find. | stared at
her eyes, wondering if they wereredly that blue or if they just seemed that way because of her incredibly
long eyelashes. Her nose was small and turned up at the end to give her smile alook of shy confidence.

“What are you doing here?’ Ivy said, her face alight as she went to greet her. The two women gave each
other along hug. My lips parted and | froze at the lingering kiss before they parted.Okay ...

Ivy dipped me aglance, but she was smiling when she turned back to Skimmer, smiling, still smiling, with
her hands on the woman’selbows. “I can’'t believe you're here!” she said.

Skimmer glanced at me once before focusing on lvy. Shelooked like she had enough confidence and
smartsto break horses, teach aborigina children, and dine out at afive-star restaurant al in one day.And
sheand Ivy had kissed? Not just a peck, but ared...kiss?

“I’'m out here on business,” she said. “Long-term business,” she added, her pleasant voice thick with a
pleased emotion. “ A year, I'm guessing.”

“A year! Why didn’t you cal me? | would have picked you up!”

The woman took a step back, and vy’ shold on her fell away. “1 wanted to surpriseyou,” she said, her
smilerising to encompass her blue eyes. “Besides, | wasn't sure of your Situation. It sbeen solong,” she
finished softly.

Her eyesfdl on me, and | warmed in my new understanding.Aw, crap on toast. How long had | been
living with Ivy? How could | have not known?Was| blind or just stupid?

“Damn,” Ivy swore, still obvioudy excited. “It’s good to see you. What are you out herefor? Do you
need aplaceto stay?”’

My pulse quickened and | tried to keep my worry from showing. Two of them together in the church?
Not good. Even more disturbing was that Skimmer seemed to relax at her offer, losing interest in me and
focusing entirdy on lvy.

Ericastood beside me, grinning mischievoudy. “ Skimmer came out to work for Piscary,” she said,
clearly eager to tell what she thought was good news, but my face went cold. “I1t'sall arranged. She
looksto him now.” Twirling her necklaces, the young vampire beamed. “Just like | dways thought she
should.”

Ivy took abresth and held it. Wonder crossed her, and she reached out to touch Skimmer’ s shoulder as
if not believing shewasredlly there. “Y ou look to Piscary?’ she breathed, and | wondered what the
ggnificance was. “Who or what did he give for you?’

Skimmer shrugged, lifting one narrow shoulder and letting it fal. “Nothing yet. I’ ve been trying the last
gx yearstowiggleinto hiscamarilla, and if | work thisright, it will be permanent.” She dropped her head
briefly, her eyesdight and eager when they rose. “I’m staying at Piscary’ s place meantime,” she said,
“but thanks for the offer to bunk with you.”



Piscary’s,| thought, my worry strengthening. That was where Kisten was living. Thiswas getting better
and better. Ivy, too, seemed to have to think about that. “Y ou left your place with Nataieto run
Piscary’ srestaurant?’ she asked, and Skimmer laughed. 1t was comfortable and pleasant, and the
volumesthat were | eft unsaid made me uneasy.

“No. Kigt can havethat job,” she said lightly. “I’m hereto get Piscary out of prison. My permanent
inclusion into Piscary’ s camarillais contingent uponiit. If | winmy case, | ay. If | lose, | go back home.

| froze.Oh my God. Shewas Piscary’ s lawyer.

Skimmer hesitated at Ivy’ slack of response. Ivy turned to me, a panicked look on her face. | watched
thewal come down, sedling everything away. Her happiness, her joy, her excitement at reuniting with an
old friend; it was al gone. Something dipped between us, and | felt my chest tighten. Erica sbangles
clanked asthe young vampire clearly redlized something was wrong but not understanding. Hell, | didn’t
think | understood.

Suddenly wary, Skimmer glanced from meto Ivy. “So, who'syour friend?’ she asked into the awkward
dlence

Ivy licked her lips and turned to face me more fully. | shifted forward, not knowing how to react.
“Rachd,” Ivy said, “I’d like you to meet Skimmer. We roomed together for our last two years of high
school out on the West Coast. Skimmer, thisis Rachel, my partner.”

| took abresth, trying to decide how | should handle this. My hand went out to shake hers, but Skimmer
walked padt it, taking me into an expangve hug.

| tried not to stiffen, determined to go with the flow until | had a chanceto talk to Ivy about just what we
were going to do about this. Piscary couldn’t get out of prison; I'd never deep again. My arms went
about her in aloose generic hug, and | froze when the woman put her lips under my ear and breathed,
“Pleasure to meset you.”

Adrendinejolted through me as my demon scar flashed into waves of heat. Shocked, | shoved her
away, collgpsing to adefensive posture. The living vampire fell back, surprise making her long lashesand
blue eyes ook enormous. She caught her balance agood five feet away. Ericagasped, and vy wasa
black blur coming between us.

“Skimmer!” vy shouted, her voice dmost panicked as she stood with her back to me.

My heart pounded and swest broke out. The flaming promise on my neck hurt, it was so strong, and |
put ahand to it, feeling betrayed and shocked.

“She smy business partner!” Ivy exclaimed. “Not my blood partner!”

The dim woman stared at us, flashing into ared-faced embarrassment. “Oh God,” she sammered,
hunching into adightly submissive posture. “I'm sorry.” She put ahand to her mouth. “1 amredlly, redly
sorry.” Shelooked at Ivy, who was dowly relaxing. “Ivy, | thought you' d taken a shadow. She smells
likeyou. | wasjust being polite.” Skimmer’'s gaze darted to me as| tried to dow my heartbest. “You
asked meto stay with you. | thought—God, I'm sorry. | thought she was your shadow. | didn’t know
shewasyour...friend.”

“It'sdl right,” | lied, forcing mysdlf upright. | didn’t like theway she had said “friend.” It implied more



than what we were. But | currently wasn't up to trying to explain to Ivy’ s old roommate that we weren't
sharing blood or abed. Ivy wasn't much help, sanding with a deer-in-the-headlightslook. And | had this
welird feding | was gill missng something.God, how did | get to this place?

Ericawas standing by the foot of the stairs, her eyes wide and her mouth open. Skimmer |ooked
distressed as she tried to cover her error, smoothing her hands on her pants and touching her hair. She
took a deep breath. Still flushed, she siffly extended her hand in an obvious show of intent and stepped
forward. “I’m sorry,” she said as she halted before me. “My nameis Dorothy Claymor. Y ou can cal me
that if you want to. | probably deserveit.”

| managed to dredge up agtilted smile. “Rachel Morgan,” | said, shaking her hand.
Thewoman froze, and | pulled away. Shelooked at vy, the piecesfaling into place.
“The one who put Piscary in prison,” | added, just to be sure she knew where | stood.

A sck smile came over lvy. Dropping back astep, Skimmer’ s gaze went between us. Confusion made
her cheeks bright red. Thiswas amess. Thiswas asticky, stinking mess of crap, and the levelswere
Seadily risng.

Skimmer swallowed hard. “1t' s a pleasure to meet you.” Hesitating, she added, “Boy, thisis awkward.”

| felt my shoulders ease a her admission. She was going to do what she had to do, and | was going to
do what | had to do. And Ivy? Ivy was going to go insane.

Ericamoved forward, the jingling of her jewelry sounding loud. “Hey, ah, does anyone want acookie or
something?’

Ohyeah. A cookie. That would make everything better. Dunked in ashot of tequila, maybe? Or better
yet, just the bottle? Y eah, that ought to do it.

Skimmer forced asmile. Her crigp mien was wearing thin, but she was holding up well considering she
had |eft her home and master to rekindle ardationship with her high schooal girlfriend who was rooming
with the woman who had put her new boss behind bars. Join us next time for Days of the Undeadwhen
Rachel learns her long lost brother isredly acrown prince from outer space. My life was so screwed up.

Skimmer glanced a her watch—I couldn’t help but notice it had diamonds on it in place of numbers.
“I’ve got to go. I’'m meeting with—someone in about an hour.”

She was going to meet someonein about an hour. Just after the sun went down. Why didn’t shejust say
Piscary?

“You need aride?’ Ivy said, sounding amost wistful, if shewould ever let that particular emotion come
from her.

Skimmer looked from lvy to me and back to vy, hurt and disappointment flickering in the back of her
eyes. “No,” she said softly. “I’ve got acab coming.” She swallowed, trying to scrape herself back
together. “Actudly, | think that’ sit now.”

| didn’t hear anything, but | didn’'t have aliving vampire s hearing.



Skimmer shifted awkwardly forward. “It was nice meeting you,” she said to me, then turned to Ivy. “I'll
talk to you later, sweets,” she said, eyes closed as she gave her along hug.

Ivy was gtill in ashocked quandary, and she returned it looking numb.

“Skimmer,” | said asthey broke gpart and the shaken, subdued woman took athin jacket from the hal
closet and put it on. “ Thisisn't what you think.”

She stopped with her hand on the doorknob, looking at Ivy for along moment with deep regret. “It's
not what | think that matters,” she said as she opened the door. “It'swhat vy wants.”

| opened my mouth to protest, but sheleft, latching the door softly behind her.
Seventeen

Skimmer’ s departure |eft an awkward silence. As the cab accelerated down the drive, | looked at Ivy
gtanding in the stexile white entryway with its € egant decorations that utterly lacked any warmth. Guilt
wasthick on her. | knew it was from the reminder that she still harbored the belief that someday I'd be
her scion—apparently with alittle extra something on the side. It was a position that | think Skimmer had
moved out here hopefully tofill.

Not surewhat | wasfedling, | faced her. “Why did you let her think we were lovers?’ | said, shaking
ingde. “God, Ivy. We aren't even sharing blood, and she thinkswe' re lovers.”

Ivy’ sface closed, the barest tightening of her jaw giving away her emation. “ She does't think thet at
al.” She strode out of the room. “Do you want somejuice?’ she called back.

“No,” | said softly as| followed her degper into the house. | knew if | pressed the issue right now, she
would likely become more closed. This conversation wasn't over, but having it in front of Ericawasn’'t a
good idea. My head hurt. Maybe | could get her to talk about it over coffee and cheesecake while we
were shopping. Maybe | should move to Timbuktu, or the Tennessee mountains, or somewhere else
where there weren't any vampires. (Don't ask. It sweird, even for Inderlanders—which issaying alot.)

Ericawastight on my hedls, her mindless chatter an obvious attempt to cover up theissuesthat Skimmer
had raised. Her bright voicefilled the sterile house with life as she trailed after us through large dim rooms
full of hardwood furniture and cold drafts. | made amenta note to never get Ericaand Jenksin the same
room. No wonder lvy didn’'t have a problem with Jenks. Her sister was cut from the same cloth.

Ivy’ s boots were dow on the polished floor when we left adark blue forma dining room and entered a
brightly lit, spacious kitchen. | blinked. Ivy met my startled gaze and shrugged. | knew that vy had
remodel ed the church’ s kitchen before | had moved in, and as | looked around, | redlized she had
patterned it after the one she grew up with.

The room was nearly as spacious, that same center idand counter taking up the middle. Cast-iron pots
and metd utendls hung over it instead of my ceramic spoons and copper spdll vats, but it made the same
comfortable spot to lean againgt. There was a heavy antique table—twin to ours—against the near wall,
right where |’ d expect it. Even the cupboards were the same style, and the counters had an identical
color. Thefloor, though, wastileinstead of linoleum.

Past the sink where | had asingle window overlooking the graveyard, there was a bank of windows that
showed along snowfield running down to the gray ribbon of the Ohio River. Ivy’s parents owned alot of



property. Y ou could graze cattle down there.

A kettle steamed on the stove, and as Ivy moved it off the burner, | dropped my bag on the table where
my chair would beif | washome. “Thisisnice,” | said wryly.

Ivy gave me acautious |ook, clearly glad | had shelved the pending discussion about Skimmer. “It was
cheaper to do both kitchens at once,” she said, and | nodded. It was warm, and | took my coat off,
draping it on the back of the chair.

Stretching to show the small of her back, Ericastood on one foot to reach aglassjar haf full of what
looked like sugar cookies. Leaning againgt the counter, she ate one, offering Ivy another but noneto me.
| had afeding they weren't sugar cookies but those awful cardboard-tasting disks that Ivy had kept
shoving down my throat last spring when | was recovering from amassive blood loss. Sort of avampire
pick-me-up that helped support their—ah—lifestyle.

A muffled thumping grew louder, and | turned to what | had thought was a pantry door. It creaked
opened to show a staircase leading down. A tall gaunt man was coming up and out of the shadows. “Hi,
Dad,” Ivy said, and | straightened, smiling at the softnessin her voice.

“Ivy...” The man beamed as he set atray with two tiny empty cups down on the table. His voice was
gravely, matching his skin: rough and pebbly. | recognized the texture as scars eft from the Turn. It had
affected some more than others, and witches, pixies, and fairiesnot at dl. “ Skimmer’shere,” he sad

gertly.
“I saw her,” Ivy said, and he hesitated at the lack of anything more.

Helooked tired, hisbrown eyes content as he gave Ivy aquick hug. Gently waving black hair framed his
sevious face softly lined with what looked like worry rather than age. It was obvious that thiswas where
Ivy got her height. Theliving vampire wastal, with arefinement that turned his gaunt frame pleasing
rather than unattractive. He was wearing jeans and a casud shirt. Small, dmost unseen lines scarred his
neck, and his arms showing past his rolled-up deeves had the same marks on the underside. It must be
hard being married to an undead.

“I’'m glad you came home,” the man said, his eyesflicking briefly to me and the cross on my charm
bracelet before settling back on his daughter with an obviouswarmth. *'Y our mother will be up in abit.
She wantsto talk to you. Skimmer put her in arare mood.”

“No.” lvy dropped back out of histouch. “I wanted to ask you something, isal.”

He nodded once, histhin lipsfalling into aresigned disappointment. | felt adight tingle from my demon
scar as he poured the steaming water into a second tegpot. The clanking of the porcelain was loud. Arms
crossed before me, | leaned to rest against the table to distance mysdlf. | hoped the tingle was alingering
sensation from Skimmer and didn’t stem from Ivy’ sdad. | didn’t think it was him. He looked too cam to
be fighting aneed to dack hishunger.

“Dad,” lvy said, seeing my unease. “Thisis Rachedl. Rachd, thisismy dad.”
Asif aware my scar wastingling, Ivy’ s dad stayed at the other end of the kitchen, taking the cookies

from Ericaand putting them back into the cookiejar. The girl huffed, then grimaced at her dad’ sraised
eyebrow. “It' sapleasure to meet you,” he said, his attention returning to me.



“Hello, Mr. Randd,” | said, not liking the way he was eyeing Ivy and me standing beside each other. |
suddenly fdt asif | was on adate, meeting the parents, and | flushed. | didn’t like hisknowing smile.
Apparently neither did Ivy.

“Stopit, Dad.” Ivy pulled out achar and sat. “ Rachel ismy roommeate, not my live-in.”

“You'’ d better make sure Skimmer knows that.” His narrow chest moved as he breathed deeply to take
in the emotions on the air. * She came out here for you. Left everything. Think hard before you wak avay
from that. She has good breeding behind her. An unbroken millennium lineishard to find.”

Tenson dammed back into meand | felt mysdlf Stiffen.

“Oh God,” Ericamoaned, her hand back in the cookiejar. “Don’t start, Daddy. Wejust had an ugly in
thehdlway.”

Smiling to show teeth, he reached across to take the cookie from her and ate abite. “Don’t you have to
be to work soon?’ he said when he swallowed.

Theyoung vampirejiggled. “ Daddy, | want to go to the concert. All my friendsare.”

My eyebrows rose. Ivy shook her head with the smallest of movements, a private answer to my question
asto whether we should tell him we were going and that we' d keep an eye on her.

“No,” her father said, brushing the crumbs from himsalf as hefinished his cookie,

“But, Daddy...”

Opening the jar, he took out three more. “Y ou don’t have enough control—"

Ericapuffed, dumping againgt the counter. “My control isfine,” she said sulkily.

He graightened, thefirst hints of sted tightening hisface. * Erica, your hormones are jumping up and
down right now. One night you have control in astressful situation, the next you loseit whileyou're

watching TV. You aren’t wearing your caps like you' re supposed to, and | don’t want you to
accidentally bind someoneto you.”

“Daddy!” shecried, flushing adull, embarrassed red.
Getting two glasses from the cupboard, vy snickered. My uneasiness faded dightly.

“I know...” her father said, his head bowed and ahand raised. “A lot of your friends have shadows, and
it lookslike fun having someone trailing behind you, seeking your atention and dwaysthere. Y ou'rethe
center of their world, and they see only you. But Erica, bonded shadows are alot of work. They aren’t
pets you can give to afriend when you tire of them. They need reassurance and attention. Y ou’ re too
young to have that kind of responsibility.”

“Daddy, stop!” Ericasaid, clearly mortified. | sat aslvy got acarton of orange juice from the fridge. |
wondered how much of thiswas for Ericaand how much of it was hisway of trying to scare me off from
his eldest daughter. It wasworking. Not that | needed any encouragement.

Theliving vampire sface went stern. “ Y ou're being cardless,” he said, hisgravely voice harsh. “Taking



risksthat might put you in aplace you don’t want to be yet. Don't think | don’t know you take your caps
off as soon asyou leave thishouse. Y ou aren’t going to that concert.”

“That'snot fair!” she shouted, spiked hair bobbing. “I’m pulling al A’ sand working part-time. It' sjust a
concert! Therewon't even be any Brimstone there!”

He shook his head as she huffed. “ Until that bad Brimstone is off the streets, you will be home before
sunrise, young lady. I'm not going down to the city tombsto identify and bring amember of my house
home. I’ ve done that once, and I’ m not ready to do it again.”

“Daddy!”

Ivy handed her father a glass of juice, then sat down with her drink in the chair adjacent to mine.
Crossing her legs at the knees, she said, “1’m going to the concert.”

Ericagasped, her jewdry tinkling as shejumped. “Daddy!” she cried. “lvy’sgoing. | won't take any
Brimstone and | won't bite anyone. | promise! Oh God! Please let me go!”

Eyebrows high, Ivy’sdad looked at Ivy. She shrugged, and Ericaheld her breath. “If it sall right with
your mother, it' sdl right with me” hefindly sad.

“Thank you, Daddy!” Ericasqueded. She flung hersdlf at him, dmost knocking her tdler father down. In
aclatter of boots, she yanked the door to the stairwell open and thumped downstairs. The door arched
closed, and Erica s shouts grew muffled.

The man sghed, histhin shoulders moving. “ Just how long were you going to let her beg before you told
me you were going?’ he asked wryly.

Her eyeson her juice, lvy smiled. “Long enough that she will listen to mewhen | tell her to wear her
cgpsor I'll changemy mind.”

A chucklerose. “Y ou learn well, young grasshopper,” he said, affecting a strong accent.

There was athumping on the stairs and Ericaburst out, eyes black in excitement, chains swinging. “ She
said yes! Gottago! Loveyou, Daddy! Thanks, Ivy!” She made apair of bunny ears with her fingers,
crooking them as she said, “Kiss, kissl” and darted out of the room.

“Do you have your caps?’ her father shouted after her.
“Yesl” shecdled back, her voicefaint.

“Take some of those necklaces off, young lady!” he added, but the door dammed. The quiet wasa
relief, and | met Ivy’ s smile with bemused wonder. Ericacould redly fill aroom.

Ivy’ sfather put his glass down. Hisface seemed to take on more wrinkles, and | could seethe strain his
body was enduring to supply the blood his undead wife needed to stay sane.

| watched lvy shift her fingerson her glassto spin it whereit sat. Slowly her smile faded. “Has she been
to see Piscary?’ she asked softly, the sudden worry in her voice drawing my attention. Thiswaswhy vy
had cometo talk to her dad, and as | thought of Erica' s carefree, wild innocencein Piscary’s
manipulative embrace, | worried, too.



Ivy’sdad, though, didn’t seem to have aproblem with it, taking adow sp of juice before answering,
“Yes. Shevidtshim every two weeks. Asisrespectful.” My brow pinched at the implied question, and |
wasn't surprised when he followed up with, “Have you?’

Ivy dtilled the fingers encircling her glass. Uncomfortable, | looked for away to excuse myself and go
hidein the car. Ivy glanced a me, then her father. He leaned back, waiting. From outside came the
rumble of Erica’s car, fading to leave the hum of the clock on the oven the only sound. Ivy took a breath.
“Dad, | made amistake.”

| fdt Ivy’ sdad’ s eyesland on me, even though | was staring out the window trying to divorce myself
from the conversation. “We should talk about thiswhen your mother isavailable,” he said, and | took a
quick breath.

“Youknow,” | saidas| got up, “I think I'll go wait inthe car.”

“I don’t want to talk about it with Mom, | want to talk about it with you,” Ivy said crosdly. “And there's
no reason Rachel can't hear this”

The hidden request in vy’ svoice stopped me short. | sank back down, ignoring the obvious disapproval
from her dad. Thiswasn't going to be fun. Maybe she wanted my opinion of the conversation to balance
out her own. | could do that for her.

“I madeamistake,” vy said softly. “I don’t want to be Piscary’ s scion.”

“lvy...” Therewasatired wearinessin that oneword. “It’ stime to start taking on your responsibilities.
Y our mother was his scion before she died. The benefits—"

“I don’t want them!” Ivy said, and | watched her eyes closdly, wondering if the ring of brown about her
pupil was shrinking. “Maybe if hewasn'tin my head dl thetime,” she added, moving her juice away.
“But | can't take it anymore. He just keeps pushing.”

“Hewouldn't if youwould go seehim.”

Ivy sat Sraighter, eyeson thetable. “1 did go see him. | told him that | wasn't going to be his scion and
to get out of my head. He laughed at me. He said | had made achoice and now | had to live and die by
it”

“Y ou did make a.choice.”

“And now I’m making another one,” she shot back, her eyes lowered submissively but her voice
determined. “I’m not going to do it. | don't want to run Cincinnati’ s underground, and | won't.” She took
adeep breath, her eyesrisng to his. “1 can't tell if | like something anymore becausel likeit or because
Piscary likesit. Dad, will you talk to him for me?’

My eyeswidened &t her pleading tone. The only time | had heard it before was when she thought she
was dead and was begging me to keep her safe. My jaw clenched as | remembered. God, that had been
awful. When | looked up at his continued silence, | was startled to find Ivy’ s dad watching me. Hislips
were pressed tight and his gaze was angry, asif thiswas my faullt.

“You'rehisscion,” hesaid, hiseyes accusngly on mine. “ Stop shirking your duties.”



Ivy’snogtrilsflared. | redly didn’t want to be here, but if | moved, | would only draw attention to mysdf.
“I madeamistake,” she said angrily. “And I’'m willing to pay the cost to get out of it, but he' sgoing to
gart hurting people to make me do what he wants. That’ s not fair.”

He made a scoffing laugh and rose. * Did you expect anything different? He' s going to use everything and
everyone he can to manipulate you. HE samaster vampire.” Putting his hands on the table, he leaned
toward Ivy. “It' swhat they do.”

Cold, | sent my gaze down to theriver below. It didn’'t matter if Piscary wasin jal or not. All he had to
do was say the word, and his minionswould not only bring Ivy in line but get me out of hishair aswell.
Expensve, but effective.

But Ivy pulled her head up, shaking it in reassurance before turning her damp eyesto her father. “Dad,
he said he'sgoing to start calling on Erica”

The man' sface went ashen to make the small fever scars stand out tarkly. Relief that Piscary wasn't
targeting me flashed through me, then guilt that | could fed such athing. “I’ll talk to him,” he whispered,
the worry in hisvoice for hisinnocent, so-aive daughter clear.

| felt sck. Inther conversation were the dark, ugly shadows of the hidden pacts older children madeto
each other to protect ayounger, innocent sibling from an abusive parent. The feding solidified when her
dad repeated softly, “I'll talk to him.”

“Thank you.”

All of us seemed to draw away in an uncomfortable silence. It wastimeto go. Ivy stood first, quickly
followed by me. | grabbed my coat from the back of the chair and shrugged into it. Ivy’sdad rose
dowly, seeming twice astired aswhen we camein. “Ivy,” he said as he came close. “I’'m proud of you. |
don’t agree with what you' re doing, but I’ m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Smiling aclose-lipped smilein relief, she gave him ahug. “We gottago. I'vegot arun
tonight.”

“Darvan’sgirl?’ he asked, and she nodded, the hint of guilt and fear on her till. “ Good. Y ou keep doing
what you'redoing. I'll talk to Piscary and seewhat | can work out.”

“Thanks”
Heturned to me. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Rachel.”

“Same here, Mr. Randal.” | was glad the vampire talk seemed to be over. We could dl pretend to be
norma again; hide the ugliness under the five-thousand-dollar rug.

“Wait, lvy. Here.” The man reached into his back pocket and pulled out aworn wallet, turning himself
from avampireinto just another dad.

“Dad,” vy protested. “I’ve got my own money.”

He amiled with haf hismouth. “Think of it as athank-you for watching Ericaat the concert. Have lunch
onme”



| said nothing as he shoved a hundred dollar bill into Ivy’ s hand, pulling her forward into aone-armed
hug. “I’ll call you tomorrow morning,” he said softly.

Ivy’sshoulderslost their usua upright posture. “I'll come by. | don’t want to talk over the phone.” She
shot me aforced, close-lipped smile. “Ready to go?’

| nodded, giving vy’ s dad ahead bob as| followed her out into the dining room and to the front door.
Knowing how good vamp hearing was, | kept my mouth shut until the el egantly carved door thumped
shut behind us and our feet were again on the snow. It had grown dusky, and the snow-drifts seemed to
glow inthelight reflected off the sky.

Erica s car wasgone. Key'sjingling, vy hesitated. “Hold up,” she said, boots squeaking in the snow as
she went to where the red car had been parked. “1 think she ditched her caps.”

| stood by my open door and waited while vy came to astandstill beside the wheel marks. Eyes closed,
sheflung her hand asif throwing something, and then strode to the other side of the drive. As| watched
inamystified slence, she searched the snow. Bending at the waist twice, she picked something up. She
came back and got into the car without comment.

| followed her in and fastened my bdlt, wishing it were darker so | didn’t have to watch her drive. At my
questioning silence, vy held out her hand and dropped two bits of hollow plastic into my grip. The car
garted, and | aimed the vents at me, hoping the engine was still warm. “Caps?’ | asked, looking at them
amal and whitein my palm aslvy pulled away.How on earth did she find these in the snow?

“Guaranteed to keep from breaking skin,” Ivy said, her thin lips pressing together. “ And with that, she
can't accidentaly bind anyoneto her. She' s supposed to wear them until Dad says so. And at thisrate,
she’' sgoing to be thirty before that happens. | know where she works. Mind if we drop them off?’

| shook my head, extending them back to her. Ivy checked both ways at the end of the drive before
pulling out in front of ablue station wagon, whedls spinning in the dush. “I’ ve got an empty capscasein
my purse. Would you put them in there for me?’

“Sure” | didn't like digging around in her purse, but if | didn’t, she'd do it while driving, and my stomach
was in enough knots aready. | felt odd as| put Ivy’ s purse on my lap and opened it up. It was
disgugtingly tidy. Not asingle used tissue or lint-covered candy.

“Mineisthe onewith the colored glassoniit,” vy said, watching the road with half her attention. “I
should have aplagtic onein there, somewhere. The disinfectant is probably till good. Dad would kill her
if heknew she threw them in the snow. They cost as much as her summer camp last year in the Andes.”

“Oh.” My three summers spent at Kalamack’s Make-A-Wish camp for dying children suddenly looked
pale. Shifting past asmal container that looked like an el aborately decorated pillbox was athumb-sized
whitevid. | unscrewed thetop to find it full of abluish liquid.

“That'stheone,” Ivy said, and | dropped them in. They floated, and when | went to stick my pinky into
sink them, she added, “ Just put the top on and give it ashake. They'll sink.”

| did just that, dropping the vial into her purse and setting it beside her.

“Thanks” vy said. “Thetimel ‘lost” mine, he grounded mefor amonth.”



| gave her aweak amile, thinking it waskind of likelosing your glasses or retainer...or maybe your
digphragm.Oh God. Did | redlly want to know dl this?

“You gtill wear caps?’ | said, curiosity getting the better of me. She didn’t seem to be embarrassed
about it. Maybe | should just go withiit.

Ivy shook her head, signaling an instant before she crossed two lanes of traffic to get to the
expressway’ s onramp. “No,” shesaid as | clutched the door handle. “Not since | was seventeen. But |
keep them in case—" She cut her words off. “Just in case.”

Just in case what? | wondered, then decided | didn’t want to know. “Uh, Ivy?’ | questioned as| tried
not to figure out where she was going to force hersdlf into traffic. | held my breath while we merged and,
from behind us, horns blew. “What the heck does bunny earsand ‘kiss, kiss mean?’

She stared at me, and | made a peace sign and crooked my fingerstwice in quick succession. An odd
smile quirked the corners of her mouth. “Those aren’t bunny ears,” she sad. “ Those are fangs.”

| thought about thet, then flushed. “Oh.”

Ivy chuckled. | eyed her for amoment, then deciding there would be no better time, | took adow
breath. “Um, about Skimmer...”

Her good mood vanished. She shot me alook, then put her eyes back on the road. “We were
roommates.” A faint flush came over her, telling me it was more than that. “We werevery close
roommeates,” she added carefully, asif | hadn't dready figured it out. lvy hit the brakeshard to avoid a
black BMW that wanted to pen her in behind aminivan. Acceerating quickly, she darted around to the
right, leaving him behind.

“She came out here because of you,” | said, feding my blood quicken. “Why didn’t you tell her we
aen't likethat?’

Her grip on thewhed tightened. “Because...” Shetook asoft breath and tucked her hair behind her ear.
It wasanervoustic that | didn’t see very often. “Because | didn’t want to,” she said asshe settled in
behind ared Trans-Am doing fifteen over the posted limit.

Eyesworried, she looked at me, ignoring the green minivan that both the Trans-Am and we were roaring
up on. “I’m not going to gpologize, Rachel. The night you decide taking and giving blood isn't sex, I’'m
going to bethere. I'll takewhat | can until you do.”

Horribly uncomfortable, | shifted in my seet. “Ivy...”

“Don't,” shesaid lightly as she yanked the car to the right, hitting the gasto dart ahead of both of them.
“I know how you fed about it. | can’t change your mind. Y ou're going to haveto figureit out for
yoursdf. Skimmer being here doesn’t change anything.” She dipped in front of the van, giving me a soft
smilethat convinced me even more that blood was sex. “ And then you' |l spend the rest of your life
kicking yoursdlf for waiting so long to teke that chance.”

Eighteen

The commercid cut in, the volumejarring me as| sat on the couch. Sighing, | pulled my kneesto my



chin and hugged my legs. It was early, just after two in the morning, and | wastrying to find the gumption
to go make something to eat. Ivy was still on her run, and even with the awkward conversation in the car,
| was hoping she’ d be home early enough so we could go out. Warming up a potpie and eating alone had
al the gpped of pulling the skin off my shins.

Grabbing the remote, | muted the TV. Thiswas depressing. | was Stting on the couch on aFriday night
watchingDie Hard , aone. Nick should have been there with me. | missed him. | think | missed him. |
missed something. Maybe | just missed being held. Was| that shallow?

Tossing the remote down, | realized a voice was coming from the front of the church. | sat up; it wasa
man’ svoice. Alarmed, | tapped the line out back. Between one bresth and the next, my center filled.
With the force of the line running through me, | gathered mysdlf to rise, only to sink down when Jenks
flew into the room a head height. The soft hum of hiswingstold mein an ingtant that whatever was up
front wasn't going to kill meor put money in my pocket.

Eyeswide, helanded on the lampshade. The dust sifting from him floated upward with the rising heet of
the bulb. He was usudly tucked in my desk adeep at this hour, which waswhy | was having my pity
party now s0 | could sulk without interference. “Hey, Jenks,” | said as| let go of thelineand the
unfocused magic left me. “Who's here?’

Hisface became worried. “Rachd, we might have a problem.”

| eyed him sourly. | was ditting done watchingDie Hard. That was a problem, not whatever had come
waltzing in our door. “Whoisit?’ | said flatly. “1 dready ran off the Jehovah Witnesses. Y ou would think
living in achurch, they might get the idea, but no-o-0-0.”

Jenks frowned. “ Some Were in acowboy hat. He wants me to sign a paper saying | ate that fish we
golefor the Howlers.”

“David?’ | jerked out of the chair and headed for the sanctuary.

Jenks swings were a harsh buzz as he flew beside me. “Who's David?’

“Aninsurance adjustor.” My brow furrowed. “1 met him yesterday.”

Sure enough, David was sanding in the middle of the empty room, looking uncomfortablein hislong coat
and hat pulled down over hiseyes. Pixy children were watching from under the crack of the rolltop desk,
their pretty facesdl lined up in arow. He was on acell phone, and upon seeing me, he muttered afew
words, closed the cover, and tucked it away.

“Hello, Rachdl,” he said, cringing as his voice echoed. His eyesran over my casua jeans and red
swester, and then went to the ceiling as he shifted from foot to foot. It was obvious he wasn't

comfortablein the church, like most Weres, but it was psychologica not biologica.

“I’'m sorry to bother you,” he said as he took off hishat and crushed it in atight grip. “But hearsay won't
gand upinthiscase. | need your partner to verify he ate that wishing fish.”

“Holy crap! 1t was awishing fish!” There was achorus of shrill criesfrom the desk. Jenks made aharsh
sound, and the faces lining the crack scattered back into the shadows.

David took atrifolded paper from apocket of his duster and unfolded it atop Ivy’ s piano. “If you could



sgn here?’ he said, then straightened, hiseyes suspicious. “ Y oudid egt it?’

Jenks looked scared, hiswings a blue so dark they were dmost purple. “ Y esh. We ate it. Are we going
tobedl right?’

| tried to hide my smile, but David grinned, histeeth looking whitein the dim light of the sanctuary. “I
think you'll befine, Mr. Jenks,” he said, clicking open a pen and holding it out.

My eyebrows rose. David hesitated, looking from the pen to the pixy. The pen wasthe larger of the
two. “Ummm,” he said, shifting on hisfedt.

“I'vegot it.” Jenks zipped to the desk, returning with a pencil lead. | watched him carefully write his
name, the ultrasonic chatter from the desk making my eyes hurt. Jenksrose, pixy dust sifting from him.
“Hey, uh, wearen't in any trouble, are we?’

The pungent scent of ink assailed me, and David looked up from notarizing it. “Not from our end of
things. Thank you, Mr. Jenks.” He looked a me. “Rachd.”

A soft rattling of the windows from an air-pressure shift brought both our heads up. Someone had
opened the back door to the church. “Rachel?” came ahigh voice, and | blinked.

It was my mom?Bewildered, | looked a David. “Ah, it'smy mom. Maybe you ought to go. Unlessyou
want her to bully you into taking me on adate.”

David' s face went startled as he tucked the paper away. “No. I'’'m done. Thanks. | probably should
have cdled firg, but itisnorma business hours.”

My facewarmed. | had just added ten thousand to my bank account, courtesy of Quen and his“little
problem.” I could st on my butt and sulk for one night if | wanted. And | wasn't going to prep the
charms|’d be using on said run tonight. Spelling after midnight under awaning moon was asking for
trouble. Besides, how | arranged my day was not his business.

Bothered, | looked at the back of the church, not wanting to be rude but not wanting my mom to play
twenty questionswith David, ether. “I’ll beright there, Mom!” | shouted, then turned to Jenks. “Will you
see him out for me?’

“Surething, Rache.” Jenks rose up to head height to accompany David into the foyer.

“’Bye, David,” | said, and he gave me arai sed-hand good-bye and put his hat on.

Why doesit al happen at once?l thought, hustling to the kitchen. My mom visiting unannounced would
top off an already perfect day. Tired, | entered the kitchen to find her with her head in my fridge. From

the sanctuary came the boom of the front door closing.

“Mom,” | said, trying to keep my voice pleasant. “It’ sgreat to see you. But it sbusiness hours.” My
thoughts went to my bathroom, wondering if my undieswere still atop the dryer.

Smiling, she straightened, peeking at me from around the door of the fridge. She was wearing
sunglasses, and they looked really odd with her straw hat and sundress. Sundress? Shewasin a
sundress? It was below twenty out there.



“Rachd!” Smiling, she shut the door and opened her arms. “ Give me ahug, honey.”

Thoughtswhirling, | absently returned her embrace. Maybe | should cal her psychologist and make sure
shewas gill making her gppointments. An odd smell clung to her, and as| pulled avay, | said, “What is
that you' rewearing? It smdllslike burnt amber.”

“That’sbecauseit is, love”

Shocked, my eyes went to her face. Her voice had dropped several octaves. Adrendine shook me. |
jerked back, only to find awhite-gloved hand gripping my shoulder. | froze, unableto move asaripple
of ever-after cascaded over her, revedling Algaliarept.Oh, crap. | was dead.

“Good evening, familiar,” the demon said, smiling to show meflat blocky teeth. “Let’ sfind aley lineand
get you home, hmm?’

“Jenkd” | shrieked, hearing my voice harsh with terror. Leaning back, | swung my foot up, kicking him
squareinthe’ nads.

Al grunted, hisred, goat-ditted eyeswidening. “Bitch,” he said, reaching down and grabbing my ankle.

Gasping, | went down as he yanked me onto my buit. | hit with athump, panicking. As| kicked
ineffectively at him, he dragged me out of the kitchen and into the hall.

“Rachd!” Jenks shrilled, black pixy dust Sfting from him.

“Get meacharm!” | shouted as| grabbed the archway and hung on.Oh God. He had me. If he got me
to aline, he could physicaly drag meto the ever-after, me saying no or not.

Armstensing, | fought to hold onto the wall long enough for Jenks to open my charm cupboard and grab
one. | didn’t need afinger stick; my lip was dready bleeding from thefall.

“Here,” Jenks cried, hovering at ankle height to look me right in the eye. He had the cord to adeep
charmin hisgrip. His eyeswere frightened and hiswings were red.

“Don't think so, witch,” Al said, giving me ajerk.

Pain diced through my shoulder, and my grip wastorn away. “Rache!” Jenks exclamed as my
fingernails scraped the hardwood floor and then the carpet in the living room.

Al muttered Latin, and | cried out as an explosion blew the back door off its hinges.

“Jenks! Get out! Get your kidssafel” | shouted when cold air raced in to replace the air the explosion
had blown out. Dogs barked as | did down the stairs on my stomach. Snow, ice, and rock salt scraped
my middle and my chin. | stared up at the shattered doorframe as David' s silhouette showed black
againg thelight. I held my hand out for the charm Jenks had dropped. “ The charm!” | screamed when he
clearly had no ideawhat | wanted. “ Throw me the charm!”

Al cameto ahdt. His English riding boots making prints on the unshoveled walk, he turned.” Detrudo,”
he said, clearly atrigger word for acurse imprinted on his memory.

| gasped as ablack and red shadow of ever-after struck David, throwing him into the far wall and out of



my sight. “David!” | caled as Al started dragging me again.

Wiggling, | twisted so | was on my butt and not my stomach. | cut asmall swath through the snow
behind Al as he pulled me kicking to the wooden gate at the front of the garden that led to the street. Al
couldn’t usetheley linein the graveyard to drag me into the ever-after, asit was entirely encircled by
holy ground that he couldn’t cross. The nearest ley line | knew about was eight blocks away.l had a
chance, | thought, the cold snow soaking my jeans.

“Let go!” | demanded, kicking the back of Al’s kneeswith my onefreefoot.

Hisleg buckled and he stopped, hisirate look clear in thelight from the streetlamp. He couldn’t turn
misty to avoid the strikes since | would be able to dip hisgrip. “What acaniculayou are,” he said, taking
both ankles with one hand and continuing.

“1 don't want to go!” | shouted, grabbing onto the edges of the gate as we passed through it. We jerked
to astop, and Al sighed.

“Let go of thefence,” he said, sounding tired.

“No!” My muscles sarted to shake as | fought to keep unmoving while Al pulled. | had only oneley line
charm imprinted on my subconscious, but trapping Al and mein acircle would get me nowhere. He
could bresk it aseaslly as|, now that hisaurawould be tainting it.

A cry dipped from me when Al gave up trying to drag me through the gate and he picked me up and
threw me over his shoulder. My breath exploded out of me as his muscle-hard shoulder cut into my
middle. He stank of burnt amber, and | fought to get free.

“Thiswould bealot easier,” he said as| jabbed my elbows between his shoulder bladesto no effect, “if
you would accept that | have you. Just say you' [l come willingly, and | can pop usinto alinefrom here
and it will saveyou alot of embarrassment.”

“I'm not worried about embarrassment!” | stretched to reach apassing limb of atree, my breath coming
outinrdief as| snagged one. Al jerked back, pulled off balance.

“Oh, look,” he said as he yanked me free and my pams came away scraped and bleeding. “ Y our wolfie
friend wantsto play.”

David, | thought, twisting to see past Al’ s shoulder. As| struggled to breathe, | saw ahuge shadow
standing at the center of the lamp-lit, snow-packed street. My mouth dropped. He had Wered. He had
Wered in less than three minutes. God, that must have hurt.

And hewas huge, having retained his entire human mass. His head would come to my shoulder, I'd
guess. Black silky fur, morelike hair, shifted in the cold wind. His earswere flat againgt hishead, and an
impaossibly low warning growl came from him. Feet the size of my spread hands dug into the snow as he
barred our way. He gave an indescribably deep warning bark, and Al chuckled. Lightswere coming on
in adjacent houses and curtains were being peeked around. “ She' slegdly mine,” Al said lightly. “I'm
carting her home. Don't eventry.”

Al started down the street, leaving me torn between screaming for help and admitting | was agonner. A
car was coming, itslights throwing everything into stark relief. “ Good, doggie,” Al muttered aswe passed
David with agood ten feet between us. Looking harsh in the light from the headlamps, David bowed his



head, and | wondered if he had given up, knowing he could do nothing. But then his head came up and
he started after us.

“David, there snothing you can do! David, no!” | shrieked when his dow lope shifted into afull run.
Eyeslogt in akilling frenzy, he barreled right for me. Sure, | didn’t want to be pulled into the ever-after,
but | didn’t want to be dead, either.

Swesaring, Al turned around.“Veacuefacio,” he said, hiswhite-gloved hand outstretched.

| twisted on his shoulder to see. A black bal of force shot from him, meeting David' s sllent attack two
feetin front of us. David s huge feet skidded, but he ran right into it. Y elping, herolled, tumbling into a
snow pile. The scent of sSinged hair rose and was gone.

“David!” | cried, not fedling the cold that pinched me. “Areyou al right?’

| yelped as Al dumped me on the ground, a blocky hand squeezing my shoulder until | cried out in pain.
The thick sheet of compressed snow on the pavement melted up through me, and my rear went numb
with hurt and cold. “Idiot,” Al grumbled to himsdf. “Y ou’ ve got afamiliar, why by your mother’ s ashes

aren'tyouusing her?’
He smiled a me, thick eyebrows high in anticipation. “ Ready to work, Rachel, love?’

My breath froze in me. Panicking, | stared up a him, feding my face go pale and my eyes go wide.
“Pleasedon’t,” | whispered.

Hegrinned dl the wider. “Hold thisfor me,” he said.

A scream of pain ripped from me as Al tapped aline, sending its strength thundering into me. My
muscles jerked and a spasm shook me until my face hit the pavement. | wasonfire, and | clenched into a
fetal position, hands over my ears. Scream upon scream beat upon me. | couldn’t block them out. They
hammered a me, the only thing that was real besides the agony in my head. Like an explosion, theforce
of the line ran through me, settling into my center, spilling over to set my limbson fire. My brain fet asif it
had been dipped in acid, and al the time, that awful screaming racked my ears. | wasonfire. | was

burning.

| suddenly redlized the screaming was coming from me. Huge, racking sobstook their place as|
managed to stop. An eerie, keening wail rose, and | managed to stop that, too. Panting, | opened my
eyes. My handswere pale and shaking in the light from the car. They weren't charred. The scent of burnt

amber wasn't my skin pedling away. It wasal in my head.

Oh God. My head felt like it was three places a once.| was hearing everything twice, sndling everything
twice, and having no thoughtsthat weren’'t my own. Al knew everything | wasfeding, everything | was
thinking. | could only pray that | hadn’t done thisto Nick.

“Better?’ Al said, and | jerked asif whipped, hearing hisvoicein my head aswell asmy ears. “Not
bad,” he said, yanking me unresisting to my feet. “ Ceri passed out with only half that much, and it took
her three months to stop making that awful noise.”

Numb, | felt spittle dip from me. | couldn’t remember how to wipeit away. My throat hurt and the cold
ar | sucked into me seemed to burn. | could hear dogs barking and acar engine. Thelight fromits
headlamps wasn't moving, and the snow sparkled. | hung loosein Al’ s grip, feet trying to move as he



began waking again. He dragged me out from in front of the car, and in adippery squesk of snow and
ice, it sped away.

“Comeaong, Rachdl, love,” Al said in the new darkness, clearly in agood mood as he pulled me over a
snowplowed hill and onto the shoveled walk. *Y our wolf has given up, and unless you submit to me, we
have agood bit of city to walk beforel can get youto aley line”

Stumbling, | lurched after Al, my feet in my sockslong cold and unresponsive. His hand gripped my
wrist in ashackle stronger than any metal. Al’s shadow stretched behind usto where David panted,
shaking his head asif to clear it. | could do nothing, feding nothing as David' slips pulled back from his
muzzle. Silently, he lunged. Numb and uncaring, | watched asif from adistance. Al, though, wasvery
much aware.

“Cdero fervefaciol” he exclaimed, angry, and | screamed as the curse burned through me. The force of
Al’smagic exploded from his outstretched hand and struck David. In aflash, the snow melted
undernesth the Were, and he writhed on the black circle of pavement. | screamed from the agony,
catching it—samothering it—hearing it trail into the keen of abanshee.

“Please...nomore,” | whispered, spit falling from me to melt a spot of snow. | stared at the dirty white,
thinking it was my soul, pitted and sullied, paying for Al’ s black magic. | couldn’t think. The pain burned
through me dtill, becoming afamiliar hurt.

The sound of frightened people pulled my bleary gaze up. The neighborhood was watching from doors
and windows. I’ d probably make the news. A sharp bang drew my attention to the house we had
passed, an elegant snow castle with turrets and towers gracing one corner of the yard. The light from the
open door spilled over the trampled snow, faling dmost to Al and me. | caught my breeth at Ceri
gtanding in the threshold, vy’ s crucifix about her neck. Her nightgown flowed to the porch, white and
billowy. Her unbound hair floated about her, coming dmost to her waist. Her posture was stiff with
anger. “You,” shesad, her voiceringing clear over the snow.

From behind me cameawarning yip, and | felt atug of apull. Through Al’sknowledge, | ingtinctively
knew that Ceri had set acirclearound Al and me. A futile sob escaped me, but | fastened on the feding
like ahungry cur ontrash. | had felt something that wasn't from Al. The demon’s own emotion of
annoyance was quick behind my depression, covering it up until | forgot what | fdt like. From Al, | knew
the circle was usdless. Y ou can make acircle without drawing it first, but only adrawn circleis strong
enough to hold ademon.

Al didn’t even bother to dow down, dragging meinto the sheet of ever-after.

My bresth hissed in asthe force Ceri had put in the circle flowed into me. | screamed as anew wave of
fire coated my skin. It ran from where | first touched the field, flowing like liquid to cover me. Pain
searched for my center. It found it, and | screamed again, twisting out of Al’ sgrip asit found my chi full
and bursting. The ever-after rebounded, scouring through meto settlein the only placeit could force
room: my head. Sooner or later it would be too much and I'd go insane.

| clenched into myself. The rough sidewak scraped my thigh and shoulder as | convulsed. Sowly it
became bearable, and | was able to stop screaming. The last onetrailed off into a moan that silenced the
dogs.Oh God, | was dying. | was dying from the inside out.

“Please” | begged Ceri, knowing she couldn’t hear me. “Don’t do that again.”



Al yanked me upright. “Y ou’ re anexcdlent familiar,” he encouraged, hisface splitinawidegrin. “I'm so
proud of you. Y ou managed to stop screaming again. | think I’ll make you acup of teawhen we get
home and let you nap before | show you off to my friends.”

“No...” I whispered, and Al chuckled at my defiance even before the word escaped me. | could have
no thoughts without him knowing them first. Now | redlized why Ceri had numbed her emotion,
preferring to have none rather than share them with Al.

“Wait,” Ceri said, her voiceringing clear over the snow as she ran down the porch steps, past the
chain-link fence, and into the yard before us.

| sagged in Al’ sgrip as he stopped to look at her. Her voice flowed over me, soothing my skin and mind
dike. My eyeswarmed at the hint of respite from the pain, and I dmost sobbed in relief. Shelooked like
agoddess. She granted release from pain.

“Ceri,” Al sadd warmly, his attention only half on David ashecircled us, hishacklesraised and a
frightening savagery in hiseyes. “You'relooking well, love.” Hiseyestraveled over the elaborate castle
of snow behind her. “Missyour homdand?’

“I am Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate,” she said, the command in her voice likeawhip. “I’ m not your
familiar. | have asoul. Give me the respect that calsfor.”

Al snickered. “I see you found your ego. How doesit fed to be growing old again?’

| saw her gtiffen. She cameto stand before us, and | could see her guilt. “1 don't fear it anymore,” she
sad softy, and | wondered if an unaging lifewaswhat Al had lured her into being hisfamiliar with. “It’'s
the way of the world. Let Rachel MarianaMorgan go.”

Al threw his head back and laughed, showing histhick, flat teeth to the cloudy sky. “Sheismine. You're
looking well. Care to come back? Y ou could be ssters. How niceisthat?’

Her mouth twitched. “ Shehasasoul. Y ou can't force her.”

Panting, | hung from where Al held me. If he got meinto aline, whether | had asoul or not wouldn't
matter. “Yes, | can,” Al said, cementing it into fact. His brow furrowed, and he jerked his attention to
David. | had seen him circling usin awide path, trying to make aphysica circle with hisfootsteps with
which he could bind Al. The demon’s eyes narrowed.” Detrudo,” he said, gesturing.

| gasped, jerking as athread of ever-after flowed from meto work Al’s charm. Head erect, | choked
back whatever awful sound was going to come out of my raw throat. | managed to keep slent asit raced
from me, but al my effortsto stay quiet did no good when awave of ever-after surged infrom alineto
replacewhat Al had used. Again fireimmolated my center, overflowing and making my skin burn, finaly
seitling in my thoughts. | couldn’t think. There was nothing but hurt in me. | was burning. My very
thoughts, my soul, were burning.

Shocked, | fell to my knees, the pain from the icy sdewak going dmaost unnoticed asacry of misery
escaped me. My eyeswere open, and Ceri cringed, standing barefoot before usin the snow. A shared
pain was mirrored in her eyes, and | fastened on them, finding peace in their green depths. She had
aurvived this. | could survivethis. | would survive this.God, help me find away to survivethis.

Al laughed as he felt my resolve. “ Good,” he encouraged. “| appreciate your effort to be slent. You'll



get there. Your god can't help you, but call for him anyway. I'd like to meet him.”

| took a shuddering breath. David was a shaking puddle of silky fur in the snow some distance from
where he had been. | was screaming when the spell hit him and didn’t see him knocked aside. Ceri went
to him when he rose, grasping his muzzle in both hands and peering into his eyes. Shelooked dwarfed
beside him, his absol ute blackness |ooking dangerous and somehow right beside her frailty, dressed in
flowing white. “ Give thisto me,” she whispered as she gazed unafraid into hiseyes, and David' sears
pricked.

Dropping hisface, she paced forward until she was standing where David' sfootprints |eft off. Keadey
joined her, buttoning histhick fabric coat as he moved from my right to halt beside her. Hetook her
hand, murmuring, “It'syours,” before letting go, and they both stepped back.

| wanted to weep but didn’'t have the strength. They couldn’t help me. | admired Ceri’ s confidence, her
proud and impassioned stance, but it was misplaced. | might aswell be dead.

“Demon,” she sad, her voice chiming thorough the fill air like abdl. “I bind you.”

Al jerked as a sheet of smokey blue ever-after blossomed over us, and his face reddened.“ Es scortum
obscenusimpurual” he shouted, letting me go. | stlayed where | fell, knowing he wouldn't have released
meif | could escape. “How dare you use what | taught you to bind me!”

Panting, | pulled my head up, only now redlizing why she had touched David and then Keadey. David
had started the circle, Ceri had made a second portion of it, and Keadey had made the third. They had
given her permission to bind their paths together as one. The circle had been made; he was caught. And
as| watched him pace to the edge of the bubble and avictorious Ceri, | thought it wouldn’t take much
for him to decideto kill me out of spite.

“Moecha putidal” he shouted, hammering on the force between them. “Ceri, | will tear your soul from
you again, | sweer it!”

“Et de,” she said, her narrow chin high and her eyes glinting, “ acervus excerementum. Y ou can jumpto a
line from here. Leave now before the sun rises so we can all go back to bed.”

Algdiarept took adow breath, and | shuddered at the bound anger in the movement. “No,” he said.
“I’'m going to widen Rachel’ s horizons, and you will listen to her scream as she learnsto take the full
capacity of what | demand.”

He could draw more through me?l thought, feding my lungs presstogether as | temporarily lost the will
to bresthe. There was worse than this?

Ceri’ s confidence fatered. “No,” she said. “ She doesn’t know how to storeit properly. Any more, and
her mind will bend. She'll be insane before you teach her how to make your tea.”

“You don't need to be sane to make tea or do my toast upon one side,” he snarled. Snatching my arm,
hejerked me unressting to my fest.

Ceri shook her head, standing in the snow asif it were summer. “Y ou’ re being petty. You' ve lost her.
She outsmarted you. You're asore loser.”

Al pinched my shoulder, and | gritted my teeth, refusing to cry out. It was only pain. It was nothing



compared to the steady burning of the ever-after he was forcing meto hold for him. “Soreloser!” he
shouted, and | heard the cries of fear from the people in the shadows. “ She can’t hide on holy ground
forever. If shetries, I'll find away to use her through the lines.”

Ceri glanced a David, and | closed my eyesin despair. She thought he could do it. God help me. It was
only amatter of time before hefigured out how. My gamble to save my soul was going to fail. “ Go
away,” shesaid, pulling her atention from David. “ Go back to the ever-after and leave Rachel Mariana
Morgan in peace. No one here has called you.”

“Y ou can't banish me, Ceri!” heraged, jerking me upright until | fdl into him. “My familiar opened a
summoning path for me to follow when shetapped aline. Bresk thiscircle and let me take her asismy
right!”

Ceri took an exultant bresth. “Rachel! He acknowledged you caled him. Banish him!”
My eyeswidened.

“No!” Algdiarept shouted, sending aflow of ever-after into me. | nearly passed out, the waves of pain
washing through me building upon themsalves until there was nothing left but agony. But | took a bresth,
amelling the gtink of my burned soul.

“Algdiarept,” | choked out, my voice aragged gasp. “Return to the ever-after.”

“Youllittle bitch!” he snarled, backhanding me. Theforce of the blow picked me up, throwing meinto
Ceri’swall. | landed in acrumpled heap, unable to think. My head hurt and my throat wasraw. The
snow under mewas cold. | snuggled into it, burning.

“Go away. Go awaynow, " | whispered.

The overwhelming ever-after energy humming through my brain vanished in aclock-tick. | moaned &t its
absence. | heard my heart beat, pause, and beat again. It wasdl | could do to keep breathing, empty
with just my own thoughtsin my head. It was gone. The fire was gone.

“Get her out of the snow,” | heard Ceri say urgently, her voice easing into melikeice water. | tried to
open my eyes, failing. Someone picked me up, and there was the warmth of body hest. It was Keadey,
asmdl part of me decided, as| recognized the smell of redwood and cheap coffee. My head thumped
into him and my chin dropped to my chest. | felt small cool hands upon my forehead, and with Ceri
sgnging to me, | felt mysdf shift into movement.
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“Oh God,” | whispered, my words sounding as raw as my throat felt. It was araspy utterance, morelike
gravel inatin pail than avoice. My head hurt, and awet washcloth smelling of Ivory soap was over my
eyes. “1 don't fed so good.”

Ceri’scool hand touched my cheek. “I’'m not surprised,” she said wryly. “Keep your eyes shut. I'm
going to change your compress.”

Around me was the soft breathing of two people and avery big dog. | vaguely remembered being
carried in, wavering on passing out but never quite managing it, hard as| tried. | could tell by the smell of
my perfumesthat Keadey had put mein my room, and the pillow under my head had afamiliar,



comfortablefed. The heavy weight of the afghan | kept at the foot of my bed was draped over me.l was
dive .Gofigure

Ceri lifted the damp washcloth from me, and despite her warning, | cracked my lids. “Ow...” | moaned
asthelight from a candle on the dresser seemed to pierce my eyes, going al the way to the back of my
skull and ricocheting. My headachetripled.

“Shetold you to keep your eyes shut,” Jenks said sardonicaly, but the relief in his voice was obvious.
Thedick of David' s nailsintruded, shortly followed by awarm snuff inmy ear.

“She'sfing” Ceri said softly, and he retrested.

Fine?l thought, concentrating on my breathing until the light bouncing around in my head lost momentum
and died. Thiswasfine?

The throbbing in my head retrested to amild agony, and when | heard a soft puff of breath and the biting
scent of blown-out candle reached me, | opened my eyes again.

In the streetlight leaking past my curtains, | could see Ceri on akitchen chair besde my bed. A pan of
water was on her lap, and | cringed when she st it on Ivy’ s vampire dating guide, out where everyone
could seeit. On my other side stood Keadey, a hunched shadow. Perched on the bedpost, Jenks
glowed adull amber, and lurking in the background was David taking up half the floorspace with hiswolf
bulk.

“I think we're back in Kansas, Toto,” | murmured, and Keadey harrumphed.

My face was damp and cold, and adraft from the broken door mixed with the musty smell of the heater
blowing from the vent. “ Jenks!” | croaked when | remembered the wash of winter air that had hit him.
“Areyour kidsdl right?’

“Yeah, they'refing” hesaid, and | dumped back to the pillow. My hand crept up to hold my throat. It
fdt asif it wasbleedinginside.

“David?’ | questioned softer. “How about you?’

His panting increased as he pushed Keadey out of the way to snuff warm and moist in my ear. Hisjaws
opened. Ceri gasped when David gripped my entire face in his mouth.

Adrenaine cut through the pain. “Hey!” | exclaimed, struggling as he gave me agentle shake and et go.
Heart pounding, | froze at the soft growl rumbling up and the wet nose nudging my cheek. Making a
doggie huff, he padded into the hall.

“What in hell doesthat mean?’ | said, heart jackhammering against my chest.

Jenksrosein asprinkling of pixy dust that made me squint. 1t wasn't bright, but my eyes hurt that bad.
“He' sglad you're okay,” he said, histiny festures serious.

“Thisisokay?’ | said, and from the sanctuary came an odd, yoddling bark of laughter.

My throat hurt, and | held ahand to it as| sat up. There was Were spit on my face, and | wiped it off
with the damp washcloth and st it over the edge of the pan. My muscles hurt. Hell, everything hurt. And



| hadn’t liked my head being in David' smouth &t al.

The sound of manicured nails clacking on the floorboards drew my attention to the dark hallway ashe
trotted past headed for the back of the church. His backpack and clothes werein his mouth, and his coat
trailed behind like adowned animdl.

“Jenks,” Ceri said Softly. “ Seeif he' sgoing to change here or if he’ d like some help getting histhingsin
hissatchd.”

Jenks rose up, faling back at a short negative bark from the living room.

Jaw clenched againgt a Texas-szed headache, | decided it waslikely he' d change back before leaving.
It wasillegal to Werein public outside of the three days around the full moon. Once the restriction had
only been tradition; now it was law to make humansfed better. What Weres did in their own homeswas
their own business. | was confident no one would say anything about him shifting to help save mefroma
demon, but he couldn’t drive his car in the shape he was in, and catching aride on abuswasn’t going to

happen.
“Well,” Keadey said as he sat on the edge of my bed, “let’ stake alook at you.”

“Ow..." | exclaimed when he touched my shoulder and the bruised muscle sent a stab of pain through
me. | pushed his hand off me, and he shifted closer.

“I’ d forgotten what a pain-in-the-butt patient you are,” he said, reaching out again. “I want to know
whereyou're hurting.”

“Stop,” | croaked, trying to dap his knobby arthritic hands. “My shoulder hurts where Al pinched it. My
hands hurt where | scraped them, my chin and ssomach hurt where he dragged me down the steps. My
kneeshurt from...” | hesitated. “...faling in the road. And my face hurtswhere Al dapped me.” | looked
a Ceri. “Do | haveablack eye?”

“Youwill inthemorning,” she said softly, wincing in sympathy.

“Andmy lipiscut,” | finished, touching it. The faint scent of bane joined the smdll of snow. David was
turning back, nice and dow. He' d have to after the hurt he must have endured to shift so quickly before. |
was glad he had some bane. The herb was amild pain depressant and sedative to make it easier. Too
bad it only worked on Weres.

Keadey groaned asherose. “I'll get you apain amulet,” he said, shuffling into the halway. “Mind if |
make some coffee? I’ m staying until your roommate is back.”

“Makeit two amulets” | said, not knowing if it would help my head. Pain amuletsworked only on
physical pain, and | had afedling thiswas more of an echo left from channeling so much ley lineforce,
Wasthiswhat I’ d done to Nick? No wonder he had | &ft.

| squinted when the light flicked on in the kitchen and adice of it spilled into my room. Ceri watched me
carefully, and | nodded to tell her it was okay. Patting my hand atop the coverlet, she murmured, “ Tea
would be easier for you to ssomach than coffee.” Her solemn green eyes went to Jenks. “Will you stay
with her?’

“Yeah.” Hiswingsflashed into motion. “Baby-gtting Rachel iswhat | do third best.”



| sneered a him, and Ceri heditated. “1 won't belong,” she said, rising to leave in the soft sound of bare
feet on wood.

The comfortable rhythm of conversation drifted in from the kitchen, and | awkwardly pulled my afghan
up about my shoulders. Every muscle ached asif | had beenin afever. My feet were cold in my soggy
socks, and | was probably making adamp spot on my bed from my snow-wet clothes. Depressed, my
eyeslanded on Jenks atop the bedpost at my feet.

“Thanksfor trying to help,” | said. “Y ou sure you' re okay? He blew the door right off.”
“| should have been fagter with that amulet.” Hiswingsturned adismal blue.

| shrugged, immediately wishing | hadn’t when my shoulder started throbbing.Where was Keadey with
my charms? “They might not even work on demons.”

Jenksflitted close to land on the bump of my knee. “Damn, Rache. Y ou look like crap.”
“Thanks”

The heavenly scent of coffee Started to mix with the musty heater. A shadow eclipsed the light from the
hallway, and | creskily turned to see Ceri. “Eat these while your teais brewing,” she said, setting down a
plate with three of vy’ s cookies on them.

My lips curled downin afrown. “Do | haveto?’ | complained. “Where€ smy amulet?’
“Where smy amulet?” Jenks mocked in ahigh falsetto. “God, Rachd. Suck it up.”

“Shut up,” | muttered. “Y ou try channding ademon’sley line and seeif you even survive. | bet you' d
explodein aflash of pixy dug, you little twit.”

Helaughed, and Ceri frowned at usasif wewere children. “I’ve got it right here,” she said, and | leaned
forward so she could drape the cord over my head. A blessed relief soaked in to ease my
muscles—Keadey must have invoked it for me—but my headache remained, al the worse now that
there was nothing to distract me fromiit.

“I’'msorry,” Ceri said. “It' sgoing to take agood day.” When | didn’t say anything, she shifted to the
door, adding, “I’ll get your tea.” Shewalked out, ascuffing pulling my gaze up. “Excuse me,” she
murmured, gazing at the floor when she dmost ran into David. The Were looked tired, seeming older as
he adjusted the collar of his coat. His stubble was thicker, and the thick spice of bane was heavy on him.
“Would you like sometea?’ she said, and my eyebrowsrose as her usua confidence shifted to meek
awe.

David shook his head, accepting her submissive mien with agrace that made him seem noble. Head il
lowered, she edged past him and went into the kitchen. Jenks and | exchanged wondering looks as he
camein and dropped his backpack. Nodding to Jenks, he pulled the kitchen chair farther away from me
and sat down, leaning back with his arms crossed and eyeing me speculatively from under his cowboy
het.

“Y ou want to tell me what that was dl about before | go?’ he said. “I' m starting to think there’ sagood
reason no onewill insureyou.”



I made an embarrassed face and took a cookie. “ Remember that demon that testified to put Piscary
behind bars?”’

His eyeswidened. “ Son of my mother’ s bitch!”

Jenks laughed, hisvoicetinkling likewind chimes. “Damn stupid of her if you ask me.”

Ignoring Jenks, | met David's shocked look: part worry, part pain, part disbelief. “He cameto collect his
duefor servicesrendered,” | said. “Which hegot. I'm hisfamiliar, but | still have my soul, so he can't
cart me off to the ever-after unless| let him.” | looked to the ceiling, wondering what kind of arunner |
was going to beif | couldn’t tap aline after sunset without bringing demons down on me.

David made a soft whistle. “No tag isworth that.”

My eyesflicked to his. “Ordinarily I’ d agree with you, but & the time, Piscary wastrying to kill meand it
seemed like agood idea.”

“Good idea, hdll. It was damn stupid,” Jenks muttered, clearly of the belief that if he had been there,
things never would have degraded that far. He might have been right.

Feding asif | had ahangover, | took abite of cookie. The dry things made me hungry and nauseated at
the sametime. “Thank you for helping me,” | said, brushing the crumbs away. “He would have had meif
you hadn’t done something. Are you going to be okay? 1’ ve never seen anyone Were that fast before.”

Leaning forward, he shifted his backpack to rest between hisfeet. | watched his eyes stray to the door,
and | knew he wanted to leave. “My shoulder hurts, but I'll bedl right.”

“I'msorry.” | finished thefirst cookie and started on another. It seemed asif | could fed it Sarting to
hum through me. “Y ou ever need anything, you tell me. | oweyou big. | know how bad it hurts. Last
year | went from witch to mink in three seconds. Twicein one week.”

His breath hissed and lines appeared in his brow. “Ouch,” he said, respect in his eyes.

| smiled, anew warmth growing in me. “Y ou aren’t kidding. But you know, it’ slikely going to be the
only timeI’ll ever bethat skinny and have afur coat.”

A faint amile came over him. “Where does the extramass go, anyway?’

Therewas only one cookie |eft, and | forced mysdlf to egt it dowly. “Back toaley line”
His head bobbed. “We can't do that.”

“I noticed. Y ou make one hell of abig wolf, David.”

Hissmilewidened. “ Y ou know what? | changed my mind. Even if you ever want to go into insurance,
don't cal me.”

Jenks dropped to the empty plate so | wouldn’t have to keep shifting my head to see both of them.
“That will betheday,” he snickered. “I can just see Rachel inagray business suit with abriefcase, her
hair in abun and glasses on her nose”



I laughed, immediatdy faling into acoughing jag. Arms clasped about me, | hunched into mysdf, shaking
with rough, hacking coughs. My throat felt like it was on fire, but that paled next to the throbbing achein
my head that exploded at the sudden movement. That pain amulet bumping about my neck wasn't doing

much good.

David patted my back in concern. The hurt from my shoulder broke through the amulet, and my somach
roiled. Eyeswatering, | fended him off. Ceri came in, making soft admonishments as she set amug of tea
down and put ahand on my shoulder. Her touch seemed to calm the spasm, and gasping, | et her ease
me back into the pillows she propped up behind me. Findly | sopped and met her gaze.

Her shadowy face was pinched in concern. Behind her, Jenks and David watched. | didn’t like David
seeing melikethis, but it wasn't asif | had much choice. “Drink your tea,” she said, holding it up to me
and putting my hand around it.

“My head hurts,” | complained, taking asip of the bland brew. It wasn't redl tea, but something with
flowers and weedsinit. What | wanted was a cup of that coffee, but I didn’t want to hurt Ceri’ sfedlings.
“I fed like run-over crap,” | complained.

“You look like run-over crap,” Jenks said. “Drink your tea.”

It was tasteless but soothing. | took another swallow, scraping up asmilefor Ceri. “Mmmm. Good,” |
lied.

She straightened, clearly pleased as she picked up the washbasin. “Drink it al. Do you mind if Keadey
tacks ablanket over your door to stop the draft?’

“That would be great. Thanks,” | said, but she didn’t leave until | took another sip.

Her shadow left the hdll, and my smilefél into agrimace. “ Thisstuff istasteless,” | whispered. “Why
does everything good for me have to be tastel ess?”’

David glanced at the empty doorway and the light spilling in. Jenks flew to land on his shoulder asthe
Were unzipped his backpack. “I’ ve got something that might help,” David said. “My old partner used to
swear by it. Begged me for some when he partied-too-hearty.”

“Whoa!” Hand over hisnose, Jenksflitted upward. “How much bane you got in there, Johnny
Appleseed?”

David' ssmilegrew dy. “What?’ he said, his brown eyesinnocent. “It'snot illegal. And it'sorganic. No
carbs, even.”

Thefamiliar spicy scent of bane rose thicker in the small room, and | wasn't surprised when David
brought out a cellophane bag with a zippy top. | recognized the name brand: Wolf’ s Head Organic.
“Here,” he said as he took the cup out of my hand and set it on my bedside table.

Hiding what he was doing from the halway, he shook a good tablespoon into my drink. Running his eyes
over me, heshook in alittlemore. “Try it now,” he said, handing it to me.

| Sghed. Why was everyone giving me stuff? All | wanted was a deep charm or maybe one of Captain
Edden’ s strange aspirins. But David looked so hopeful, and the smell of bane was more appealing than



rosehips, that | stirred it with my pinky. The crushed leaves sank to leave the teaaricher color. “What
good will thisdo?’ | asked as| took asip. “I’'m not aWere.”

David dropped the bag into his backpack and zipped it shut. “Not much. Y our witch metabolismistoo
dow for it to redly work. But my old partner was awitch, and he said it helped with hishangovers. It's
got to taste better, if nothing else”

He stood to leave, and | Sipped again, agreeing. My jaw relaxed; | hadn’t even known | had been
clenching it. Warm and smooth, the bane tea dipped down my throat with amixed taste of ham broth
and apples. My muscles seemed to unknat, like taking ashot of tequila. A sigh dipped from me, and the
soft weight of Jenkslanding on my arm pulled my eyesto his.

“Hey, Rache?Y ou okay?’
| smiled and took another swalow. “Hi, Jenks. You'real sparkly.”

Jenks s face blanked, and David looked up from working the buttons closed on his coat. His brown
eyeswere questioning.

“Thanks, David,” | said, hearing my voice dow, precise, and low. “1 owe you, okay?’
“Sure.” He picked up his backpack. “Y ou take care of yoursalf.”

“I'will.” 1 gulped half my tea, and it did down to make awarm spot inme. “I don't fedl too bad right
now. Which isgood, seeing as| have adate with Trent tomorrow, and if | don’t go, his security officer is
gonnakill me”

David jerked to astop in the threshold. From beyond him came thetap-tap-tap of Keadey hammering a
blanket over the door. “ Trent Kalamack?’ the Were questioned.

“Yeah.” | took another drink, swirling the teawith my pinky until the bane made awhirlpool and shifted
the brew even darker. “He sgoing to talk to Saladan. His security officer is making me go with him.” |
squinted up at David, thelight from the halway seeming bright but not painful. | wondered where David's
tattoos were. Weres dways had tattoos, don't ask me why.

“Haveyou ever met Trent?’ | asked.
“Mr. Kalamack?' David rocked back into theroom. “No.”

| squirmed under my afghan and focused on my cup. David' s partner wasright. This stuff was grest. |
didn’'t hurt anywhere. “Trent isaprick,” | said, remembering what we were talking about. “1’ ve got the
goods on him, and he' sgot the goods on me. But | don't have anything on his security officer, and if |
don't dothis, he'sgoingtotdl.”

Jenks hovered, making an uncertain swoop from David to the door and back to me. David eyed him,
then asked, “Tdl what?’

| leaned closer, my eyeswidening as my teathreatened to dop when | moved faster than | thought |
should. Frowning, | finished it off, not minding the bits of leavesthat camewith it. Smiling, | leaned close,
enjoying the smell of musk and bane. “My secret,” | whispered, wondering if David would let me hunt for
histattoosif | asked. He looked great for an older guy. “I’ ve got a secret, but I’ m not going to tell you.”



“I'll be back,” Jenks said, swooping close. “I want to know what she put in that tea.”

He zipped out, and | blinked, watching the sparkles of his pixy dust settle. I’ d never seen so many
before, and they were the colors of the rainbow. Jenks must have been worried.

“Secret?’ David prompted, but | shook my head and the light seemed to brighten.
“I’'m not going to tell. | don’t like the cold.”

David put his hands on my shoulders and eased meinto the pillows. | smiled up at him, happy when
Jenksflew in. “Jenks,” David said softly. “Has she been bitten by aWere?’

“No!” he protested. “Unlessit was before | met her.”

My eyes had did shut, and they opened when David shook me. “What?’ | protested, pushing at him
when he peered a me, hisliquid brown eyestoo close to mine. Now he reminded me of my dad, and |
gmiled & him.

“Rachel, honey,” he said. “Y ou been bitten by aWere?’

A sgh camefrom me. “Nope. Never you and never Ivy. No one bites me but mosguitoes, and | squish
them. Little bastards.”

Jenks hovered backward and David drew away. | closed my eyes, listening to them breathe. It seemed
awfully loud. “Shhhh,” | said. “Quiet.”

“Maybe | gave her too much,” David said.

Ceri’ s soft padding of feet seemed loud. “What...What did you do to her?’ she asked, her voice sharp,
pulling my eyes open.

“Nothing!” David protested, his shoulders hunched. “I gave her some bane. It shouldn’t have done this.
I’ve never seen it do thisto awitch before!”

“Ceri,” 1 said, “I’'m deepy. Can | goto deep?’

Her lips pursed, but | could tell she wasn't angry with me. “Yes.” She tugged the coverlet to my chin.
“Gotodeep.”

| dumped back, not caring that | was still wearing wet clothes. | wasredly, redly tired. And | was
warm. And my skinwastingling. And | felt like| could deep for aweek.

“Why didn’t you ask me before you gave her bane?’ Ceri asked sharply, her words awhisper but very
clear. “ She' sdready on Brimstone. It'sin the cookies!”

| knew it!l thought, trying to open my eyes.Boy, | was going to let Ivy have it when she got home. But
shewasn't, and | wastired, so | did nothing. I'd had it with people getting me drunk. | swear, | wasn't
going to eat anything | didn’t make mysdlf ever again.

The sound of David' s chuckle seemed to set my skin to tingle where the coverlet didn’t come between



him and me. “I got it now,” he said. “ The Brimstone upped her metabolism to where the bane is going to
do somered good. She' sgoing to deep for three days. | gave her enough to knock a Were out for afull

A jerk of darm went through me. My eyesflashed open. “No!” | said, trying to sit up as Ceri pushed me
into the pillows. “1 haveto go to that party. If | don't, Quen will tell!”

David helped her, and together they kept my head on the pillow and my feet under the afghan. “ Take it
easy, Rachd,” he soothed, and | hated that he was stronger than I. “Don’t fight it, or it’sgoing to come
back up on you. Beagood littlewitch and let it work itself out.”

“If  don't go, he'll tdl!” | said, hearing my blood race through my ears. “The only thing | have on Trent
isthat | know what heis, and if | tell, Quen will fresking kill me!”

“What!” Jenks shrieked, hiswings clattering as he rose.
Toolate, | redlized what | had said. Shit.

| stared at Jenks, feeing my face go white. The room went deathly still. Ceri’ s eyes were round with
guestion, and David stared in disbelief. | couldn’t take it back.

“Y ou know!” Jenks shouted. “Y ou know what heis, and you didn’t tell me?'Y ou witch! Y ou knew?
You knew! Rachd! You...you...”

Disapprova wasthick in David's eyes, and Ceri |ooked frightened. Pixy children peeked around the
doorframe. “Y ou knew!” Jenksyelled, pixy dust sifting from him in agolden sunbeam. Hiskids scattered
in afrightened tinkling sound.

| lurched upright. “Jenks—" | said, hunching into mysdf as my ssomach clenched.

“Shut up!” he shouted. “ Just shut the hell up! We're supposed to be partners!”

“Jenks...” | reached out. | wasn't deepy anymore, and my gut twisted.

“No!” hesaid, aburgt of pixy dust lighting my dim room. “Y ou don't trust me? Fine. I'm outta here. |
gottamake acdl. David, can | and my family bum aride from you?’

“Jenks!” | tossed the coversfromme. “I’m sorry! | couldn’t tell you.” Oh God, | should have trusted
Jenks.

“Shut the hell up!” he exclaimed, then flew out, pixy dust flaming red in his path.

| stood to follow. | took a step, then reached for the door-frame, my head swinging to look at the floor.
My vison wavered and my balance left me. | put ahand to my ssomach. “I’m going to besick,” |
breathed. “Oh God, I'm going to be sick.”

David' s hand was heavy on my shoulder. Motionsfirm and ddliberate, he pulled meinto the hall. “1 told
you it was going to come back up on you,” he muttered while he pushed me into the bathroom and
elbowed the light on. “'Y ou shouldn’t have sat up. What isit with you witches? Think you know
everything and never lisgen to adamn thing.”



Needlessto say, he wasright. Hand over my mouith, | just madeit to the toilet. Everything came up: the
cookies, the tea, dinner from two weeks ago. David | eft after my first retch, leaving me doneto hack and
cough my way into the dry heaves.

Findly I got control over mysdlf. Knees shaking, | rose and flushed the toilet. Unableto look at the
mirror, | rinsed my mouth out, gulping water right from thetap. | had thrown up al over my amulet, and |
took it off, ringng it under a steady stream of water before setting it beside the sink. All my hurts came
flowing back, and | fdlt like | deserved them.

Heart pounding and fedling weak, | splashed water off my face and |ooked up. Past my raggedy looking
reflection, Ceri stood in the doorway, her arms clasped about her. The church was eerily silent. “Where's
Jenks?’ | rasped.

Her eyestdl from mine, and | turned around. “I’'m sorry, Rachdl. Heleft with David.”
Heleft? He couldn’t leave. It was fresking twenty out.

There was a soft scuff, and Keadey shuffled to stand beside her.

“Where did he go?’ | asked, shivering as the lingering bane and Brimstone churned insde.

Ceri’ s head drooped. “He asked David to take him to afriend’ s house, and the entire sidh left in abox.
He said he couldn’t risk hisfamily anymore, and...” Her gaze went to Keadey, her green eyes catching
the fluorescent light. “He said he quit.”

Heleft?l lurched into motion, headed for the phone. Didn’t want to risk hisfamily, my ass. He had killed
two fairy assassinsthis spring, letting the third live asawarning to the rest. And it wasn't the cold. The
door was going to be fixed, and they could aways stay in Ivy’ sor my room until it was. He left because |
had lied to him. And as| saw Keadey’ swrinkled grim face behind Ceri’s, | knew | wasright. Words
had been said that | hadn’t heard.

Stumbling into the living room, | looked for the phone. There was only one place he’ d go: the Werewho
had despelled my stuff last fall. | had to talk to Jenks. | had to tell him | was sorry. That | had been an
ass. That | should have trusted him. That he was right to be angry with me and that | was sorry.

But Keadey intercepted my reach, and | drew back at hisold hand. | stared at him, cold in the thin
protection the blanket had put between me and the night. “Rachdl...” he said as Ceri driftedto a
melancholy stop inthe hdl. 1 think...1 think you should give him aday &t least.”

Ceri jerked, and she looked down the hallway. Faint ontheair | heard the front door open, and the
blanket moved in the shifting air currents.

“Rache?’ came lvy’svoice. “Where' s Jenks? And why is there aHome Depot truck unloading sheet
plywood in our drive?’

| sank down onto a chair before | fell over. My elbows went on my knees, and my head dropped into
my hands. The Brimstone and bane till warred within me, making me shaky and weak. Damn. What was

| goingtotdl Ivy?

Twenty



The coffeein my oversized mug was cold, but | wasn't going to go into the kitchen for more. Ivy was
banging around there, baking more of her vile cookies despite us having aready gone over that | wasn't
going to eat them and was madder than atroll with ahangover that she’ d been dipping me Brimstone,

The dlatter of my pain amulet against the complexion charm hiding my bruised eyeintruded as| set my
mug aside and reached for the desk lamp. It had gotten dusky while Ceri tried to teach me how to Store
line energy. Cheery yelow light spilled over the plants strewn on my desk, the glow just reaching Ceri
gtting on a cushion she had brought over from Keadey’s. We could have done thisin the more
comfortable living room, but Ceri had indgsted on halowed ground despite the sun being up. And it was
quiet in the sanctuary. Depressingly so.

Ceri sat cross-legged on the floor to make asmdl figurein jeans and acasua shirt under the shadow of
the cross. A pot of tea sat beside her, steaming though my own mug waslong cold. | had afeding she
was using magic to keep it warm, though | had yet to catch her at it. A ddlicate cup was cradled
reverently in her thin hands—she had brought that from Keadey’s, too—and Ivy’ s crucifix glimmered
about her neck. The woman' s hands were never far fromit. Her fair hair had been plaited by Jenks's
eldest daughter that morning, and she looked at peace with herself. | loved seeing her like this, knowing
what she had endured.

There was a thump from the kitchen followed by the clatter of the oven door shutting. A frown crossed
me, and | turned to Ceri as she prompted, “Are you ready to try agan?’

Setting my sock-footed feet firmly on the floor, | nodded. Quick from practice, | reached out with my
awareness and touched the line out back. My chi filled, taking no more or lessthan it ever did. The
energy flowed through me much like ariver flows through apond. | had been ableto do thissince | was
twelve and accidentdly threw Trent into atree at hisfather’s Make-A-Wish camp. What | had to do
was pull some of that energy out of the pond and lift it to acistern in my mind, so to spesk. A person’'s
chi, whether human, Inderlander, or demon, could hold only so much. Familiars acted as extrachi that a
magic user could draw on ashisor her own.

Ceri waited until | gestured | was ready before she tapped the same line and fostered more into me. It
wasatrickleinstead of Algdiarept’ s deluge, but even so, my skin burned when my chi overflowed and
the force rippled through me, seeking somewhere to puddle. Going back to the pond and river andogy,
the banks had overflowed and the valey was flooding.

My thoughts were the only placeit could settle, and by the timeit found them, | had made the tiny
three-dimengiond circlein my imagination that Ceri had spent most of the afternoon teaching me how to
craft. Shoulderseasing, | fdt thetricklefind the smal enclosure. Immediately the warm sensation on my
skin vanished asthe energy my chi couldn’t hold was drawn into it like mercury droplets. The bubble
expanded, glowing with ared smear that took on the color of my and Al’saura. Y uck.

“Say your trigger word,” Ceri prompted, and | winced. It wastoo late. My eyes met hers, and her thin
lipstwitched. “You forgot,” she accused, and | shrugged. Immediately she stopped forcing energy into
me, and the excessran out in abrief spark of heat back to theline. “ Say it thistime,” she said tightly. Ceri
was nice, but she wasn't aparticularly patient teacher.

Again she madeley line energy overflow my chi. My skin warmed, the bruise from where Algdiarept
dapped me throbbing. The amperage, if you will, was atouch more than usud, and | thought that it was
Ceri’ s not-so-subtle encouragement to get it right thistime.

“Tulpa,” | whispered, hearing it in my mind aswell as my ear. The word choice wasn't important. It was



building the association between the word and the actions that were. Latin was generdly used, asit was
unlikely that | would say it accidentdly, triggering the spdll by mistake. The processwasidentical to when
| had learned to make an ingtant circle. The word tulpawasn’t Latin—it hardly qudified as English—but
how often wasit used in conversation?

Faster thistime, the energy from the line found my enclosure and filled it. | pulled my gazeto Ceri and
nodded for more. Green eyes seriousin the dim light from the heat lamp on my desk, shereturned it. My
breath seeped out and my focus blurred when Ceri upped the level and aflash of warmth tingled over my
skin. “Tulpa” | whispered, pulse quickening.

The new force found thefirst. My spherical protection circle within my unconsciousness expanded to
takeit in. Again my focus cleared, and | nodded to Ceri. She blinked when | gestured for more, but |
was't going to let Al knock me out with an overload of force. “I'mfine,” | said, then stiffened when the
bruised skin around my eye throbbed, burning with the sensation of a sunburn even through the pain
amulet. “Tulpa,” | said, dumping asthe heat vanished. See, | told my frazzled brain.It' sanillusion. I'm not
redly onfire

“That’ senough,” Ceri said uncomfortably, and | pulled my chin up from my chest. The firewas gone
frommy veins, but | was exhausted and my fingers were trembling.

“I don't want to deep tonight until | can hold what he pushed into me,” | replied.

“But, Rachdl...” she protested, and | raised ahand dowly in denial.

“He sgoing to come back,” | said. “1 can't fight himif I'm convulsing in pain.”

Face pale, she bobbed her head, and | jerked as she forced moreinto me. “Oh God,” | whispered, then
said my trigger word before Ceri could stop. Thistime | felt the energy flow like acid through me,
following new channels, pulled by my word rather than finding itsway to my bubble by accident. My
head jerked up. Eyeswide, | stared at Ceri as the pain vanished.

“Youdidit,” shesad, looking dmost frightened as she sat cross-legged before me.

Swalowing, | pulled my legs under me so she wouldn't see my kneestremble. “Yeah.”

Unblinking, she held her cupin her lap. “Let it go. Y ou need to recenter yourself.”

| found my armswere wrapped around mysalf. Forcing them down, | exhded. Letting go of the energy
spindled in my head sounded easier than it was. | had enough force in meto throw lvy into the next
county. If it didn’t flow back to my chi and then the line using the gently seared channelsthat Ceri had
been burning through my nervous system, it wasredlly going to hurt.

Steding mysdlf, | set my will around the bubble and squeezed. Bresth held, | waited for the pain, but the
ley line energy smoothly returned to my chi and then the line, leaving me shaking from spent adrendine.
Enormoudy relieved, | brushed my hair out of my eyesand put my gaze on Cexi. | felt awful: tired,
exhausted, sweaty, and shaking—but satisfied.

“You'reimproving,” shesaid, and athin smile crossed me.

“Thanks.” Taking my mug, | took asip of cold coffee. She was probably going to ask meto pull it off
theline by mysdlf next; | wasn't yet reedy totry. “Ceri,” | said asmy fingerstrembled. “Thisisn't that



hard compared to the benefits. Why don’'t more people know this?’

She smiled, her dusky shape in the shadow of the lamp going sage looking. “ They do in the ever-after.
It sthefirgt thing—no, the second thing—that anew familiar istaught.”

“What'sthefirst?’ | asked before | remembered | redlly didn’t want to know.

“The desth of self-will,” she said, and my expression froze at the uglinessin how casudly shesadit.
“Letting me escape, knowing how to be my own familiar, wasamistake,” she said. “ Al would kill me if
he could to cover it up.”

“Hecan't?’ | said, suddenly frightened that the demon might try.

Ceri shrugged. “Maybe. But | have my soul, black asit is. That’ swhat’ simportant.”

“I suppose.” | didn’'t understand her cavdier attitude, but | hadn’t been Al’ sfamiliar for amillennium. “I
don’t want afamiliar,” 1 said, glad Nick was so distant he couldn’t fedl any of this. | was sureif hewas

close enough, hewould' ve caled to make sure | was okay. | think.

“You' redoing well.” Ceri sipped her teaand glanced at the dark windows. “ Al told me it took me three
monthsto get to where you are now.”

| looked at her, shocked. Therewasno way | could be better than her. “Y ou’ re kidding.”

“I wasfighting him,” shesaid. “1 didn’t want to learn, and he had to force meinto it, using the absence of
pain as apostive reinforcement.”

“You werein painfor three months?’ | said, horrified.

Her eyeswere on her thin hands, laced about her teacup. “I don’t remember it. It was along time ago. |
do remember gtting at hisfeet every night, his hand soft on my head while he relaxed as he listened to me
cry for the sky and trees.”

Imagining this beautiful wisp of awoman a Algdiarept’ sfeet suffering histouch was dmost too much to
bear. “I'm sorry, Ceri,” | whispered.

Shejerked, asif only now redizing she had said it doud. “Don’t let him take you,” she said, her wide
eyes serious and solemn. “Heliked me, and though he used me asthey dl usether familiars, hedid like
me. | was acoveted jewd in hisbdt, and he treated me well so | would be useful and at hissidefor a
longer time. Y ou, though...” Her head bowed, breaking our eye contact and pulling her braid over her
shoulder. “Hewill torment you so hard and so fast that you won’t have timeto breasthe. Don't let him
takeyou.”

| swdlowed, feding cold. “I wasn't planning oniit.”

Her narrow chin trembled. “'Y ou misunderstand. If he comesfor you and you can’t fight him off, make
him s0 angry that hekillsyou.”

Her sincerity struck meto the core. “He snot going to give up, ishe?’ | said.

“No. He needs afamiliar to keep his standing. He won't give up on you unless he finds someone better.



Al isgreedy and impatient. HE || take the best he can find.”
“So dl this practice ismaking me amore atractive target?’ | said, fegling sick.

Ceri squinted gpologeticaly. *Y ou need it to keep him from smply stunning you with amassive dose of
ley lineforce and dragging you into aline.”

| gazed at the darkening windows. “Damn,” | whispered, not having considered thét.

“But being your own familiar will help inyour professon,” Ceri sad persuasively. “You'll havethe
grength of afamiliar without theligbilities”

“I suppose.” | set my mug aside, gaze unfocused. It was getting dark, and | knew she wanted to be
home before the sun s&t. “ Do you want meto try it done?” | prompted hesitantly.

Her attention flicked to my hands. “I'd adviseasmall rest. Y ou're till shaking.”

| looked at my fingers, embarrassed that she wasright. Curling them into afist, | gave her asheepish
smile. Shetook asip of her tea—clearly willing hersdf to be patient when | had no control over the
Stuation—and | jumped when she whispered,“ Conamiliscaefacio.”

She had done something; | had felt adrop in theline, even though | wasn't connected to it. Sure enough
her gaze meeting minewas bright in amusement. “Y ou fdt that?’ she said around a beautiful laugh.

“Y ou're getting very attached to your line, Rachel MarianaMorgan. It belongsto the whole Street, even
if itisinyour backyard.”

“What did you do?’ | asked, not wanting to delve into what she had meant by that. She held her cup up
in explanation, and my smilegrew. “Youwarmed it up,” | said, and she bobbed her head. Sowly my
smilefaded. “ That’ s not ablack charm, isit?’

Ceri’sfacelogt itsexpression. “No. It's common ley line magic that acts on water. | will not add to the
smut on my soul, Rachdl. I’ll be hard pressed to get rid of it asitis.”

“But Al used it on David. It dmost cooked him,” | asserted, feding sick. People were mostly water.
Heat that up and you could cook them from the insde.God, | was sick for even thinking of it.

“No,” shereassured me. “It was different. This one works only on things without auras. The curse strong
enough to break through an aurais black and needs a drop of demon blood to twist. The reason David
survived was because Al was drawing on aline through you, and he knew you couldn’t handle the lethal
amount—yet.”

| thought about that for amoment. If it wasn’t black, there was no harm init. And being able to warm up
my coffee without the microwave would blow Ivy away. “Isit hard to do?’

Ceri’samile blossomed. “I’ll walk you through it. Give me amoment; | have to remember how to do it
thelong way,” she said, extending her hand for my mug.

Oh, gottadow to the witch’ s pace, | thought, leaning forward and handing it to her. But seeing asit was
most likely the charm she used three times aday to cook Al’s medls, she could probably do it in her

deep.



“It's sympathetic magic,” she explained. “ There sapoem to help remember the gestures, but the only
two words youhave to say are Latin. And it needsafoca object to direct the magic whereto go,” she
explained, and took asip of my cold coffee, making aface. “Thisisswill,” she muttered, her words
awkward as she spoke around the drop on her tongue. “Barbaric.”

“It'sbetter whenit'shot,” | protested, not having known you could hold afocal object in your mouth
and il have it be effective. She could do the spell without it, but then she would have to throw the spell
at my cup. Thiswaseasier, and lesslikely to spill my coffee, too.

Her face till showing her distaste, sheraised her thin, expressive hands. “From candles burn and
planet’sspin,” shesaid, and | moved my fingers, mimicking her gesture—I supposeif you used your
imagination, it kind of looked like lighting a candle, though how her suddenly dropping hand related to
spinning planets was beyond me. “Friction ishow it ends and begins.”

| jumped when she brought her hands together to make aloud pop, smultaneoudy saying,“Congmilis”

Smilar,l thought, thinking it might be a catch phrase for sympathetic magic. And the pop might be an
audible show of air molecules undergoing friction. In sympathetic magic, it didn’'t matter how nebulousthe
relationship was aslong asit wasredl.

“Cold to hot, harnesswithin,” she continued, making another unfamiliar gesture, but | recognized the next
finger movement from when | used aley line charm to bresk the Howlers' bat in practice. Perhapsit was
the motion that tapped into the focal object for direction. Huh. Maybe there was some senseto thisley
line Suff after al.

“Cdefacio!” she said happily, invoking the charm and setting it dl into motion.

| felt amild drop through me as the charm pulled energy from the line to excite the water moleculesin the
cup, warming the coffee. “Wow,” | breathed when she handed me back my mug, softly steaming.
“Thanks”

“You' rewecome,” shesaid. “Y ou have to regulate the ending temperature yourself by how much line
energy you put intoit.”

“The more energy, the hotter it gets?’ | took acareful sip, deciding it was perfect. It must have taken her
yearsto gain thismuch proficiency.

“Depending on the amount you have to warm up,” Ceri whispered, her eyes distant in memory. “ So be
careful with your bathwater until you know what you' re doing.” Visibly pulling herself back to the
present, she turned to me. “ Are you settled now?’

Adrendine zinged through me, and | set my warm coffee down.| can do this. If Ceri can warm her tea
and spindleline energy in her head, then so can |.

“Fill your center,” she encouraged. “ Then pull some from it asif you' re going to work aspell asyou say
your invocation word.”

| tucked acurl behind my ear and settled mysalf. Exhaing, | closed my eyesand | tapped the line, feding
the pressures equaize in an ingant. Setting my mind to the poised cmness | cultivated when | said aley
line charm, a curious, new sensation tingled through me. A tinge of energy flowed in from theline,
replacing what | had unconscioudy pulled from my chi. Tulpa, 1 thought, hope bringing me tight.



My eyesflew open asawash of force flowed in from the line to replace what had darted from my chi to
my head. In atorrent, the line raced through me and settled in my thoughts. My enclosure expanded to
take it in. Shocked, | did nothing to stop it.

“Enough!” Ceri cried, rising to her knees. “Rachd, let go of theline!”

| jerked, pulling my focusfrom theley line. Therewas abrief swish of warmth through me as adribble of
force back-washed from my thoughts to my chi, topping it off. Breath held, | frozein my chair, saring a
her. | was afraid to move, there was so much energy in my head.

“Areyou dl right?” she said, not settling back down, and | nodded.
From the kitchen came afaint, “Y ou okay in there?’
“We'refinel” | carefully shouted back, then looked at Ceri. “We' refine, right?’

Green eyeswide, she bobbed her head, not dropping my gaze for an ingtant. “Y ou’ re holding alot of
energy outside your center,” she said. “But I’ ve noticed your chi doesn't hold as much asmine. |
think...” She hesitated. “I think an ef’schi can hold more than awitch’s, but witches ssem to be ableto
hold morein their thoughts.”

| could taste the energy in me, tinfoil-like on my tongue. “Witches make better batteries, huh?’ | quipped
weskly.

Shelaughed, her clear voice going up to the dusky rafters. | wished there were pixies up there to dance
amid the sound. “Maybe that’ s why witches abandoned the ever-after sooner than elves,” she said.
“Demons seem to prefer witches over elves or humansfor their familiars. | thought it was because there
were so few of us, but maybe not.”

“Maybe,” | said, wondering how long | could hold al thisforce without spilling it. My nosetickled. |
desperately didn’t want to sneeze.

Ivy’ s boots in the hallway intruded, and we both turned as she strode toward us with her purse over her
shoulder and a plate of cookiesin her hand. “I’m headed out,” she said lightly, tossing her hair over her
shoulder. “Want meto wak you home, Ceri?’

Immediately Ceri stood. “ That’s not necessary.”

Ireflickered in lvy’seyes. “| know it's not necessary.”

Ivy’s plate of steaming cookies hit the desktop before mein aharsh clatter. My eyebrowsrose, and |
swung my feet to the floor. vy wanted to talk to Ceri alone—about me. Bothered, | tapped my
fingernailsin asharp staccato. “I’ m not egting those,” | said flatly.

“It' smedicina, Rachel,” she said, her voice heavy with threst.

“It' sBrimstone, lvy,” | shot back. Ceri shifted from foot to foot in obvious discomfort, but | didn’t care.
“I can't believe you gave me Brimstone,” | added. “I arrest people who do Brimstone; | don’t share rent

withthem.” | was not going to tag Ivy. | didn’t care if she broke every law in the|.S. handbook. Not this
time



Ivy’'s stance went aggressive, her hip cocked and her lipsamost bloodless. “It' smedicina,” she sad
sharply. “It' s specidly processed and the amount of stimulant in it isso low you can't even smdll it. You
can't amdl Brimstone, can you? Can you?’

The ring of brown about her pupils had shrunk, and | dropped my gaze, not wanting to trip her into
pulling an aura. Not now, with the sun amost down. “Therewas enough init to jerk the baneinto play,” |
sadaullenly.

Ivy, too, camed, knowing she had reached her limits. “ That wasn't my fault,” she said softly. “1 never
gave you enough to even trigger aBrimstone dog.”

Ceri raised her narrow chin. There was no remorse in her green eyes. “1 gpologized for that,” she said
tightly. “I didn’t know it wasillegd. It wasn't thelast time | gave it to someone.”

“See”?’ vy said, gesturing to Ceri. “ Shedidn’t know, and that insurance guy was only trying to help.
Now shut up, eat your cookies, and stop making us feel bad. Y ou’ ve got a run tomorrow and you need
your srength.”

Leaning back in my swive chair, | pushed the plate of vamp cookies away. | wasn't going to eat them. |
didn’'t carethat what | had kept down yesterday had upped my metabolism so my black eye was dready
turning yelow and my cut lip was heded. “I'mfine”

Ivy’susudly placid face clouded over. “Fine,” she said sharply.

“Fine,” | shot back, crossing my legs and turning so | was eyeing her askance.

Ivy’sjaw clenched. “ Ceri, I'll wak you home.”

Ceri glanced between us. Face empty of emotion, she bent to get her teapot and cup. “1’ll take care of
my dishesfird,” shesad.

“I candothat,” | rushed to say, but Ceri shook her head, watching her feet so asnot to spill as she
made her way to the kitchen. | frowned, not liking her doing domestic work. It was too much like what |
imagined Algaliarept had forced on her.

“Let her doit,” Ivy said when the sound of Ceri’s steps ended. “ 1t makes her fed useful.”
“She'sroyaty,” | said. “You do know that, don’t you?’

Ivy glanced into the dark halway asthe sound of running water filtered out. “Maybe athousand years
ago. Now she' s nothing, and she knowsit.”

| made apuff of air. “Don’t you have any compassion? Doing my dishesis degrading.”

“I have alot of compassion.” A flicker of anger set Ivy’ sthin eyebrows high. “But thelast time | looked,
there weren’t any openingsfor princessesin the want ads. What is she supposed to do to give her life
meaning? There aren't any treatiesfor her to make, no rulingsto judge, and her biggest decisionisto
have eggs or wafflesfor breakfast. There sno way to give hersdf afeding of worth with her old royaty
crgp. And doing dishesisn't degrading.”



| leaned back in my chair in ashow of acquiescence. Shewasright, but | didn't likeit. “ So you have a
run?’ | prompted when the silence stretched.

Ivy sent one shoulder up and down. “I’m going to talk to Jenks.”

“Good.” | met her eyes, relieved. Something we could talk about without arguing. “1 stopped at that
Were s house this afternoon. The poor guy wouldn't let mein. The pixy girls had been a him. Hishair
was solid cornrows.” | had woken up one morning with my hair braided into the fringe of my afghan.
Matalina had made them gpologize, but it took me forty minutes to untangle mysdlf. | would give just
about anything to wake up like that again.

“Yeah, | saw him,” lvy said, and | sat up from my douch.

“Y ou’ ve been over there?’ | asked, watching Ivy get her coat from the foyer and return. She dipped it
on, the short leather jacket making a soft hush of silk againgt silk.

“I’ve been over theretwice,” shesaid. “The Werewon't let mein, either, but one of my friendsistaking
him out on a date so Jenkswill have to answer the door, thelittle prick. Typicd little man. He has an ego
the size of the Grand Canyon.”

| chucked, and Ceri came in from the back. Her borrowed coat was over her arm and the shoes that
Keadey bought her werein her grip. | wasn't going to tell her to put them on. She could walk in the
snow barefoot asfar as| was concerned. lvy, though, gave her apointed |ook.

“You going to bedl right for awhile?’ Ivy asked as Ceri dropped her shoesto the floor and snugged
her feet into them.

“Good God,” | muttered, twisting the chair back and forth. “I’ll befine.”

“Stay on holy ground,” she added as she gestured for Ceri to head out. “Don’t tap aline. Eat your
cookies.”

“Not going to happen, Ivy,” | said.Pasta. | wanted pastain afredo sauce. That’s what Nick had cooked
up for methelast time vy was bent on shoving these things down my throat. | couldn’t believe she' d
been dipping me Brimgtone. Y es, | could.

“I'll call you in about an hour to make sureyou'redl right.”

“I won't answer,” | said, irritated. “I’m going to take anap.” | sood and stretched until my sweater and
halter top rose to show my bely button. It would have gotten awolf whistle from Jenks, and the silence
in the rafters was depressing.

Ceri cameforward with her cushion to give me ahug good-bye. It startled me, and | hesitantly returned
it. “Rachel can take care of hersdf,” she said proudly. “ She’ s been holding enough ever-after to blow a
holein theroof for the last five minutes and has forgotten about it.”

“Holy crap!” | exclaimed, feding my facewarm. “| am, aren't 11"

Ivy sighed as she strode to the church’ s front door. “Don’t wait up for me,” she called over her
shoulder. “I’'m having dinner with my folks and won'’t be home until after sunup.”



“You should letit go,” Ceri said as she edged after Ivy. “ At least when the sun is down. Someone else
might summon him, and if they don’t banish him properly, he'll comelooking for you. He might try to
knock you out by adding to what you' re holding now.” She shrugged in avery modern gesture. “ But if
you stay on holy ground, you should be dl right.”

“I'll etit go,” | said absently, my thoughtswhirling.
Ceri smiled shyly. “Thank you, Rachel,” she said softly. “It’sgood to fed needed.”
| jerked my attention back to her. “Y ou’'re welcome.”

The scent of cold snow filtered in. | looked up seeing Ivy standing impatiently in the threshold of the
open door, thefading light making her athreatening slhouettein tight lesther. * * By-y-y-y-ye, Rachd,”
she prompted mockingly, and Ceri Sghed.

Turning, the dender woman made her unhurried way to the door, kicking off her shoes at the last
moment and going barefoot out onto the icy cement steps.

“How can you stand the cold?’ | heard Ivy say before the door shut behind them.

| soaked in the silence and the dusky light. Reaching over, | clicked off the desk lamp and it seemed to
brighten outside. | was a one—for what was probably the first time—in my church. No roommeate, no
boyfriend, no pixies. Alone. My eyes closed, and | sat on the dightly raised stage and breathed. | could
smell plywood over the dmond scent of vy’ s stupid cookies. A soft pressure behind my eyes reminded
me | was gtill holding that ball of ever-after, and with anudge of my will, | broke the three-dimensiona
circlein my thoughts and the energy flowed back to the linein awarm wash.

| opened my eyes and headed for the kitchen, my sock feet soundless. | wasn't going to take anap; |
was going to make brownies as part of Ivy’s present. There was no way | could compete with
thousand-dollar perfume: | had to take the handmade-goodie track.

Detouring into the living room, | searched for the remote. The smdll of plywood was amost an assaullt,
and | glanced at the window vy had sketched on the pand, freehanding the view of the graveyard. |
clicked on the stereo and Offspring’ s “Come Out and Play” spilled out. Grinning, | cranked it. “Wake the
dead,” | said, tossing the remote and dancing into the kitchen.

While the bouncy music lured me into a better mood, | pulled out my dented spell pot, which | couldn’t
usefor spelling anymore, and the recipe book | had swiped from my mom. Thumbing throughit, | found
Grandma s fudgy brownie recipe penciled in beside the gourmet recipe that tasted like cardboard. Timing
my motionswith the music, | got out the eggs, sugar, vanilla, and dumped them on the center idand
counter. | had the chocol ate chips melting on the stove and the evaporated milk measured out when the
ar shifted and the front door dammed. The egg in my hand dipped, cracking asit hit the counter.

“Forget something, Ivy?’ | shouted. Adrendine stabbed through me as my gaze went from the broken
egg to everything scattered over the kitchen. I’d never get it hidden before she made it back here.
Couldn't that woman stay away for even an hour?

But it was Kisten' svoice that answered.

Twenty-one



“It sme, Rachel,” Kigten cdled, hisvoice faint over the music blaring from the living room. | froze, the
memory of the kiss he' d given me keeping me where | stood. | must have looked like an idiot when he
turned the corner and stopped in the threshold.

“Ivy’snot here?’ he said, his eyes giving me the onceover. “ Shoot.”

| took abreath to settle mysdf. “Shoot?’ | questioned, diding the cracked egg off the counter and into
the bowl.I didn’t think anyone said shoot anymore .

“Can | say shit?’
“Hell, yes”

“Shit, then.” His gaze went from meto the kitchen, lacing his hands behind hisback as | picked the
bigger chunks of shell out.

“Hey, would you, ah, turn the music down for me?’ | said, sneaking aglance at him when he nodded
and walked out. It was Saturday, and he was dressed casudly in leather boots and faded jeans that were
nice and tight. His short leather coat was open, and a burgundy silk shirt showed awisp of chest hair. Just
enough , | thought asthe music softened. | could smell his coat. | was a sucker for the scent of leather.
Thismight be aproblem.

“Areyou sure lvy didn’'t send you over to baby-sit?’ | questioned as he returned and | wiped the egg
dime off on adamp dishcloth.

He chuckled and sat in Ivy’schair. “No.” He hesitated. “Is she going to be gone for awhile, or can |
wat?’

| didn’t look up from the recipe, not liking how he had said that. There had been moreinquiry in his
voice than the question warranted. “ vy went to talk to Jenks.” | ran my finger down the page without
looking at thewords. “ Then she' s having dinner with her folks.”

“Sunup,” he murmured, and | felt my warning flags go up. All of them.

The clock above the sink ticked, and | took the melted chocolate off the stove. | wasn'’t about to stand
with my back to him, so | set it on the counter between us, crossng my armsin front of me and putting
my backside againgt the snk. Watching me, hetossed hishair out of hiseyes. | took a breath to tell him
to go, but he interrupted.

“Areyoudl right?”’

| stared blankly at him, then remembered. “Oh! The demon—thing,” | muttered, embarrassed as|
touched the pain charms about my neck. “Y ou heard about that, huh?’

He smiled with half hismouth. “Y ou made the news. And | had to listen to Ivy for three solid hourswhile
she bitched about not being here a thetime.”

Going back to my recipe, | rolled my eyes. “Sorry. Yeah. I'm okay. A few scrapes and bruises. Nothing
major. But | can’t tap aline after sundown anymore.” | didn’t want to tell him | wasn't entirely safe after
dark ether, unless| was on holy ground...which the kitchen and living room weren't. “1t’ sredlly going to
put acrimpinmy runs” | said sourly, wondering how | was going to get around this latest mountain. Oh



well. It wasn't asif | relied on ley line magic. | was an earth witch after al.

Kisten didn’t seem to think it mattered much either, if his casua shrug meant anything. “I’'m sorry to hear
Jenksleft,” he said, stretching hislegs out and crossing his boots at his ankles. “He was more than an
asset to your company. He' sagood friend.”

My face screwed up into an unpleasant expression. “| should have told him what Trent waswhen |
figured it out.”

Surprise cascaded over him. “Y ou know what Trent Kalamack is? No shit?’

Jaw clenched, | dropped my eyesto the recipe book and nodded, waiting for him to ask it.
“What ishe?’

| stayed silent, my eyesfixed on the page. The soft sound of him moving pulled my gaze up.
“Never mind,” hesaid. “1t doesn't matter.”

Relieved, | gave the chocolate a clockwise tir. “ It matters to Jenks. | should have trusted him.”
“Not everyone needs to know everything.”

“You doif you'refour inchestal withwings.”

He got up, drawing my attention as he stretched. With a soft, satisfied sound, his shoulders eased and he
collapsad in on himself. Taking his coat off, he headed to the fridge.

| tapped the spoon on the side to flick most of the chocolate off. My brow furrowed. Sometimesit was
eader to talk to astranger. “What am | doing wrong, Kisten?’ | said, frustrated. “Why do | drive the
peoplel like avay?’

He came out from behind the fridge door with the bag of monds I’ d bought last week. “Ivy’ s not
leaving”

“Thosearemine,” | said, and he paused until | gestured sourly that he could have them.

“I'm not leaving,” he added, mouth gently moving as he ate one.

| exhaded noisily, dumping the measured sugar into the chocolate. He looked redlly good over there, and
memories kept intruding: thoughts of us dressed up and enjoying ourselves, the spark hisblack eyes drew
through me when Saladan’ s heavieslay broken in the Street, Piscary’ s devator with me wrapped around
him wanting to fed him taking everything | hed....

The crunch of the sugar against the pan wasloud as | stirred. Damn vamp pheromones.
“I’'m glad Nick left,” Kisten said. “Hewasn't good for you.”
| kept my head down, but my shoulders tensed. “What do you know about it?’ | said, tucking along red

curl behind my ear. | looked up, finding him calmly eeting my amonds. “Nick made mefed good. | made
him fedl good. We had fun together. We liked the same movies, the same placesto egt. He could keep



up with me when we ran at the zoo. Nick was a good person, and you have no right to pass judgment on
him.” | snatched adamp dishcloth, wiping up my spilled sugar and shaking it into the sink.

“Youmay beright,” he said as hejiggled ahandful of nutsinto hispalm and rolled the bag shut. “But |
find one thing fascinating.” He put anut between histeeth and crunched through it noisily. “Y ou put himin
the past tense.”

My mouth dropped open. Torn between anger and shock, my face went cold. In the living room, the
musi ¢ changed to something fast and bouncy—and totaly inappropriate.

Kisten cracked the fridge open, set the nuts back into the door, and closed it. “I’ll wait for Ivy for a
while. She might come back with Jenks—if you' re lucky. Y ou have atendency to demand more of a
person than most are willing to give.” He shook the nuts till left in hishand as | sputtered. “Kind of likea
vampire,” he added as he picked up his coat and walked out.

My hand was dripping, and | realized | was squeezing the dishcloth so hard that water was seeping out.

| threw it into the sink, furious and depressed. Not a good combination. From the living room, happy pop
musi ¢ bounced and skittered. “Will you turn that off!” | shouted. My jaw ached where | was clenching it,
and | forced my teeth to part when the music stopped. Fuming, | measured out the sugar and dumped it
in. | reached for the spoon, a sound of frustration coming from me as | remembered | had aready added
the sugar. “Damn it back to the Turn,” | muttered. Now I’ d have to make a double batch.

Spoon held tightly, | tried to ir it in. Sugar went everywhere, spilling over the edge. My teeth gritted,
and | stomped back to the sink for the dishcloth.

“You don't know squat,” | whispered as | scraped the spilled sugar into alittle pile. “Nick might come
back. He said hewas. | have hiskey.”

| pushed the gathered sugar into the cup of my hand, hesitating before | dumped it into the bowl with the
rest. Brushing thelast of the grit from my fingers, | looked &t the dark hallway. Nick wouldn't give mehis
key if hewasn't coming back.

Music started up, soft with asteady beat. My eyes narrowed. | never said he could put something else
in. Angry, | took astep toward the living room, then jerked to a hdt. Kisten had left in the middle of a
conversation. He had taken food with him. Crunchy food. According to Ivy’ s dating book, that wasa
vampiric invitation. And following him would be saying | wasinterested. Even worse, he knew | knew.

| was till staring at the hallway when Kisten walked past. He backpedaled to a stop as he saw methere
with ablank look on my face.

“I'll wait inthe sanctuary,” he said. “Isthat okay with you?’
“Sure” 1 whispered.

His eyebrows rose, and with that same little smile, he ate an dmond. “Okay.” Kisten vanished down the
dark hallway, his boots silent on the hardwood floor.

| turned away and stared at the night-blackened window. | counted to ten. | counted to ten again. |
counted to ten athird time, finding mysdf in the hallway by thetime reached seven.I’ll goin, say my
piece, and leave, | promised mysalf when | found him at the piano, his back to me as he sat on the bench.
He pulled himsdlf straight as my feet scuffed to ahdt.



“Nick isagood man,” | said, my voice shaking.

“Nick isagood man,” he agreed, not turning around.

“He makes me fed wanted, needed.”

Kisten dowly spun. His stubble caught the faint light filtering in from the street. The outline of hiswide
shoulderstapered down to hisdim waist, and | mentally shook myself at how good he looked. “He used
to.” Hislow, smooth voice sent a shiver through me.

“I don’t want you to talk about him anymore,” | said.

He gazed at me for a heartbest, then said, “ Okay.”

“Good.” | took aquick breath, turned and walked out.

My knees were shaking, and listening for any steps behind me, | took aright into my room. Heart
pounding, | reached for my perfume. The onethat hid my scent.

] Donl t_”

Gasping, | turned, finding Kisten behind me. Ivy’ s bottle dipped from my fingers. His hand darted out,
and | jumped asit enfolded mine, imprisoning the precious bottle safe within my grip. | froze. “I likethe
way you smdll,” he whispered, far, far too close.

My stomach clenched. | could risk bringing Al down on me by tapping alineto knock him unconscious,
but | didn’t want to. “Y ou need to get out of my bedroom,” | said.

His blue eyeslooked black in the dim light. The faint glow from the kitchen made him an dluring,
dangerous shadow. My shoulders were so tense they hurt as he opened my hand and took the perfume
from me. Thecdlick asit hit my dresser jerked me straight. “Nick isn't coming back,” he said, unaccusing
and blunt.

My breath dipped from me, and | closed my eyes.Oh God. “I know.”

My eyes jerked open when hetook my elbows. | froze, waiting for my scar to flash into play, but it
didn’t. He wasn't trying to bespell me. A foolish part of me respected that, and like anidiot, | did nothing
ingtead of telling him to get the hell out of my church and away from me.

“Y ou need to be needed, Rachd,” he said, inches away as his breath shifted my hair. “Y ou live so
brightly, so honestly, that you need to be needed. Y ou're hurting. | can fed it.”

“1 know.”

His solemn eyestook on ashade of pity. “Nick ishuman. No matter how hetries, he'll never understand
you entirely.”

“I know.” | swallowed hard. There was awet warmth in my eyes. My jaw tightened until my head hurt.|
will not cry.



“He can't give you what you need.” Kisten’ s hands dipped to my waist. “He |l dwaysbejust alittle
afrad.”

I know.My eyes closed, opening as| let him pull me closer.

“And even if Nick learnsto live with hisfear,” he said earnestly, hiseyes asking meto listen, “hewon’t
ever forgive you for being stronger than heis”

A lump formed in my throat. “I...I haveto go,” | said. “Excuse me.”

Hishandsfell from me, and | pushed past him and into the hall. Confused and wanting to scream at the
world, | strodeinto the kitchen. | stopped, seeing among the pots and flour ahuge aching emptiness that
had never been there before. Armswrapped about myself, I lurched into the living room. | had to get the
music off. It was beatiful. | hated it. | hated everything.

Snatching up the remote, | pointed it at the player. Jeff Buckley. | couldn’t handle Jeff in the state | was
in. Whoin hdl put Jeff Buckley in my player? Clicking it off, | tossed the remote to the couch. Adrenaine
jerked me straight as the remote hit, not the suede of Ivy’s couch, but someone’ s hand.

“Kigen!” | sammered as he turned the music back on, watching me with haf-lidded eyes. “What are
you doing?’

“Ligeningtomusc.”

Hewas calm and wire-tight, and panic struck me at his caculating surety. “Don’'t sneak up on melike
that,” | said, my breath coming short. “Ivy never sneaksup on me.”

“Ivy doesn't likewho sheis.” Hiseyeswere unblinking. “I do.”

He reached out. Breath coming in aquick surge, | knocked his arm aside. Tension sang through me as
he jerked me forward, holding meto him. Panic, then anger, flashed. There wasn't atwinge from my
scar. “Kigen!” | exclamed, trying to move. “Let me go!”

“I’'mnot trying to bite you,” he said softly, hislips brushing my ear. “Stop it.”

Hisvoice wasfirm, soothing. Therewas no blood lugt in it. My thoughts flashed back to waking up in his
car to the sound of singing monks. “Let go!” | demanded, strung out and fedling like | was either going to
hit him or sart to cry.

“I don’'t want to. Y ou' re hurting too much. How long has it been since someone held you? Touched
you?’

A tear leaked out and | hated that he saw it. Hated he knew | was holding my bresth.
“You need to fed, Rachd.” Hisvoice grew soft, pleading. “Thisiskilling you dowly.”

| swallowed the lump in my throat. He was seducing me. | wasn't such an innocent that | knew he
wouldn’t try. But his hands upon my arms were warm. And he was right. | needed another’ stouch,
ached for it, damn meto hell. | had amost forgotten how it felt to be needed. Nick had given that back
to me, that tiny thrill of excitement knowing someone was wanting to touch you, wanting you and you
aoneto touch him.



| had endured more short-term relationships than a socidlite has shoes. Either it wasmy 1.S. job, or my
wacko mother pushing for commitment, or that | attracted jerks who smply saw aredhead as a potentia
notch on their broomstick. Maybe | was a crazy bitch demanding trust without being ableto giveit. |
didn’t want another one-sided relationship, but Nick was gone and Kisten smelled good. He made me
fed thepainless.

My shoulders eased, and he exhaled as he felt me stop fighting him. Eyes closing, | dropped my
forehead into his shoulder as my folded arms made a small space between us. The music was soft and
dow. | wasn't crazy. | could trust. | did trust. | had trusted Nick, and he had |ft.

“You'll leave,” | breathed. “ They dl leave. They get what they want, and they leave. Or they find out
what | can do, and then they leave.”

His arms about me tightened for an ingtant, then relaxed. “I’ m not going anywhere. Y ou aready scared
the hell out of me when you took Piscary down.” He buried hisnosein my hair and bresthed in my scent.
“And | dill am here”

Lulled by his body warmth and histouch, my tension tricked away. Kisten dtered my baance—and |
moved with him. Moving, hardly moving, our weight shifted as the dow and seductive music lured me
into swaying with him.

“You can't hurt my pride,” Kisten whispered, hisfingerstracing the middle of my back. “I’ ve lived my
entirelife with people stronger than I. | like that, and have no shamein being the wesker one. Il never
be ableto cast aspell, and | don’t give a shit that you can do something | can’t.”

The music and our dmaost-not-moving started awarm spot in me. Licking my lips, | dipped my ams
from between usto find they felt natural about hiswaist. My heartbeat quickened and my eyeswere wide
as| stared at thewadl, my breath dipping in and out of mein an unred evenness. “Kigen...”

“I'll dways be here,” he said softly. “Y ou can never fill my need, never drive me away, no matter how
much you give me. The good or the bad. I'll dways be hungry for emotion, aways and forever, and | can
fed you hurting. | canturnittojoy. If you'll let me”

| swallowed as he drew usto astop. He pulled back, and with agentle touch on my jaw, hetilted my
head so he could see my eyes. The pulsing besat of the music pattered on my mind, numbing and soothing.
Hisgaze was heady. “Let medo this” hewhispered, deeply dangerous. But with hiswords, he put mein
apostion of power. | could say no.

| didn’t want to.

My thoughts pinged through me too fast to be redlized. Hishandsfelt good, and hiseyes held passion. |
wanted what he could give me—what he promised. “Why?" | whispered.

Hislips parted and he breathed, “Because | want to. Because you want meto.”

| didn’t look from him. His pupils never shifted, never grew. My grip on him becamefirmer asmy arms
pressed into him. “Therewill be no sharing of blood, Kisten. Ever.”

His breath came and went, and his hands tightened. Expression dusky with the knowledge of what was
to come, he leaned closer. “One,” he said as he kissed the corner of my mouth. “ Step.” He kissed the



other Sde. “At atime,” he continued as he kissed me gently, so gently it made me ache for more. “My
love” hefinished.

A gtab of desire went right to my core. My eyes closed. Oh God. Save me from mysdif.
“I make no promises,” | whispered.
“I don't ask for any,” he said. “Where are we going?’

“I don’t know.” My hands drifted downward from hiswaist. We were swaying to the music again. | felt
aive, and as we amost-danced, ahint of fire came from my demon scar.

“Can| dothis?’ Kisten asked, moving closer so more of our bodies touched. | knew he was asking my
permission to play upon my scar, to willingly let him bespell me. That he asked gave me afedling of
security | knew was probably fase.

“No. Yes. | don't know.” So torn. It felt good, just my body touching his, hisarms about my waist, a
new demand in their strength. “1 don’t know....”

“Then | won't.” Where were we going? Exhding, he ran his hands down my arms, lacing hisfingersin
mine. Gently he pulled my handsto the small of his back, holding them there as we swayed, shifting to the
dow, seductivemusic.

A shiver roseinsgde me. The scent of leather grew thick and warm. Where he touched sent adiver of
heset to tingle my fingers. My head dropped into the hollow between his neck and shoulder. | wanted to
put my lipsthere, knowing what he would fedl, knowing how hewould tasteif | dared. But | didn't,
contenting mysalf to send my bregth there instead, afraid of what he would do if my lipstouched him.

Heart pounding, | moved his handsto the small of my back and | left them there, moving, pressing,
meassaging. My hands rose to twine my fingers behind his head. My thoughts touched upon usin the
elevator when | thought Piscary was going to kill me. It was too much to resist, the memory of my demon
scar diveand dight.

“Please,” | whispered, my lips brushing his neck to make him tremble. Historn earlobe wasinches from
me, tempting. “I want you to.” Pulling my gaze up, | searched his eyes, seeing but not fearing the
narrowing band of blue. “1 trust you. But | don’t trust your ingtincts.”

A deep understanding and relief pinched his eyes. His hands dropped lower, caressing until they found
the top of my legs, then reversed their motion, moving, dways moving, aswe swayed. “1 don't trust them
ether,” he said, fake accent utterly gone. “Not with you.”

My breath caught as hisfingers traced from my back to my front, awhisper against my jeans. Tugging at
the top button. Hinting. “I’'m wearing caps,” he said. “ The vampire has been defanged.”

Startled, my lips parted as he smiled, showing me that his sharp canines were indeed capped. It sent a
surge of heat through me, disquieting and thought provoking. Sure, he couldn’t draw blood, but now I'd
let him explore ahdl of alot more of me. And he knew it. But safe? No. He was more dangerous now
than if he hadn’t capped histesth.

“Oh God,” | whispered, knowing | waslost as he nuzzled his head into the hollow of my shoulder and
gently kissed me. Eyescloaing, | sent my fingersinto hishair, clenching as his kiss shifted, moving to the



very edge of my collarbone where my scar started.
Waves of demand pulsed from it, and my knees buckled.

“Sorry,” Kisten breathed huskily as he caught my elbows and kept me upright. “I didn’t know it was that
sengtive. Just how much salivadid you get dosed with?”

Hislipswere off my neck and by my ear. Almost panting, | leaned into him. The blood in me pounded,
wanting meto do something. “I amogt died,” | sad. “Kigen...”

“I'll be careful,” he said, the tenderness going right to my core. | willingly followed hislead ashe sat me
on the couch, nestling me between the back and the arm. Taking his hands, | pulled Kisten down beside
me. My scar was tingling and waves of promise scoured me.Where were we going?

“Rachd?’

| heard the same question in hisvoice, but | didn’t want to answer. Smiling, | pulled him closer across
the couch. “Y ou talk too much,” | whispered, and covered my mouth with his.

A soft sound came from him as hislips pushed back, his stubble rough. Fingers spaced wide across my
cheek, he held me il as| pulled hisweight farther down upon me. Nudging my hip, he made room for
his knee between me and the back of the couch.

My skin tingled where hisfingers touched my jaw. | dipped ahesitant tongue between hislips, and my
breath came quick as he darted his tongue degp into me. He tasted faintly of aimonds, and when he
moved to draw away, | twined my fingers at the ngpe of his neck to kegp him there just a moment longer.
He made a surprised sound, pushing more aggressively. Now | pulled back, running my tongue across
the smoothness of histeeth as| went.

Kisten shuddered, the tremor felt clearly as he supported hisweight over me. | didn’t know how far |
wanted to go. But this? Thiswas good. | couldn’t lead him on, promising morethan | could give.
“Wait...” | sad reluctantly, meeting his gaze.

But seeing him above me, breathless with his passon held in check, | hesitated. His eyes were black,
heady with desire and need. | searched for and found a carefully checked blood lust. His shoulderswere
tense under his shirt, ahand was firm againgt my side, histhumb massaging under my hdter. Thelook of
wanting in him sent adrenaline to my core, rousing me more than his rough and gentle touch that rose
higher to find my breast. Oh, to be wanted, needed.

“What?’ he said, poised and waiting.

Thehdl withit.“Never mind,” | said, playing with the hair about his ear.

His soft hand under my halter top went till. “Y ou want meto stop?’

A second stab of fedling struck though me. | felt my eyesclose. “No,” | breathed, hearing a hundred
well-thought-out convictionsdiein that word. Heart pounding, | dipped my amuletsfrom me and
dropped them to the carpet—I wanted to fed everything—but it wasn’t until | reached for his belt buckle
that he understood.

A low guttural sound escaped him, and he dropped his head to mine. His weight was awel comed



warmth pressing on me as hislipsfound my demon scar and gently mouthed it.

Fire spilled like molten stone through me to my groin, and | gasped as the sensation rebounded and
multiplied. The dull aches from my recent demon attack mutated into pleasure, courtesy of the old
vampire saliva hewas playing upon. | couldn’t think. | couldn’t breathe. My hands jerked out from
where | had been trying to undo his pants, and | clutched his shoulder. “Kisten,” | breathed when | was
able to take a shuddering breath.

But hedidn’t let up, pushing me down until my head was on the arm of the couch. My fingers dug into
him as gentle teeth replaced hislips. A groan escaped me, and he worked the scar, his teeth soft and his
breath harsh. | wanted him. | wanted dl of him.

“Kigten...” | pushed a him. | had to ask firgt. | had to know.

“What?’ he said flatly as he pushed my shirt and hater out of the way and his fingers found my breast
and began moving, promising more.

In the gap between us, | findly got hisbelt undone. | gave atug, and | heard arivet snap through. His
head dropped back to me, and before he could find my neck again and send me into an unaware
ecstasy, | undid his zipper and sent my hands searching. God save me, | thought as | found him, the
smooth skin tight under my questing fingers. “Y ou’ ve had sex with awitch before?” | whispered, pushing
hisjeans down and running my hand across his backside.

“I know what I'm getting into,” he said bregthily.

| felt mysdf melt into the couch as my thoughts and shoulders eased. My hands found him again, and he
exhaled long and dow. “I didn’t want to assume—" | said, then gasped as he dropped hisweight lower
and pulled my shirt up. “I didn’t want you to be surprised.... Oh God. Kisten,”| panted, almost frantic
with need as hislips moved from under my jaw to my collarbone and then to my breast. Waves of
promiserose high, and | arched my back as he pulled, his hands warm against my skin.Where was he?|
couldn’t reach that far.

He slenced my whisper as helifted hisface and kissed me. Now | could reach, and my breath dipped
frommeinblissas| grasped him and sent my fingers moving lower. “Kigen...”

“Y ou talk too much,” he said, hislipsmoving againgt my skin. “Y ou ever have sex with avamp?’ he
sad, hiseyeshdf closed, watching me.

| exhaled as he turned his attention to my neck again. His fingerstraced the path his lipswere going to
take, and waves of ecstasy rolled through me when they did. “No,” | panted as | yanked hisjeans down.
I’d never get them off over hisboots. “Anything | should be aware of 7’

Heran his hands under my breast, again tracing the path hislips soon followed. Back arched, | tried not
to moan with need as| reached down, trying to find dl of him. “We bite,” he said, and | cried out when
he did just that, gently pinching me between histeeth.

“Get my pants off before | kill you,” | panted, amost insane with desire.

“Yes, maam,” hegrowled, and his stubble scraped me as he pulled away.

| took a much needed deep bregth, following him up to push him back down and straddle him. His



hands worked my zipper as| fumbled with the buttons of hisshirt. A sigh escaped mewhen | got the last
one undone and sent my hands over him, my fingerstracing up and across the definition of hisabsand
chedt. | leaned over him, my hair hiding what | was doing as my lips hop-skipped from hismiddle to the
hollow at hisneck. | lingered there, hesitantly, daring to run my teeth againgt his skin, pulling againgt it
with adight pressure. Under me, he shivered, and his hands, working my jeans down my hips, shook.

Eyeswide, | pulled away, thinking | had gonetoo far.

“No,” he whispered, putting his hands on my waist to keep me there. Hisface was strained with
emotion. “Don’'t stop. It's...1 won't break your skin.” His eyes flashed open. “ Oh God, Rachel. |
promise | won't bresk your skin.”

The passion in hisvoice struck me. Abandoning mysdlf, | pinned him to the couch, kneesto either side.
Lipssearching, | found his neck, turning my kissesinto something more substantia. His heavy bregths
and light hands drove my desireinto pulsing demands, pounding through mein time with my heartbest.
Teeth replaced my lips, and his bresth grew ragged.

Hishands grasped my waist, and | was lifted up enough that | could push my jeans off. They caught on
my socks, and with acry of impatience, | pulled my lipsfrom him long enough to kick them off. Then |
was back, my skin warm where it touched him under me. | leaned over him, holding his neck unmoving
as| used my teeth againgt hisskininstead of my lips.

Kigten' s breath came in a shuddering sound. “Rachd,” he breathed, his hands firm againgt my middle as
he sent his hand downward, searching.

A low sound, barely audible, came from me as hisfingers brushed me. In histouch, | felt his need flash
into demand. My eyes closed and | sent one hand downward, finding him.

Feding him against me, | shifted forward, then back. Our breath dipped out in tandem aswejoined.
Heavy and potent, my want and relief rose. He dipped deep inside me. Soon, God help me, if it wasn't
soon, | was going to die. His soft breathing rose to swirl in my thoughts, sending surges from my neck to

my groin.

My heart pounded, and hisfingerstraced my neck, resting atop my pulsing skin. We moved together, a
pace steady with promise. His free arm wrapped about me, holding me closer, its weight both
imprisoning and secure.

“Givemethis” hewhispered, drawing mecloser, and | willingly bent to hiswill, letting hislipsfind my
demon scar.

My breath camein aloud gasp. | shuddered, our rhythm shifting. He held me close as the waves of
desire built upon themsaves. Hislips on my neck became teeth, hungry, demanding. Therewasno pain,
and | urged him to do what hewould. A small part of me knew if he hadn’t his caps, | would have been
bitten. 1t only drove me to a more desperate need. | heard mysdlf cry out, and his grip trembled,
becoming tighter.

Wild with passion, | clutched his shoulders. It wasthere, | only needed to catch it. My breath came fast
agang hisneck. There was nothing but him, and me, and our bodies moving together. His rhythm shifted,
and fedling his passions beginning to crest, | found his neck and sent my teeth into him again.

“Harder,” he whispered. “ Y ou can’'t hurt me. | promise you can’t hurt me.”



It tipped me over the edge, and as| played pretend with my vampire, | lunged hungrily into him with no
thought of what I’ d leave behind.

Kisten groaned, his armstightening around me. His head pushed mine aside, and with aguttura sound,
he buried hisfacein my neck.

| cried out as hislips found my scar. Fire struck my body aight. With that, fulfillment crashed upon me
and | climaxed. Wave after wave rose, each building on the one before. Kisten shuddered, hismotion
under me ceasing as his passions crested an ingtant after my own. My breath came in apained sound and
| trembled, unable to move, fearing and wanting the last tingling jolts. “Kisten?’ | managed as they faded
to nothing and | found mysdf panting againgt him.

His grip about me hesitated and his hands fell away. My forehead dropped to hischest, and | took a
shaking breath, exhausted and spent. | could do nothing as | lay atop him, my eyes hdf closed. Sowly |
realized my back was cold and that Kisten's hand was tracing awarm path up and down my spine. |
could hear hisheartbeat and smdll our scents mingling. Muscles trembling with fatigue, | pulled my heed
up to find his eyes shut and a contented smile on him.

My breath caught.Holy shit. What had | just done?

Kigten's eyes opened, finding mine. They were clear and blue, the black of his pupil norma and caming.
“Now you'reafrad?’ hesad. “It' salittlelate for that.”

His gaze lingered on my black eye—only now seeing it with my amulets on thefloor. | pulled mysdf up
from him, immediately faling back asit was cold. My limbs started shaking. “Um, that wasfun,” | said,
and he laughed.

“Fun,” hesaid, running afinger down my jawline. “My wicked witch thought that wasfun.” Hisamile
wouldn't leave him. “Nick was afool to let you go.”

“What do you mean?’ | said, shifting to move, but hishandsheld meto him.

“I mean,” he said softly, “that you are the most erotic woman I’ ve ever touched. That you're both a
wide-eyed innocent and an experienced dut dl a the sametime.”

| stiffened. “If thisisyour atempt at pillow talk, it sucks eggs.”

“Rachd,” he cgoled, the heavy look of satisfied tendernessthe only thing keeping me where | was. That
and | didn’t think | could stand up quite yet. “Y ou have no idea how arousing it isto have your tiny little
teeth on me, struggling to break through, tasting without tasting. An innocent, experienced and hungry al
a thesametime.”

| raised my eyebrows, blowing astrand of hair out of my eyes. “Y ou had thisall planned, didn’'t you?’ |
accused. “Thought you could come in here and seduce me like you do everyone dse?’ It wasn't asif |
could be angry, lying atop him as| was, but | tried.

“No. Not like everyone ese” he said, the glint in hiseyes going right to my core. “And yes, | came over
here fully intending to seduce you.” Helifted his head and whispered in my ear, “It' swhat I’ m good at.
Just like you' re good at evading demons and kicking ass.”



“Kicking ass?’ | questioned as he dropped his head back to the arm of the couch. His hand was
exploring again, and | didn’'t want to move.

“Yeah,” hesaid, and | jumped as he found aticklish spot. “1 like awoman who takes care of hersdlf.”
“Not much of awhite knight on ahorse, huh?’
Heraised one eyebrow. “Oh, | could,” he said. “But I'm alazy son of abitch.”

| laughed at that, and he joined me with his own chuckle as his grip about my waist tightened. With a
littlelurch, helifted me from him. “Hold on,” he said as he stood, swinging meinto the cradle of hisarms
asif | wasafive-pound bag of sugar. With hisvamp strength, he held me with one arm and hoisted his
pants up loose about his hips. “ Shower?’

My armswere laced about his neck, and | ingpected it for bite marks. There wasn't aone, though |
knew | had bit down hard enough to leave them. | aso knew without looking that he hadn’t made a
visble mark on me despite his roughness. “ That sounds greet,” | said as he shuffled forward, hisjeans ill

unzipped.

“I'll get you ashower,” hesaid as| looked behind meto my amulets, pants, and one sock strewn on the
floor. “And then we Il open dl the windows and air the church out. I’ll help you finish making your fudge,
too. That will help.”

“It' sbrownies.”

“Even better. That usesthe oven.” He hesitated before my bathroom door, and fedling cared for and
wanted in hisarms, | pushed it open with my foot. The man was strong. I'd give him that. Thiswas as
satisfying asthe sex. Well, amogt.

“Y ou have scented candles, don't you?’' he asked as| flicked on the light with my toe.

“I have two X-chromosomes,” | said dryly as he set me atop the washer and pulled off my last sock. “I
have acandle or two.” He was going to help me into the shower? How swest.

“Good. I'll get one going in the sanctuary. Tell vy you put it there in the window for Jenks, and you can
keep it going until sunup.”

A whisper of unease pulled me straight, and my motions grew dow as| pulled my sweeter over my head
and dropped it onto the washer. “lvy?’ | questioned.

Kisten leaned againgt the wall and took off hisboots. “Y ou don’'t mind telling her?’

His boot thumped into the far wall, and my face went cold.Ivy. Scented candles. Airing out the church.
Making browniesto scent the air. Washing his scent off me. Swell.

Smiling his bad-boy smile, Kisten padded to mein his socks and open jeans. His wide hand cupped my
jaw and heleaned close. “1 don’'t mind if sheknows,” he said, and | didn’t move, enjoying the warmth.
“She' sgoing to find out eventualy. But I d break it to her gently if | were you, not dump it on her.” He
gave me a soft kiss on the corner of my mouth. His hand trailed reluctantly from me as he backed up and
opened the door to the shower.



Crap, I’d forgotten about Ivy.“ Yeah,” | said distantly, recaling her jealousy, her didike of surprises, and
how badly she reacted to both. “Y ou think she’ sgoing to be upset?’

Kisten turned, his shirt off and water beading on his hand from fedling the temperature. “ Upset? She's
going to be as jed ous as a green gpple that you and | have aphysica way to express our relationship and
shedoesn't.”

Frudration filled me. “Damnit, Kisten. I'm not going to let her bite me so sheknows like her. Sex and
blood. Blood and sex. It' sthe same thing, and | can't do that with Ivy. I’'m not wired that way!”

He shook his head, asad smile on him. “Y ou can’t say blood and sex are the samething. Y ou’ ve never
given blood to another. Y ou have nothing to base your view on.”

| frowned. “Every time avamp puts his eyes on melooking for asnack, it feds sexua.”

He came forward, wedging his body between my knees, pressing close up to the washer. His hand went
out, and he pushed my hair back over my shoulder. “Mogt living vampireswho are looking for aquick fix
find awilling partner faster when they stir them sexudly. But Rachel, the meaning behind the giving and
receiving blood isn’t supposed to be based on sex but respect and love. That you can’t be moved by the
promise of great sex iswhy lvy gave up that tack with you so quickly. But she’ still hunting you.”

| thought of all the facets of Ivy that Skimmer’ s gppearance had forced me to openly acknowledge. “I
know.”

“Once she getsover her initia anger, | think she'll bedl right with us dating.”
“I never said | was dating you.”

He smiled knowingly and touched my cheek. “But if | took your blood, even in accident or amoment of
passon?’ Kisten's blue eyes pinched in worry. “ One scratch and she' d stake me. The entire city knows
she' s put aclaim on you, and God hel p the vamp that getsin her way. | took your body. If | touch your
blood, I’'m dead twice.”

| went cold. “Kisten, you' re scaring me.”

“Y ou should be scared, little witch. She' s going to be the most powerful vampire in Cincinnati someday,
and she wantsto beyour friend. She wants you to beher savior. Shethinksyou'll either find away to kill
the vamp virusin her so she can die with her soul intact, or be her scion so she can die knowing that
you'll bethereto take care of her.”

“Kisgten. Stop.”

Smiling, he kissed my forehead. “Don’t worry. Nothing has changed from yesterday. Tomorrow will be
the same. She’ syour friend, and shewon't ask anything you can't give.”

“That doesn't help.”

He shrugged, and with alast touch on my side, he took a step back. Steam billowed out from the crack
in the door as Kisten shimmied out of hisjeans and leaned into the shower to adjust the temperature
again. My eyesran from hiswel-toned cavesto histight behind to his broad back, lightly muscled. All
thoughts of Ivy’ s coming anger vanished. Damn.



Asif feding my eyeson him, heturned, catching me ogling him.

The steam eddied about him. Drops of moisture from the showerhead clung to his stubble. “Let me help
you get your camisole off,” he said, the timbre of hisvoice shifting.

| ran my eyesdown him again, grinning as| brought my gaze up.Double damn.

He dipped his hands behind my back, and with alittle help on my part, he nudged me forward to the
edge of the dryer and dipped my halter top off. Wrapping my legs around him, | laced my hands behind
his neck and tucked my chin into the hollow of his neck. God help me, he was beautiful. “Kisten?” |
guestioned as he nuzzled my hair out of the way and found the ticklish spot behind my ear. A warm
feding gtarted in my middle, semming from where hislips touched me, demanding | recognizeit. Accept
it. Cdl it agood thing.

“Doyou gtill havethat tight lesther biker outfit?’ | asked, kind of embarrassed.
Lifting me off the washer and carrying me into the shower, he laughed.
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I smiled asthe music ended, to leave acomfortable sllence. Theticking of the clock above the snk
became loud in the candielit air. My eyes went to the hand jerking about the dial. It was creeping up on
four in the morning, and | had nothing to do but st and daydream about Kisten. He had |eft about three
to handle the crowd at Piscary’s, leaving me warm, content, and happy.

We had spent the entire early evening together eating BL Ts and junk food, ransacking vy’ sand my
music collection and then using her computer to burn a CD of our favorites. In retrospect, | think it had
been the most enjoyable evening of my entire adult life as we laughed over each other’ smemoriesand |
redlized | enjoyed sharing more than my body with him.

Every candle| owned waslit asinsurancethat I’ d be able to pick thetimel told Ivy about my new
arrangement with Kisten, and their glow added to the peace indtilled by the soft burble of potpourri over
the stove and the dight lethargy from the pain amulet about my neck. The air smelled of ginger, popcorn,
and brownies, and as| sat at vy’ stable with my elbowsto ether sde of me, | played with my amulets
and wondered what Kisten was doing.

Much as| didn't want to admit it, | redly liked him, and that | could have gone from fear to didiketo
attraction and interest in less than a year left me concerned and embarrassed. It wasn't like meto
overlook my healthy distrust of vampires because of atight butt and a charming demeanor.

Living with avampire might have something to do withiit,| thought, dipping my hand into the nearby bowl
of popcorn and eating a piece because it was there, rather than out of any need to satisfy hunger. | didn’t
think my new attitude was because of my scar; | had liked Kisten before the sex, or there wouldn’t have
been any—and he hadn’t played upon it to influence me, either.

Wiping my fingersfree of the sdlt, | sared into nothing. | had been thinking of Kigten differently since
he' d dressed me up and made me fedl good.Maybe, | thought, picking out another kerndl. Maybe |
could find something with avampire that I’ d never been able to hold on to with awitch, war-lock, or
humen.



Chininthe cup of my padm, | sent my fingerslightly over the demon scar as| recdled his careful
attention as he shampooed my hair and sogped my back, and how good it felt to be able to return the
favor. He had let me hog the shower-head most of the time. That kind of stuff was important.

The sound of the front door opening jerked my attention to the clock.lvy was home? Already? | had
wanted to be tucked in bed pretending deep when she camein.

“You up, Rachel?’ she said, loud enough to be heard and soft enough to not wake me.

“Kitchen,” | called back. Nervous, | glanced at the potpourri. It was enough. Kisten had said it was.
Standing, | flicked on the overhead light and resettled mysdlf. Asthe fluorescent bulbsflickered on, |
tucked my amulets behind my sweater and listened to her thump about in her room. Her stepsin the hall
were quick and stilted.

“Hi,” | said when shewaked in, avision of tight leather and tall boots. A black satchdl was over one
arm, and a silk-wrapped package about the size of abroken fishing pole wasin her hand. My eyebrows
rose as| redized she had put on makeup. Her image was both professiona and sexy. Where was she
going thislate? And dressed like that?

“What happened with dinner with the folks?’ | prompted.

“Change of plans.” Setting her stuff beside me on the table, she crouched to dig in alower drawer. “I
cameto get afew things, then I’'m gone.” Still a kneeleve, she smiled at meto show teeth. “I’ [l be back
inacouple of hours”

“Okay,” | sad, dightly confused. She looked happy. She actualy looked happy.

“It'scoldin here,” she said as she pulled out three of my wooden stakes and set them clattering on the
counter by thesink. “It smellslike you had the windows open.”

“Um, it must be from our plywood door.” My brow furrowed as she stood, tugging the hem of her
leather jacket down. Crossing the room with aspeed just shy of eerie, she unzipped the satchel and
jammed the stakesinto it. | silently watched her, wondering.

Ivy hesitated. “Can | usethem?’ she asked, mistaking my silence for disapproval.

“Sure. Kegp them,” | said, wondering what was up. | hadn’t seen her in this much leather since she took
that run to liberate avamp child from ajedlousex. And | redly didn’'t want a stake back if it had been
used.

“Thanks.” Boot hedls clacking on the linoleum, she went to the coffeemaker. Her ova face creased in
annoyance as she peered at the empty carafe.

“You havearun?’ | asked.
“Sort of.” Her enthusiasm dimmed, and | watched her throw the old grounds away.

Curiogity got the better of me, and | flicked back the silk covering to see what was under it. “Holy
crap!” | exclamed as| found ashiny length of sted smdling faintly of ail. “Where did you get asword!”

“Nice, isn'tit.” Not turning, she added three scoops of coffeeto the filter and set it to brew. “And you



can't traceit like bullets or charms.”
Oh, such awarm and fuzzy thought.“Can you useit?’

Ivy pushed hersdf from the counter. | leaned back in my chair as she shook the wrap off, grasping the
handle of the thin sword and pulling it from the back sheeth. It came free with awhisper of ringing sted!
that tickled my inner ear. Like collapsing silk, her posture melted into a classic pose, her free arm arched
over her head and her sword arm bent and extended. Her face was empty as she looked at thewall, her
black hair swinging to adow stop.

| had afreaking vampire samura warrior for aroommate. Thiswas getting better and better.” And you
know how to useit, too,” | said faintly.

She flashed me a smile as she stood and wedged it back into its sheeth. 1 took lessons from fifth grade
through high school,” she said as she set it on thetable. “1 grew so fast that it was hard to keep my
balance. | kept running into things. Mostly people who irritated me. Adolescence is when the faster
reflexeskick in. The practice helped, and | stuck withiit.”

| licked the sdlt off my fingers and pushed the popcorn away. | waswilling to bet the classes had agood
section devoted to self-control. Feeling more relaxed since the candles seemed to be working, |
sretched my legs out under the table, wanting some of the coffee. Ivy rummaged in an upper cupboard
to bring out her thermos. | eyed the dripping coffee, hoping she wasn't going to takeit all.

“Wadl,” she said as shefilled the metal vacuum bottle with hot water to warm it up. “Y ou look like the
vamp who bled the cat.”

“Beg pardon?’ | said, ssomach clenching.
Sheturned and dried her hands off on adishcloth. “Did Nick call?’
“No,” | said flatly.

Her smile widened. Swinging her hair out of her way, she said, “Good.” Then, softly, she repested,
“That' sgood.”

Thiswas not where | wanted the conversation to go. Rising, | wiped my pams on my jeans and padded
in my bare feet to turn the flame up under the potpourri. Ivy yanked open the fridge and came out with
the cream cheese and abag of bagels. Thewoman ate asif calories couldn’t stick to her. “No Jenks?” |
asked, though the answer was obvious.

“No Jenks. He did talk to me, though.” Her eyes were pinched with frustration. “1 told him | knew what
Trent was, too, and to get over it. Now hewon't talk to me, either.” She popped the lid on the cream
cheese and scraped a knifeful across her bagel. “Do you think we should put an ad in the paper?’

My head rose. “To replace him?’ | sammered.

Ivy took abite and shook her head. “ Just shake him up,” she said around her full mouth. “Maybeif he
sees our ad for pixy backup, he'll talk to us.”

Frowning, | sat down in my spot and douched, extending my legsto put my bare feet on her unused
chair. “1 doubt it. It would bejust like him to tell usto take aflying lesp.”



Ivy lifted one shoulder and let it fal. “It’ s not like we can do anything until spring.”

“I suppose.” God, thiswas depressing. | had to find away to apologize to Jenks. Maybeif | sent him a
clown-delivered tdlegram. Maybeif | wasthe clown. “I’ll tak to him again,” | said. “ Take him some
honey. Maybeif | get him drunk, he'll forgive mefor being such an ass”

“I'll pick some up whilel’m out,” she offered. “I saw some gourmet honey made from Japanese cherry
blossoms.” Dumping the water from the thermos, sherefilled it with the entire carafe of coffee, sealing the
heavenly scent in metd and glass.

Biting back my disgppointment, | pulled my feet off her chair. Obvioudy she had been thinking about
how to soothe Jenks' s pride as well. “ So where are you going thislate with athermos of coffee, abag of
stakes, and that sword?’ | asked.

Ivy leaned against the counter with the deek grace of ablack panther, the half-eaten bagel perched on
her finger tips. “1 have to lean on some uppity vamps. Keep them up past their bedtime. The sword isfor
show, the stakes to remember me by, and the coffeeisfor me.”

| made aface, imagining just how nasty it could be to have Ivy keep you up. Especidly if she gpplied
hersaf. But then my eyeswidened as| put two and two together. “Y ou' re doing thisfor Piscary?’ | said,
sure | was right when she turned to look out the window.

“Yup.”

Silently | waited, hoping she’ d say something. Shedidn’t. | ran my attention over her, taking in her
closad posture. *Y our dad worked something out?’ | hinted.

She sighed and turned to me. “Aslong as| handle Piscary’ s affairs, the bastard won't be dipping into
my head.” She looked at her half-eaten bagel. Frowning, she clacked her boots to the trash and threw it

away.

| said nothing, surprised she had capitulated so easily. Apparently hearing in my silence an accusation
that wasn't there, her smooth face went ashamed. “ Piscary agreed to let me continue using Kisten asmy
frontman,” she said. “Helikes the notoriety, and anyone who isimportant will know that whatever he
saysisredly coming from me—I mean, Piscary. | don’'t have to do anything unless Kisten runsinto
something he can't handle. Then I’'ll go in asthe muscleto bal him out.”

My memories returned to Kisten taking down seven witches with the ease and nonchaance of breaking
acandy bar. | couldn’t imagine anything he couldn’t handle, but then again, he wouldn’t be able to go up
againgt undead vampires without leaning on Piscary’ s strength. “And you' re okay with this?’ | said
upidly.

“No,” shesaid, crossing her arms before her. “But it’ swhat my dad came up with, and if | can’t accept
how he helped me, | shouldn’t have asked for it.”

“Sorry,” | muttered, wishing | had kept my mouth shut.
Apparently mollified, Ivy crossed the kitchen and put the thermosin with the stakes. “1 don’t want

Piscary inmy head,” she said, giving her satchd a shake to settle everything before zipping it closed. “As
long as| do what he says, he' Il stay out; and he'll leave Ericadone. Kisten should be his scion, not me,”



she muttered. “He wantsit.”

| absently agreed, and her fingers on the bag went till, her face carrying a shadow of the pain||
recognized from the night Piscary had raped her in more waysthan one. A chill struck through me as her
nostrilsflared and her focus went distant. “Kisten was here,” she said softly.

My skin tightened. Damn. | hadn’t been able to keep it from her for even anight. “Uh, yeah,” | said as|
pulled mysdlf sraighter in my chair. “He was here looking for you.” About half the day ago. Thechill
inside me deepened when her focus narrowed, reading my unease. Her head shifted to look at the
potpourri on the stove. Double damn.

Lips pressed tight, she walked out, hedls clacking.

Thewood chair scraped loudly as| stood. “Um, Ivy?’ | called, following her out.

My breath caught and | jerked to astop when | dmost ran into her in the dark hallway on her way back
from the sanctuary. “Excuseme,” she muttered, shifting around me with avamp’s speed. Her posture
wastense, and in the light leaking in from the kitchen, | could see her eyeswere dilated. Crap. She was
vamping out.

“Ivy?’ | said to the empty hall, as she had walked into the living room. “ About Kisten—"

My words choked off and | hated, my feet edging the gray carpet in the candldlit living room. Ivy stood
with aridged stiffness before the couch. The couch Kisten and | had had sex on. Emotions cascaded
over her, frightening in their rapidity: dismay, fear, anger, betrayd. | jJumped when she jerked into motion,
jabbing at the CD-check button.

Thefive CDs camerolling hafway out. Ivy stared at them, dtiffening. “I’ll kill him,” she said, her fingers
touching Jeff Buckley.

Shocked, | opened my mouth to protest, finding my words dying to nothing at the anger, black and
heavy, in her tight expresson.

“I'll kill himtwice,” she said. She knew. Somehow she knew.

My heart pounded. “Ivy,” | started, hearing the fear in my voice. And with that, | jerked her ingtinctsinto
play. Gasping, | backpedaled, far too dow.

“Whereisit?’ she hissed, her eyes wide and wild as she reached for me.

“Ivy...” My back hit thewall of the hdlway, and | knocked her hand aside. “He didn't bite me.”
“Whereisit!”

Adrendine surged. Smelling it, she jerked her hand out, reaching. Her eyes were black and lost. It was
only our former sparring that kept her grip from landing as | blocked her reach and dove under her arm

to cometo astand in the middle of the candldlit living room.

“Back off, Ivy!” | exclaimed, trying not to fal into adefensve crouch. “Hedidn’t biteme!” But | didn’t
have time to breathe before she was on me, jerking the collar of my sweseter.



“Wheredid hebiteyou?’ she said, her gray voicetrembling. “I’ll kill him. I’ll freaking kill him! | can
andl himal over you!”

Her hand jerked to the hem of my swester.

It tripped me over the panic line, and instinct took over. “Ivy! Stop!” | shouted. Frightened, | tapped the
line. Shereached for me, face twisted in anger. Thelinefilled my chi, wild and out of control. A burst of
energy flamed from my hands, burning them, as| hadn’t harnessed it with acharm.

We both cried out as a black and gold sheet of ever-after expanded from me, knocking Ivy back into
the plywood door. She did to the floor in an awkward heap, her arms over her head and her legs askew.
The windows shook at the boom. | rocked back, then caught my balance. Anger replaced my fear. |
didn't careif shewasadl right or not.

“Hedidn’t biteme!” | shouted, spitting my hair out of my mouth as| stood over her. “ Okay? We had
sex. All right? God help you, Ivy. It was only sex!”

Ivy coughed. Red-faced and gasping, she found her breath. The plywood sheet behind her was cracked.
Shaking her head, she peered up a me, clearly not focusing yet. She didn't get up. “He didn't bite you?’
she rasped, her face shadowy in the candielight.

My legstrembled from adrenaine. “No!” | exclamed. “Y ou think I’'m stupid?’

Clearly shaken, shelooked askance at me. Taking adow bregth, she wiped her lower lip with the back
of her hand. My gut tightened asit came away red with blood. Ivy stared at it, then gathered her legs
under her and got to her feet. | breathed easier when she reached for atissue, wiping her hand off and
crumpling itinto abal.

Shereached out, and | sprang back. “Don’t touch me!” | said, and she raised ahand in acquiescence.
“Sorry.” Shelooked at the cracked plywood, then winced as she felt her back. Carefully she tugged her

coat down. Eyes going to mine, shetook adow breath. My heart pounded in timeto the pain in my
head. “Y ou dept with Kisten and he didn’t bite you?’ she asked.

“Yes. And no, hedidn’'t bite me. And if youever touch me again, I’'m walking out the front door, forever.
Damnit, Ivy. | thought we were clear on thigl”

| expected an gpology or something, but al she did was eye me speculatively and ask, “ Are you sure?
Y ou might not even noticeiif he cut your inner lip.”

Goose bumpsrose, and | ran my tongue across the inside of my mouth. “Hewore caps,” | said, fegling
ill for how easily he could have tricked me. But he hadn't.

Ivy blinked. Sowly she sat on the edge of the couch, her elbows on her knees and her forehead cupped
in the cradle of her hands. Her thin body |ooked vulnerable in the light from the three candles on the
table. Crap. It suddenly occurred to me that not only did she want acloser relationship with me, but that
Kisten was her old boyfriend. “Ivy? Are you okay?’

“No.”

| cautioudly sat on the chair across from her, the corner of the table between us. By any standards, this



was acomplete shitfest. | cursed silently, then reached out. “Ivy. God, thisis awvkward.”

She jumped at the weight of my hand on her arm, looking up with frighteningly dry eyes. | pulled back,
laying my hand like adead thing inmy lap. I knew | shouldn’t touch her when she wanted more. But to
St and do nothing was so cold.

“It just kind of happened.”

Ivy touched her lip to seethat it had stopped bleeding. “It was just sex? Y ou didn’t give him your
blood?’

The vulnerability in her voice struck me. My head bobbed. | fdlt like adall, my eyeswide and my
thoughtsempty. “I'm sorry,” | said. “1 didn’t think you and Kisten...” | hesitated. Thiswas't about the
sex, but the blood she thought | had given him. *1 didn’t think you and Kisten had aformal relationship
anymore,” | fumbled, unsureif | was putting it right.

“1 don't share blood with Kisten but for the rare occasion when he's been dumped and needs some
TLC,” shesad, her gray slk voice soft. Still shewouldn’'t look up. “Blood isnot sex, Rachel. It saway
to show you care for someone. A way to show...you love them.”

It was barely awhisper. My bregth grew fast. | felt we were balanced on aknife's edge, and it scared
the crap out of me. “How can you say sex isn't blood, when you' |l have sex with anyone?’ | said,
adrenaine making my voice harsher than | intended. “Good God, Ivy, when was the last time you had
sexwithout blood?’

Only now did she bring her head up, shocking me with the fear in her eyes. She was afraid, and not
because she thought I’ d given my blood to Kisten. Shewas afraid of the answers | was demanding. |
don't think she had faced them before, even in the chaos her desires had left her in. | felt hot, then cold.
Pulling my kneesto my chin, | tucked my bare hedsagainst me.

“Okay,” she said with thelast of her exhded breath, and | knew the next thing she said would be stark
honesty. “Y ou have agood point. | usudly include blood with sex. | likeit that way. It' sarush. Rachd, if
youwould only...” she said, her hands coming up from her knees.

| felt mysdlf pae. | shook my head, and she changed her mind about what she was going to say. She
seemed to de-flate, al the tension pooling out of her. “Rachd, it’ snot the same,” shefinished weskly,
brown eyes pleading.

My thoughts went to Kist. The twinge from my scar dove to my groin and brought my breath even
faster. Swallowing, | forced thefedling from me. | pulled back, glad the table was between us. “That's
what Kisten says, but | can’'t separateit. And | don’t think you can either.”

Ivy’ sface went red, and | knew | wasright.

“Damnit, lvy. I'm not saying it swrong they'rethesame,” | said. “Hell, I've been living with you for
seven months. Don't you think by now you'd know if | thought it was? But that’ s not the way I’ m put
together. Y ou're the best friend I’ ve ever had, but I’'m not going to share apillow with you, and I'm
never going to let anyonetaste my blood.” | took abreath. “1’m not put together that way, either. And |
can't livemy lifeavoiding ared relationship with someone because it might hurt your fedlings. | told you
i’ snot going to happen between us, and it’snot. Maybe...” | felt sck. “Maybe | should move out.”



“Moveout?’

It was abreathy sound of dismay, and the warmth of tears stung my eyes. | stared at the wall, jaw
clenched. Thelast seven months had been the most frightening, scary, and best months of my life. | didn’t
want to leave—and not just because she was protecting me from another vampire biting and claiming
me—~but staying here wasn't fair to either of usif she couldn’t let it go.

“Jenksisgone” | said, my voice low so it wouldn't shake. “1 just dept with your old boyfriend. It'snot
far to say hereif thereis never going to be anything more than friendship between us. Especialy now
that Skimmer isback.” | looked at the broken door, hating mysdlf. “We should just call everything quits.”

God, why was | dmost crying? | couldn’t give her any more, and she desperately needed it. Skimmer
could; Skimmer wanted to. | should leave. But when | looked up, | was shocked to see the candielight
glinting upon aribbon of moisture under her eye.

“I don’'t want you to go,” she said, and the lump in my throat thickened. “ A good friendship is reason
enough to stay, isn't it?” she whispered, her eyes so full of pain that atear leaked out of me.

“Damnit,” | said, wiping afinger under my eye. “Look what you made me do.”

| jerked when she reached across the table and took my wrist. My eyes wereriveted to hers as she
pulled it to her and touched my tear-damp fingertipsto her lips. Her eyes closed and her lashesfluttered.
A zing of adrendine struck me. My pulse quickened, the memory of vampire-induced ecstasy highin my
thoughts. “lvy?’ | said weekly, pulling away.

Shelet go. My heart pounded as she took adow breath, tasting the air with her senses, running my
emotions through her incredible brain, reading the balance of what | might and might not do. | didn’t want
to know what her caculationstotaled to.

“I'll pack my things,” | said, frightened that she might know more about methan | did.

Her eyes opened. | thought | saw afant glimmer of strength. “No,” she said, thefirst hint of her iron will
returning. “We re both crap when we' re alone, and I’ m not just talking about the stupid firm. | promisel
won't ask anything of you except to be my friend. Please...” Shetook abreath. “ Please don't go
because of this, Rachd. Do what you want with Kist. He' sagood man and | know he won't hurt you.
Jugt...” Shehdd her breath, her determination fatering. “ Just be here when | come home tonight?”

| nodded. | knew she wasn't just asking about tonight. And | didn’t want to leave. | loved it here: the
kitchen, the witch’ s garden, the cool-factor of living in achurch. That she valued our friendship meant a
lot to me, and after avoiding true friendship for years because of what had happened to my dad, having a
best friend meant alot to me too. She had once threatened to withdraw her desperately needed
protection from meif | |eft. Thistime, she hadn’t. | was afraid to look for the reason, afraid that it might
gem from that tiny thrill | had felt when she had tasted my tears.

“Thank you,” shesaid, and | froze as she leaned forward over the table to give me aquick hug. The
scent of amonds and leather filled my senses. “If Kisten can convince you that blood isn't sex,” shesaid,
“promiseto tell me?’

| stared at her. The memory of Skimmer kissing her flashed through me and was gone.

Apparently satisfied, shelet go, stood, and went into the kitchen.



“Ivy,” | breathed, too numb and strung out to speak louder, knowing she could hear me. “How many
rules are we bresking?’

She hesitated as she gppeared in the halway, satchdl and sword in hand, shifting from foot to foot and
not answering me. “I’ll be back after sunrise. Maybe we can have alate dinner? Gossip about Kisten
over lasagna? He' s actudly anice guy—he |l be good for you.” Giving me an awvkward amile, sheleft.

Her voice had held afaint ribbon of regret, but | didn’t know if it wasfor having lost me or Kigten. |
didn’t want to know. | stared at the carpet, not seeing the candles or smelling the scent of wax and
perfume as the faint boom of the door shifted the air. How had my life gotten this screwed up? All | had
wanted to do was quit the 1.S., help afew people, make something of myself and my degree. Since then
| had found and driven away my first red boyfriend in years, insulted a pixy clan, become vy’ sgolden
ring, and had sex with aliving vampire. That wasn't even counting the two desth thrests I’ d survived or
the precarious situation with Trent. What the hell was | doing?

Rising, | sumbled into the kitchen, face cold and legs fedling like rubber. Looking up at the sound of
running water, | froze. Algdiarept was at the sink filling the teapat, its tarnished copper beading with
condensation.

“Good evening, Rachd,” he said, smiling to show meflat teeth. “Hope you don’t mind me making a pot
of tea. We have alot to do before the sun comes up.”

Oh God. I’ d forgotten about that.
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“Damn!” | swore, backpedding. The sanctuary. If | could reach holy ground, he couldn’t touch me. |
dhrieked asaheavy hand fell on my shoulder. Spinning, | clawed at hisface. It went misty, and | lurched
when hisgrip vanished. In an ingtant he had my ankle and jerked me off my feet. “Let go!” | shouted
when | hit the floor, my voice harsh as| kicked him.

He spun me diding into the fridge. His long face took on a sun-starved complexion and hisred goat eyes
turned eager over his smoked glasses. | scrambled up, and he lunged, grabbing me with hiswhite-gloved
hand and giving me ashaketo rattle my teeth. He shoved me, and | landed against the center idand
counter likearag doll. Turning, | put my back againgt it, wide-eyed and heart beating fast. | was so
stupid. | wasso stupid!

“If yourunagain, I'll cal you in breach of our agreement,” hesaid calmly. “That’ s your warning. Please
run. It will make everything so-0-0-o much smpler.”

Shaking, | held onto the counter for balance. “ Go away,” | said. “I didn’t summon you.”

“It'snot that smple anymore,” he said. It took me aday inthelibrary, but | found precedence.” His
precise accent became even more officious, and he put the back of his knucklesto hisvelvet green frock
and quoted, “*If said familiar is stationed a a beta site by way of loan or smilar event, the master may
seek the familiar out to perform duties.” Y ou opened the door by tapping aline,” he added. “And since |
have atask for you, I’'m here until you finishit.”

| felt Sck. “What do you want?’ Therewasaspd| pot on my counter full of an amber liquid smdling of
geranium. | hadn’t counted on him bringing hiswork to me.



“What do you want—master,” Al prompted, smiling to show me histhick, blocky teeth.
| tucked my hair behind my ear. “1 want you to get the hdll out of my kitchen.”

Hissmile never flickered as, with apowerful motion, he backhanded me. | stifled agasp, lurching for
balance. Adrendine surged as he gripped my shoulder, kegping me upright.

“Funny, funny girl,” he murmured, his British degance chilling meand his beautiful chisded looksturning
harsh. “Say it.”

The sharp taste of blood edged my tongue. My back pressed into the counter painfully. “What do you
want, oh gracious master from my ass.”

| didn’t have timeto duck astheflat of his hand swung. Pain shocked through my cheek, and | hit the
floor. Al sslver-buckled boots edged my vision. He was wearing white stockings, and there was lace
where they met the bottom of histrousers.

Nausearose. | touched my cheek, feding it burn and hating him. | tried to rise, unable to when he put a
foot on my shoulder and forced me down. Hating him dl the more, | tossed my hair aside so | could see
himWhat difference did it make? “What do you want, master?’

| felt like | was going to vomit.

Histhin lips curled up in asmile. Tugging the lace from his deeves, he bent to solicitoudy help me up. |
refused, but he yanked me up so fast that | found mysdlf pressed against him, breathing in the scent of
crushed velvet and burnt amber. “1 want this” he whispered, running ahand up under my swester,
searching.

My heart raced. Stiffening, | clenched my teeth.I’ll kill him. Somehow, I'll kill him.

“Such atouching conversation with your roommate,” he said, and | twitched, as his voice had shifted to
Ivy’s. Ever-after zinged through me as his appearance shifted while il touching me. Red goat eyes
sared at me from lvy’s perfect face. Lean and tight, the image of her body wrapped in leather pressed
againgt me, pinning meto the counter. Thelast time, he had bitten me.Oh, God. Not again.

“But maybe you want thisinstead,” he said with her gray slk voice, and sweeat Sarted at the smal of my
back. Her long straight hair brushed my cheek, the silky whisper pulling an unstoppabl e shiver from my
skin. Fedling it where our bodies touched, he leaned close until | recoiled.

“Don’t pull away,” he said with her voice, and my resolve grew. Hewas dime. Hewas abastard. I’ d
kill himfor this. “I’m sorry, Rachdl....” he breathed, long fingers burninginto tingles where they touched,
tracing aline from my shoulder to my hip. “I’'m not angry. | understand you' re afraid. But the things|
could teach you—if you knew the heights of passion we could find.” His breath shuddered. Ivy’sarms
were around me cool and light—gentling meto him against my will. I could smell her rich scent of dark
incense and ash. He had her perfectly.

“Let me show you?’ thevision of vy whispered, and | closed my eyes. “Just ataste...| know | can
change your mind.”

It was pleading, heavy with her vulnerable desires. It was everything she hadn't said, everything she



wouldn’t. My eyes opened as my scar flashed to life.God, no. Fire raced to my groin. Knees buckling, |
tried to push away. Demon-red eyes shifted to aliquid brown, and his grip grew firmer, pulling me closer
until his breath came and went on my neck. “Gently, Rachdl,” her voice whispered. “I could be so gentle.
| could be everything aman can't be. Everything you want. Just onelittle word, Rachdl. Tell meyou
will?’

| couldn’t...I couldn’t dedl with thisright now. “Didn’t you have something for meto do?’ | said. “The
sun will be up soon and | need to get to bed.”

“Sowly,” he crooned, vy’ s breaeth smeling of oranges. “There sonly onefirst time.”
“Letgoof me” | saidtightly. “Youaren't lvy and I’m not interested.”

Ivy's passion-filled black eyes narrowed, but Al’ s attention was over my shoulder and | didn’t think it
was anything | had said. Helet go of me, and | ssumbled to catch my baance. A shimmer of ever-after
cascaded over him, mdlting his features back to his usual vision of ayoung British lord of the eighteenth
century. The glasses were back to hide his eyes, and he adjusted them on histhin-bridged nose. “How
grand,” he said, hisaccent shifting aswell. “ Ceri.”

There was the distant boom of the front door crashing open. “Rachd!” came her voice, high and
frightened. “He sthissde of thelined”

Heart pounding, | spun. | took a breath to warn her, but it wastoo late. My outstretched hand fell as she
lurched into the room, her smple white dress furling about her bare feet as she stopped in the archway.
Green eyes wide and soulful, she put ahand to her chest atop Ivy’ s crucifix. “Rachdl...” she breathed,
dismay dumping her shoulders.

Al took a step and she spun in adancer’ s circle, toe pointed and unbound hair furling. She recited an
unheard poem laced with darkness, and aripple of line energy cascaded between us. White-faced and
holding her arms, she stared at him, trembling within her smdl circle.

The stately demon beamed, adjusting the lace about his collar. “Ceri. How splendid to see you. | miss
you, love,” he dmost purred.

Theyoung woman's chin trembled. “Banish him, Rachd,” she said, her fear obvious.

| tried to swalow, failing. “I tapped aline. He found precedence. He has atask for me.”

Her eyeswidened. “No...”

Al frowned. “I haven't been in the library in athousand years. They were whispering behind my back,
Ceri. | had to renew my card. It was most embarrassing. Everyone knows you' re gone. Zoé is making
my tea. It'sthe most awful teal’ ve ever had—he can’t hold the sugar spoon with only two digits. Do
come back.” His pleasant face creased into asmile. “I’ll make it worth your soul.”

Ceri jerked. Chin high, she said haughtily, “My nameis Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate”

A rough sound of mirth escaped him. Taking off his glasses, he leaned an elbow againgt the counter.
Mocking gaze on mine, he murmured, “Ceri, be adear and make a spot of tea?’

My face went dack as Ceri dropped her head and took a step. Al chuckled when she made a cry of



self-disgust and stopped at the edge of her circle. Tiny fists clenched, she fumed.
“Old habitsdie hard,” he mocked.
Bile bubbled up. Even now shewas his. “Leave her done,” | snarled.

From nowhere, awhite-gloved hand struck me. | spun into the counter, jaw burning. Gasping, | hunched
over it with my hair falling about my face. | was getting tired of this.

“Don't hit her!” Ceri said, her voice high and virulent.

“Doesit bother you?’ he said lightly. “ Pain moves her more than fear. Which is good—pain keeps a
person aivelonger than fear.”

My hurt turned to anger. Eyebrows high, he dared meto protest as | found my breath. His goat eyesdid
to the head-sized vat he had brought with him. “Let’ s get started, shall we?’

| looked at the pot, recognizing the brew by the smell. It was the one to make a person into afamiliar.
Fear chilled me, and | wrapped my arms about mysdlf. “I'm aready coated with your aura,” | said.
“Making metake moreisn’t going to make adifference.”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion.”

| sprang back as he moved. Grinning, he extended the basket that had appeared in hishand. | could
smell wax. “ Set the candles,” he ordered, amused at my quick reaction.

“Rachd...” Ceri whigpered, but | couldn’t look at her. | had promised to be hisfamiliar, and now |
would be. Miserable, my thoughtswent to Ivy as| set the milky green candles at the spots marked by
black nail polish. Why couldn’t | make good choices?

My grip on thelast candle trembled. It had gouges onit, asif something had tried to break the circle by
going through it. Something with big nasty claws.

“Rachd!” Al barked, and | jumped. “Y ou didn't set them with their place names.”

Stll holding the last candle, | stared blankly. Past him, Ceri nervoudly licked her lips.

“You don't know their place names,” Al added, and | shook my head, not wanting to be hit again, but
Al only sighed. “I’'ll set them mysdf when | light them,” he grumbled, his pale face taking on aruddy
tinge. “1 expected more of you than this. Apparently you’ ve been spending most of your time with earth
magic, neglecting your ley linearts”

“I’'man earth witch,” | said. “Why would | bother?’

Ceri jerked as Al threatened to smack me again, her dmost tranducent hair swirling. “Let her go,
Algdiarept. Y ou don't want her for afamiliar.”

“Offering to take her place?’ he mocked, and | took afearful bresath that she might.

“No!” | shouted, and he laughed.



“Don't fret, Rachdl, love,” he crooned, and | flinched when he ran agloved finger acrossmy jawline,
tracing the path down my arm to my hand to take the last candle from me. “I keep my familiars until
something better comes aong, and despite you being asignorant asafrog, you' re capable of holding
amogt twice the line energy that she can.” He leered. “Lucky you.”

Clapping hiswhite-gloved hands once, he spun to make his coattailsfurl. “Now. Watch closdy, Rachdl.
You'll belighting my candles tomorrow. These are words that move mortals and gods dike, making all
equa and capable of keeping my circle whole against even Newt.”

Swell.

“Sdax,” he said as helit the first candle from the pencil-thick red taper that had appeared in his gloved
hand.” Aemulaio,” he said as helit the second.” Adfictatio, cupidus, and my favorite,insdtia,” he said as
helit thelast one. Smiling, the till-glowing taper vanished. | felt him tap aline, and with atrand ucent swirl
of red and black, hiscircle roseto arch closed over our heads. My skin prickled from its strength, and |

clasped my arms about mysdif.

These areafew of my favoritethings, | heard patter through my mind, and | stifled ahysterica giggle. |
was going to be ademon’ sfamiliar. There was no way out of it now.

Al’shead jerked up at the ugly choking sound, and Ceri’ sface went still. “ Algdiarept,” she pleaded.
“Y ou're pushing her too hard. Her will istoo strong to bend easily.”

“I'll bresk my familiarstheway | seefit,” hesaid camly. “A little grounding, and she' |l be asright asrain
inthe desert.” One hand on his hip and the other cupping his chin, he eyed me speculatively. “Time for
your bath, love.”

Algdiarept snapped hisfingers with ashowman’ sflair. His hand opened, and a cedar-datted bucket
appeared hanging fromit. My eyeswidened as he threw its contents a me.

Cold water smacked into me. My breath whooshed out in an affronted yelp. It was saltwater, stinging
my eyes and dribbling into my mouth. Redlity washed through me, clearing my head. He was making sure
| didn’t have any potionsin meto contaminate the coming spell. “1 don't use potions, you big green
turd!” | shouted, shaking my armsin my sodden deeves.

“See?’ Al wasclearly pleased. “ All better.”

The dight ache of my ribsintruded as my pain charm broke. Most of the water was soaking my spell
book library. If | survived this, I'd haveto air them dl out. What ajerk.

“Ooooh, your eyeisdoing nicely,” he said as he reached forward to touch it. “ Eating your roommate' s
Brimstone, are we? Wait until you try the red stuff. It will knock your socks off.”

| jerked back when his gloved hand brushed my skin with the scent of lavender, but Al’s hand dropped
lower to grasp my hair. Shrieking, | swung my foot up. He caught it, moving faster than | could follow.
Ceri watched in pity as| fought, helpless. Holding my foot high, he forced me againgt the counter. His
glasses had been knocked aside, and he smiled a me with adomineering delight. “ The hard way,” he
whispered. “Marvelous.”

“No!” | exclaimed asapair of sheers suddenly glinted in his hand.



“Hold till,” he said, dropping my foot and pinning me against the counter.

| wiggled and spit at him, but he had me against the counter and | could do nothing. | panicked as|
heard metal sheering. Helet go by turning misty, and | fell to thefloor.

Hand clutching my hair, | scrambled to my feet. “ Stopit! Just stopit!” | shouted, aternating my attention
between his glee and the chunk he had cut from my hair. Damn it, it was at least four incheslong. “Do
you know how long it takesto grow my hair out!”

Al gave Ceri asdelong glance asthe scissors disgppeared and he dropped my hair into the potion.
“She sworried about her hair?’

My gaze shot to the red strands floating on top of Al’ sbrew, and as| stood therein my soggy swester, |
went cold. That vat of potion wasn't for Al to give me more of hisaura. It wasfor me giving him mine.
“Oh, hell no!” | exclaimed, backing up. “I’m not giving you my aural”

Al plucked a ceramic spoon from the rack hanging over the center idand counter and pushed the strands
of hair down. He had arefined elegance in hisvelvet and lace, every inch of him astrim and debonair as
inhumanly possible. “Isthat arefusd, Rached?” he murmured. “Plesse tell meit was?’

“No,” I whispered. Therewas nothing | could do. Nothing.

His smile went wider. “Now your blood to quicken it, love.”

Pulse pounding, | looked from the needle between hisfinger and thumb to thevat. If | ran, | washis. If |
did this, he could use me through the lines. Damn, damn, and double damn.

Numbing my thoughts, | took the tarnished slver needle. My mouth went dry asits heavy weight filled
my grip. It was aslong as my palm and elaborately tooled. Thetip was copper so the silver wouldn't
interfere with the charm. Peering closer, | felt my stomach turn. There was a naked twisted body writhing
around the barrel. “God save me,” | whispered.

“He snot listening. HE stoo busy.”

| siffened. Al had come up behind me and was whispering in my ear.

“Finish the potion, Rachel.” His bresth was hot on my cheek, and | couldn’t move as he pulled my hair
back. A shudder rippled through me as hetilted his head and bent closer. “Finishit...” he breathed, his
lipsbrushing my skin. | could smell starch and lavender.

Teeth gritted, | gripped the needle and stabbed it into me. My held breath came out, and | held it again. |
thought | heard Ceri crying.

“Threedrops,” Al whispered, nuzzling my neck.

My head hurt. Blood pounding, | held my finger over the vat and massaged three dropsinto it. The scent
of redwood rose, briefly overpowering the cloying stench of burnt amber.

“Mmmm, richer.” His hand wrapped around mine, taking the needle back. It vanished in asmear of
ever-after, and his grip shifted to my bleeding finger. “Give me ataste?’



| jerked back asfar from himas| could, my arm stretched out between us. “No.”
“Leave her done!” Ceri pleaded.
Sowly Al' sgrip loosened. He watched me, anew tension risng in him.

| wrestled my hand away and put another step between us. | clutched my arms about me, cold despite
the hester blowing on my bare feet.

“Get onthemirror,” he said, hisface expressionless behind his smoked glasses.

My gaze shot to it waiting for me on thefloor. “I—I can’t,” | whispered.

Histhin lips pressed together, and | gritted my teeth to keep silent when he picked me up and set me on
it. | inhaled, eyeswidening when | fdt like | dipped two inchesinto the mirror. “Oh God, oh God,” |
moaned, wanting to reach for the counter, but Al wasin the way, grinning.

“Push your auraoff,” hesaid.

“I can't,” | panted, feding mysdf hyperventilate.

Al pulled his glasses down histhin nose and looked at me over them. “Doesn't matter. It' sdissolving like
sugar intheran.”

“No,” I whispered. My knees started shaking and the pounding in my head worsened. | could fed my
auradipping away and Al’ staking astronger hold on me.

“Capitd and fing,” Al said, hisgoat eyes on the mirror.

My gaze followed his, and | clutched a my stomach. | could see mysdif init. My face was coveredin
Al’saura, black and empty. Only my eyes showed, afaint glow flickering about them. It was my soul,
trying to make enough aurato put between Al’ sauraand me. It wasn't enough asthe mirror sucked it all
up and | could fed Al’spresence sink into me.

| found | was panting. | imagined what it must have been like for Ceri, her soul utterly goneand Al's
auraseeping into her likethisal thetime, dien and wrong.

| shook. Hands clasped over my mouith, | looked frantically for something to throw up in. Gagging, |
lurched off the mirror. | would not spew. | wouldn't.

“Marvelous,” Al said as| hunched over, my teeth clenched and my bilerising. “You got al of it. Here.
I'll just dipit into the vat for you.”

Hisvoice was cheery and bright, and as| peered at him from around my hair, Al dropped the mirror into
the potion. The brew flashed to clear. Just like | knew it would.

Ceri was gitting on the floor, crying with her head on her knees. She pulled her head up, and | thought
she looked dl the more beautiful for her tears. | only looked ugly when | cried.

| jumped when athick yelowed tome hit the counter beside me. The light through the window was
darting to brighten, but the clock said it was only five. Almost three hours before the sun would riseto



end this nightmare, unless Al ended it sooner.
“Read it.”

Looking down, | recognized it. It was the book | had found in my attic, the one that Ivy claimed wasn't
among the ones she planted up there for me, the very same onethat | had given to Nick to hold for me
after | accidentdly used it to make him my familiar and the same book that Al had tricked away from us.
The one Algdiarept wrote to make people into demon familiars. Shit.

| swallowed hard. My fingerslooked pae as | put them on the text, running down to find the incantation.
It wasin Latin, but | knew the trandation. “Someto you, but al to me,” | whispered. “Bound by ties
made so by plea.”

“Parstibi, totummihi,” Al said, grinning.“Vinctus vinculuis, precefractis.”

My fingers started shaking. “Moon made safe, ancient light made sane. Chaos decreed, taken tripped if
bane”

“Lunaservata, lux sanata. Chaos statutum, pejus minutum.Go on. Finish.”

Therewas only onelineleft. Oneline, and the spell would be complete. Nine words, and my life would
be aliving hell whether | was on thisside of thelines or not. | took a breath. Then another. L ee of
mind,” | whispered. My voice trembled, and it was getting harder to breathe. “Bearer of pain. Save until
theworldsaredain...”

Al’sgrin widened and his eyes flashed black.“ Mentem tegens, malum ferens,” he intoned.“ Semper
servus. Dum duret—mundus.”

With an eager impatience, Al pulled his gloves from his hands and plunged hishandsinto the vat. |
jerked. A twang reverberated through me, followed by gut-wrenching dizziness. Black and smothering,
the charm wrapped about my soul, numbing me.

Red-knuckled hands dripping, Al steadied himsdlf againgt the counter. A shimmer of red cascaded over
him, and hisimage blurred before sttling. He blinked, seemingly shaken.

| took a breath, then another. It was done. He had my aurafor good—all but what my soul was
desperatdy trying to replace to indnuate between my being and Al’ sauratill coating me. Maybeintime
it would get better, but | doubted it.

“Good,” he said, tugging his deeves down and wiping his hands off on ablack towel that had appeared
in hisgrip. White gloves materidized, hiding his hands. “Good and done. Capital.”

Ceri cried softly, but | wastoo drained to even look at her.
My cell phone chirped from my bag on the far counter, sounding absurd.

Thelast of Al sfleeting disquiet vanished. “ Oh, do let me answer,” he said, breaking the circle ashe
went to get it.

| shuddered as| felt adight pull from my empty center asthe energy went back through Al and into the
lineit originated from. Al s eyebrows were high in delight when he turned with my cdll phonein hisgloved



hand. “1 wonder who it is?” he Smpered.

Unable to stand any longer, | dipped to the floor, my back to the counter as | hugged my knees. The
vent air was warm on my bare feet, but my damp jeans soaked up the cold. | was Al’ sfamiliar. Why was
| even bothering to keep the air moving in and out of my lungs?

“That’ swhy they take your soul,” Ceri whispered. “Y ou can't kill yoursdlf if they have your will.”
| stared, only now understanding.

“Hello-0-0-07" Al purred, leaning against the sink, the pink cylinder looking odd againgt his old world
charm. “Nicholas Gregory Sparagmos! What addight!”

My head came up. “Nick?’ | breathed.

Al held along hand over the receiver and smpered. “1t' syour boyfriend. I'll field it for you. Y ou look
tired.” Wrinkling his nose, he turned to the phone. “Fed that, did you?’ he said cheerfully. “ Something
missing, now isthere? Be careful what you wish for, littlewizard.”

“Where' sRachd!” came Nick’ svoice, thin and tinny. He sounded panicked, and my heart sank. |
reached out, knowing Al wouldn't give the phoneto me.

“Why, she'sat my feet,” Al said, grinning. “Mine, dl mine. She made amistake, and now she’ smine.
Send her flowersfor her grave. It'sdl you can do.”

The demon listened for amoment, emotions flickering over him. “Oh, don’t be making promises you
can't keep. It iss0-0-0-0 lower class. Asit happens, I’'m not in need of afamiliar anymore, so | won't
be responding to your little summons; don’t call me. She saved your soul, little man. Too bad you never
told her how much you loved her. Humans are so stupid.”

He broke the connection with Nick in mid-protest. Snapping the phone closed, he dropped it back in
my bag. It started ringing immediately, and he tapped it once. My phone played its obnoxious good-bye
song and shut off.

“Now.” Al clapped his hands. “Where werewe? Ahyes. I'll be right back. | want to seeit work.” Red
eyesglowing in ddlight, he vanished with asmdl shift of air.

“Rachd!” Ceri cried. Shefell into me, dragging me out of the broken circle. | pushed at her, too
depressed to try to get away. It was coming. Al was going to fill me with hisforce, making mefed his
thoughts, turning meinto a copper-top battery that could make histeaand do hisdishes. Thefirst of my
helplesstearsdribbled out, but | couldn’t find the will to hate mysdlf for them. | knew | should be crying.
| had gambled my lifeto put Piscary away and lost.

“Rachel! Please!” Ceri pleaded, her grip on my arm hurting as shetried to drag me. My damp feet made
asqueaking noise, and | pushed at her, trying to get her to stop.

A red bubble of ever-after popped into existence where Al had pinged out. The air pressure violently
shifted, and both Ceri and | clasped our handsto our ears.

“Damnit dl to heaven and back!” Al swore, hisvelvet green frock open and in disarray. His hair was
wild and his glasseswere gone. “Y ou did everything right!” he shouted, gesturing violently. “1’ve got your



aura. You've got mine. Why can't | reach you through the lines!”

Ceri kndlt behind me, her arm protectively about me. “1t didn’'t work?’ she quavered, pulling me back a
little more. Her wet finger traced aquick circle about us.

“Dol look likeit worked?” he exclaimed. “Do | look happy to you?’

“No,” she breathed, and her circle expanded about us, black-smeared but strong. “Rachel,” she said,
giving me asgueeze. “Y ou're going to be okay.”

Al went dill. Deathly quiet, he turned, his boots making a soft sound againgt the flooring. “No, sheisn't.”
My eyeswidened at his frustrated anger.Oh God. Not again.

| stiffened as he tapped aline and sent it crashing into me. With it came awhisper of hisemotion,
satisfied and anticipatory. Fire coursed through me, and | screamed, pushing Ceri away. Her bubble
burgt in aglittering sensation of hot needles, adding to my agony.

Curled into afetal pogtion, | frantically thought the word, Tulpa, dumping in relief asthe torrent coursed
through me and sttled in the sphere in my head. Panting, | dowly pulled my head up. Al’s confusion and
frugtration filled me. My anger grew until it overshadowed hisemotions.

Al’sthoughtsin mine shifted to stark surprise. Vison blurring aswhat | was seeing conflicted with what
my brain said wastrue, | ssumbled to my feet. Most of the candles were out, knocked over to make
puddies of wax and scenting the air with smoke. Al felt my defiance through our link, and hisface turned
ugly when my pride for having learned to store energy seeped into him. “Ceri...” hethreatened, his goat
eyesnarrowing.

“Itdidn’t work,” | said, my voicelow as| watched him from around my stringy wet hair. “ Get out of my
kitchen.”

“I’m going to have you, Morgan,” Al snarled. “If | can’t take you by right, I'll by god beet you into
submission and pull you in, broken and bleeding.”

“Ohyeah?’ | came back with. | glanced at the pot that had held my aura. His eyes widened in surprise
as he knew my thought the instant | had it. The bond now went both ways. He had made a mistake.

“Get out of my kitchen!” | exclaimed, dumping the line energy he had forced me to hold back through
our familiar link and into him. | jerked upright asit dl flowed from me and into him, leaving me empty. Al
stumbled backward, shocked.

“Youcanicula " hecried, hisimage blurring.

Staggering to remain upright, he tapped the line, adding more force.

Eyesnarrowing, | set my thoughtsto loop it right back at him. Whatever he was going to send into me
was going to end up right back in him.

Al choked as he sensed what | was going to do. There was a sudden wrench in my gut and | stumbled,
catching mysdlf againgt the table as he broke the live connection between us. | stared at him acrossthe
kitchen, breath rough. Thiswas going to be settled right here and now. One of uswas going to lose. And



it wasn't going to be me. Not in my kitchen. Not tonight.

Al put onefoot behind him, taking a deceptively relaxed stance. He ran ahand over his hair, smoothing
it. His round smoked glasses gppeared, and he buttoned hisfrock. “Thisisn't working,” he said flatly.

“No,” | rasped. “Itisn't.”

Safein her circle, Ceri snickered. “You can't have her, Algaiarept, you big stupid,” she mocked,
making me wonder at her word choice. “Y ou made the familiar gate swing both ways when you forced
her to give you her aura. Y ou're her familiar asmuch assheisyours.”

Al’'smomentary placid face blossomed into anger. I’ ve used this spell athousand timesto milk auras,
and this has never happened before. And | amnot her familiar.”

| watched, feding tense and ill as athree-legged stool appeared behind Al. It looked like something
Attilathe Hun would have used, with ared velvet cushion and horsehair fringe going to the floor. Not
bothering to seeif it was behind him, he sat, his expression puzzled.

“That’swhy Nick called,” | said, and Al gave me apatronizing look. When hetook my aura, it broke
the bond | had with Nick. He had felt it. Aw, crep. Al was my familiar?

Ceri gestured that | should join her in her circle, but | couldn’t chancethat Al might hurt her in theinstant
it would taketo reformiit. Al, though, was preoccupied with his own thoughts.

“Thisign't right,” he mumbled. “I’ ve done this before with hundreds of witcheswith soulsand it’s never
forged abond this strong. What' s so different about...”

My stomach dropped as dl visible emotion drained from him. He glanced at the clock above the Sink,
then me. “Come here, little witch.”

1] NO-”
He pressed his lips together and stood.

Gasping, | backpedaled, but he had my wrist and pulled meto theidand counter. “Y ou’ ve donethis
spell before,” he said as he squeezed my pricked finger, making it bleed again. “When you made
Nicholas Gregory Sparagmos your familiar. It was your blood in the brew, little witch, that invoked it?”

“You know it was.” | wastoo drained to be frightened anymore. “Y ou werethere.” | couldn’t see his
eyes, but my reflection in his glasses|ooked ugly and pae with wet stringy hair.

“And it worked,” he said thoughtfully. “It didn’t just bind you, it bound you tight enough for you to draw
alinethrough him?’

“That'swhy heleft,” | said, surprised | could still fed the pain.

“Y our blood kindled the spdll fully....” Speculation wasthick in his goat eyes as he looked a me from
over hisglasses. He drew my hand up, and though | tried to wiggle free of him, helicked the blood from
my finger with acold, tingling sensation. “ So subtly scented,” he breathed, his eyes never leaving mine.
“Like perfumed air your lover haswalked through.”



“Let go,” | said, pushing at him.
“Y ou should be dead,” he said, hisvoicefull of wonder. “How isit that you' re il aive?’

Jaw clenched, | worked at hisgrip on me, trying to get my fingers between him and my wrist. “I work
hard at it.” With agasp, | fell back as he released his hold.

“Youwork hard at it.” Smiling, he took a step back and gave me aonce-over. “ The mad have agrace
al their own. | must go start a study group.”

Frightened, | hunched over my wrist and held it.
“And | will havethelikes of you asmy own, Rachd MarianaMorgan. Count onit.”
“I’'m not going into the ever-after,” | said tightly. “ Y ou'll haveto kill mefirg.”

“Youdon't haveachoice,” heintoned, chilling me. “Y ou tap aline when the sunisdown, and I’ll find
you. Y ou can't make the circle that can keep me out. If you aren’t on holy ground, Il beat you slly and
drag you into the ever-after. And from there, you will not escepe.”

“Try it,” | threatened, reaching behind me to find the mesat-tenderizing hammer hanging on the overhead
rack. “Y ou can’'t touch me unless you go solid, and it’ s going to hurt, red man.”

Brow furrowed in concern, Al hesitated. The thought flitted through methat it must be like swatting at a
wasp. Timing iseverything.

Ceri waswearing asmilel didn’'t understand. “Algaliarept,” she said softly. “Y ou made amisteke. She
found aloophole in your contract, and now you'll accept it and leave Rachd MarianaMorgan aone. If
you don’t, I’'m going to start aschool on holding line energy.”

The demon’ sface went blank. “ Ah, Ceri? Wait amoment, love.”

Hammer in hand, | backed up until her bubble was cold at my back. Her hand reached out, and |
jumped when she pulled mein, her circle flashing up dmost before | knew it had falen. My shoulders
eased at the shimmer of black between usand Al. Therewas only the faintest glimmer of pale blue from
her damaged aura visible through the smutAl had left on her. | patted her hand as she gave me arelieved,
sdeways hug. “Isthat aproblem?’ | asked, not understanding why Al was so upset.

Ceri was positively smug. “I escaped him knowing how. He Il get in trouble for it. Big trouble. I'm
surprised he hasn't been called up on it yet. But then, no one knows.” She turned her mocking green
gyesonAl. “Yet”

| felt an odd stab of darm as| took in the savage satisfaction on her. She had known thisal aong,
smply waiting until the information could best be used. The woman was more contriving than Trent, and
shedidn’t seem to have a problem gambling with peopl€ slives, either, mineincluded. Thank God she
was on my side. She was, wasn't she?

Al raised a protesting hand. “Ceri, we can talk about this.”

“Inaweek,” she said confidently, “therewon't be aley line witch in Cincinnati that won't know how to
betheir own familiar. In ayear, the world will be closed to you and your kind, andyou will haveto



answer forit”

“Isitthat big of aded?’ | asked as Al adjusted his glasses and shifted from foot to foot. It was cold
away from the vent, and | shivered in my damp clothes.

“It'sharder to lull aperson into foolish choicesif they can fight back,” Ceri said. “If it getsout, their pool
of potentid familiarswill be wesk and undesirable in amatter of years.”

My mouth dropped open. “Oh.”
“I'mligening,” Al said, sitting with an uncomfortable iffness.

Hope so strong it was dmost painful raced through me. “ Take your demon mark off me, bresk the
familiar bond, agreeto leave me done, and | won't tell.”

Al snorted. “Not shy about asking for things, are you?’

Ceri gave my arm awarning squeeze and let go. “Let medo this. I’ ve written most of his nonverbal
contracts the last seven hundred years. Can | spesk for you?’

| looked at her, her eyes aight and savage with her need for revenge. Sowly | set the hammer down.
“Sure” | said, wondering just what, exactly, | had saved from the ever-after.

She pulled hersdf sraighter, an officid air falling over her. “1 proposethat Al will take his mark off you
and break the familiar bonds between you both, in return for your solemn vow to not teach anyone how
to hold line energy. Furthermore, you and your kin by blood or the laws of man shdl remain free of
reprisal from the demon known as Algdiarept and his agentsin thisworld or the ever-after from now until
the two worlds collide.”

| tried to find enough spit to swallow, failing. | never would have thought of that.

“No,” Al said firmly. “That’ sthree thingsto my one, and I’ ll not lose my hold on the likes of her
completely. | want away to recoup my loss. And if she crossesthelines, | don’t care what agreement
we have, she smine.”

“Canweforcehim?’ | said softly. “I mean, we do have him over abarre?’

Al chuckled. “1 could cal Newt into arbitrateif you like....”

Ceri went pale. “No.” Taking asteadying breath, shelooked at me, her confidence cracked but not
shattered. “What of the three can you bear to keep?’

| thought of my mother and my brother Robbie. Nick. “1 want him to break the familiar bonds,” | said,
“and | want him to leave me and my kin by blood or law aone. I'll keep the demon mark and settle up
leter.”

Algdiarept brought hisfoot up and propped his ankle atop a bent knee. “ Clever, clever witch,” he
agreed. “1f she breaks her word, she forfeits her soul.”

Ceri’seyeswent serious. “Rachd, if you teachanyone how to hold line energy, your soul belongsto
Algdiarept. He can pull you into the ever-after at hiswill and you are his. Do you understand?’



| nodded, believing for thefirst timethat | might see the sunrise again. “What happensif he bregks his
word?’

“If he harmsyou or your kin—by his own volition—Newt will put Algdiarept in abottle and you have a
genie. It's standard boilerplate, but I'm glad you asked.”

My eyeswidened. | looked from Al to her. “No shit?’
She smiled a me, her hair floating as she tucked it behind an ear. “No shit.”

Al harrumphed, and we jerked our attentions back to him. “What about you?’ he said, clearly annoyed.
“What do you want for kegping your mouth shut?’

The satisfaction of getting something back from her former captor and tormentor wasin Ceri’ seyes.
“Y ou will take back the stain on my soul that | took in your stead, and you will not seek reprisa against
me or my kinin body or law from now until the two worlds collide.”

“I"'m not taking back athousand years of curseimbaance,” Al said indignantly. “That’ swhy you were
my damn familiar.” He put both feet on the floor and leaned forward. “But | won't haveit said I’'m not
agreeable. Y ou keep the smut, but Il let you teach one person how to hold line energy.” A amile,
contriving and satisfied, filled hisunholy eyes. “One child. A girl child. Y our daughter. Andif shetdlls
anyone, her soul isforfet to me. Immediatdy.”

Ceri paed, and | didn’t understand. * She can tell one of her daughters, and so on,” she countered, and
Al amiled.

“Done.” He stood. The glow of ever-after energy hovered about him like a shadow. Lacing hisfingers
together, he cracked hisknuckles. “Oh, thisisgrand. Thisisgood.”

| looked at Ceri inwonder. “1 thought he’ d be upset,” | said softly.

She shook her head, clearly worried. “He gill has ahold on you. And he's counting on one of my kinto
forget the seriousness of the arrangement and make a mistake.”

“Thefamiliar bonds,” | ingsted, glancing at the dark window. *He breaks them now?’

“Thetime of dissolution was never stated,” Al said. He was touching the things he had brought into my
kitchen, making them disappear in asmear of ever-after.

Ceri drew hersdf up. 1t wastacitly implied. Break your hold, Algdiarept.”

He looked over hisglasses at her, smiling when he put a hand before and behind him and made a
mocking bow. “It isasmall thing, Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate. But you can't think less of mefor trying.”

Humming, he adjusted hisfrock. A bowl cluttered with bottles and slver implements appeared on the
idand counter. There was abook atop it dl, small with ahandwritten title, the script €l egant and looping.
“Why is he so happy?’ | whispered.

Ceri shook her head, the tips of her hair moving after her head stopped. “I’ ve only seen him like this
when he discovers a secret. I'm sorry, Rachel. Y ou know something that makes him very happy.”



Swell.

Holding the book at reading height, herifled through it, ascholarly air about him. “1 can break afamiliar
bond as easy as snapping your neck. Y ou, though, will haveto do it the hard way; I’ m not going to waste
astored curse on you. And since I’ll not have you knowing how to break familiar bonds, we will add a
little something.... Hereit is. Lilac wine. Itstartswith lilac wine.” His eyes met mine over the book. “For
you.”

A flash of cold went through me as he beckoned me out of the circle, asmall, smoky purple bottle
appearing behind hislong fingers.

| took aquick breath. “You'll break the bonds and leave?’ | said. “Nothing extra?’
“Rachd MarianaMorgan,” he admonished. “Do you think o little of me?’

| glanced at Ceri, and she nodded for meto go. Trusting her, not Al, | stepped forward. She broke the
crcleas| did, setting it in place immediately behind me.

He uncorked the bottle, pouring out aglimmering drop of amethyst into atiny cut crystal cup the size of
my thumb. Putting agloved finger to histhin lips, he extending it. Grimacing, | took it. My heart pounded.
| had no choice.

Coming closewith an eagerness | didn't trust, he showed me the open book. It wasin Latin, and he
pointed at a handwritten set of ingtructions. “ Seethisword?” he said.

| took a breath.“Umb—"

“Not yet!” Al shouted, making me start, heart pounding. “Not until the wine coats your tongue, supid.
My god, you think you’ d never twisted a curse before!”

“I'mnot aley linewitch!” | exclaimed, my voice harsher than it probably should be.
Al'seyebrowsrose. “You could be” Hiseyeswent to the glassin my grip. “Drink it.”

| glanced a Ceri. At her encouragement, | |et the tiny amount pass my lips. It was sweet, making my
tonguetingle. | could fed it seeping into me, relaxing my muscles. Al tapped the book, and | looked
down.“Umbra” | said, holding the drop on my tongue.

The wild sweetness went sour. “Auck,” | said, leaning forward to spit it out.

“Swdlow...” Al warned softly, and | started when he clamped ahand under my chin and tilted my head
back so | couldn’t open my mouth.

Eyestearing, | swalowed. My pounding heart echoed in my ears. Al leaned closer, his eyes going black
as heloosened his grip on me and my head drooped. My muscles went loose and watery, and when he
let go of me, | fell to thefloor.

Hedidn’t even try to catch me, and | landed in a pained crumple. My head hit the floor and | took a
quick breath. Closing my eyes, | gathered mysdlf, wedging my palms under me and sitting up. “Thanksa
hdll of alot for thewarning,” | said angrily, looking up and not finding him.



Confused, | stood to find Ceri ditting at the table with her head in her hands and her bare feet tucked
under her. The fluorescent light was off, and a single white candle sent a soft glow into the gloom of a
cloudy dawn. | stared at the window. The sun was up? | must have passed out. “Whereishe?’ |
breathed, blanching when | saw it was amost eight.

She pulled her head up, shocking me with how weary she seemed. “Y ou don’'t remember?’
My stomach rumbled, and there was an uneasy lightnessto it. “No. He sgone?’

She turned to face me squarely. “He took back hisaura. Y ou took back yours. Y ou broke the bond
with him. Y ou cried and called him ason of abitch and told him to leave. He did—after he struck you so
hard you lost consciousness.”

| felt my jaw, then the back of my head. It felt about the same: redlly, redlly bad. | was damp and cold,
and | got up, clasping my arms around me. “Okay.” | felt my ribs, deciding nothing was broken.
“Anything ese | ought to know?’

“Y ou drank an entire carafe of coffee in about twenty minutes.”

That might explain the shakes. It had to be that. Outsmarting demons was becoming old hat. | sat besde
Ceri, exhaing in along breath. Ivy would be home soon. “Y ou like lasagna?

A smile blossomed over her. “Oh, yes, please.”
Twenty-four

My sneakers were sillent on theflat carpet of Trent’s back hallways. Both Quen and Jonathan were with
me, leaving metrying to decide if they were escort or prison guard. We had already woven through the
Sunday-silent public areas of his offices and conference roomsthat Trent hid hisillega activities behind.
Publicly, Trent controlled agood portion of the transportation that ran through Cincinnati, coming in from
al directions and leaving the same: railways, roadways, and even asmall municipa airport.

Privatdly, Trent ran agood dedl more, using those same trangportation systemsto get hisillega genetic
products out and expanding his Brimstone distribution. That Saladan was cutting into hisbusinessin his
hometown probably cheesed the man off to no end. It was afinger intheair if anything was. And tonight
ought to be an education as Trent either broke that finger off and jammed it into one of Sdladan’s
convenient orifices or took ahit. | didn’t like Trent, but I’ d keep him diveif it wasthe latter.

Though | don’t know why, | thought as | followed Quen. It was barren down here, lacking even the
ingtitutiona holiday decorationsthat graced the front. The man was dime. He had hunted me down like
an animal the time he caught me stedling evidence from his secondary office, and my face warmed when |
reglized we werein the halway that led to that very room.

A hdf step ahead of me, Quen wastense, dressed in his vaguely uniformlike black body stocking. He
had a snug black and green jacket on over it today, making him look like Scotty might beam him up at
any moment. My hair brushed my neck, and | purposely shifted my head to fed thetipstickle my
shoulders. | had gotten it cut that afternoon to match the chunk Al had taken out, and the cream rinse the
stylist had used wasn't doing much to tameit.

My garment bag with the outfit Kisten had picked out for me was over my shoulder, back from the



cleaners. | had even remembered the jewelry and boots. | wasn't going to put them on until | knew | was
taking thisrun. | suspected Trent might have other ideas—and my jeans and sweatshirt with the Howlers
logo looked out of place beside Jonathan’ stailored elegance.

The digtasteful man hung an irritating three steps behind us. He had met us at the steps of Trent’smain
building and remained aslent, accusing, professionaly cold presence since. The man was six-tenif he
was afoot, hisfeatures pointy and sharp. An aristocratic, hawklike nose gave him an air of smelling
something offensve. Hiseyeswere acold blue, and his carefully styled black hair was graying. | hated
him, and | wastrying redlly hard to overlook that he had tormented me when | wasamink trapped in
Trent’ s office for three unred days.

Warming at the memory, | took off my coat aswe waked, struggling, as neither man offered to take my
garment bag. There was a definite moistness to the air the farther back we went. Faint to the point of
being amost sublimina was the sound of running water, piped in from who knew where. My steps
dowed when | recognized the doorway to Trent’ s secondary office. Behind me, Jonathan stopped. Quen
continued without pause, and | hurried to catch up.

Jonathan clearly wasn't pleased. “Where are you taking her?” he asked belligerently.
Quen’ssteps grew iff. “To Trenton.” He never turned around or changed his pace.

“Quen...” Jonathan’s voice was thick in warning. | glanced mockingly back, pleased to see hislong
wrinkled face showing worry rather than his perpetua stuck-up sneer. Brow furrowed, Jonathan
hastened forward as we halted before the arched wooden door at the end of the hall. The overly tall man
pushed in front, placing ahand atop the heavy metd latch as Quen reached for it. “Y ou aren’t taking her
inthere,” Jonathan warned.

| shifted my garment bag in asound of diding nylon, my eyes going from one to the other asthe politica
currents passed between them. Whatever was behind the door was good.

The smaller, more dangerous man narrowed his eyes, and the pox scars went white in his suddenly red
face. “ Sheisgoing to keep him divetonight,” he said. “I'm not going to make her change and wait for
him in a secondary office like apaid whore.”

Jonathan’ s blue eyes went even more determined. My pulse quickened, and | stepped out from between
them. “Move,” Quen intoned, his surprisingly deep voice resonating through me.

Flustered, Jonathan stepped back. Quen pulled it open, the musclesin his back tensing. “ Thank you,” he
sad ingncerdly asthe door swung out, dow with inertia

My lips parted; the door was afreaking six inchesthick! The sound of running water chattered out,
accompanied by the scent of wet snow. It wasn't cold, though, and | peered past Quen’ s narrow
shoulders to see a soft mottled carpet and awall paneled in a dark wood that had been oiled and rubbed
until it glistened with golden depths. This, | thought as | followed Quen in,had to be Trent’ s private
quarters.

The short hallway immediately expanded into a second-story walkway. My feet stopped as | looked out
over thelarge room below us. It wasimpressive, maybe 130 feet long, half as much wide, and twenty
feet tal. We had come out on the second floor, which hugged the ceiling. Below, amid the rich carpet
and woods, were casudly placed seat ing arrangements of couches, chairs, and coffee tables. Everything
was in soft earth tones, accented with maroon and black. A fireplace the size of afire truck took up one



wall, but what drew my attention was the floor-to-ceiling window that stretched the entirety of thewall
acrossfrom me, letting in the dusky light of early evening.

Quen touched my elbow, and | started down the wide carpeted stairs. | kept one hand on the banister
sncel couldn’t look away from the window, fascinated. Window, not windows, asit seemed to be one
plate of glass. | didn't think glassthat large was structurally sound, but there it was, looking asif it was
only afew millimetersthick with no digtortion. It was asif nothing wasthere.

“It'snot plagtic,” Quen said softly, hisgreen eyeson theview. “It'sley lineenergy.”

My eyesjerked to his, reading the truth in his eyes. Seeing my wonder, afaint smile edged his
Turn-scarred features. “1t’ s everyon€e sfirst question,” he said, showing how he knew where my thoughts
had been. “Sound and air are the only things to pass through.”

“It must have cost afortune,” | said, wondering how they got the usual red haze of ever-after out of it.
Beyond it was astunning vistaof Trent’s private, snow-dumped gardens. A crag of stonerose dmost as
high asthe roof, awaterfall cascading over it to leave thickening bands of iceto glint in the last of the
day’ slight. Thewater pooled into anaturd-looking basin that | would have bet wasn't, turning into a
stream that meandered through the well-established evergreens and shrubs until it vanished.

A deck gray with age and swept clear of snow stretched between the window and the landscaping. As|
dowly descended to the lower level, | decided the round disk of cedar flush with the deck and lesking
steam was probably a hot tub. Nearby was a sunken areawith seating for backyard parties. | had dways
thought vy’ sgrill with its gleaming chrome and huge burnerswas over the top, but whatever Trent had
was probably obscene.

My feet found thefirst floor, and my gaze dropped to my feet asit suddenly seemed | waswalking on
loam instead of carpet. “Nice,” | breathed, and Quen indicated that | should wait at the nearest gathering
of chairs.

“I'll tell him,” the security officer said. He shot Jonathan what | thought was awarning look before he
retraced his steps to the second floor to vanish into an unseen area of the house.

I laid my coat and garment bag on aleather couch and made a dow spin on my heel. Now that | was
downgtairs, the fireplace looked even bigger. It wasn't lit, and | thought | could probably stand up in the
hearth without stooping. At the opposite end of the room was alow stage with built-in amps and alight
display. A nice-sized dance floor spread before it, surrounded by cocktall tables.

Hidden and cozy under the shelter of the second-story overhang was along bar, the well-oiled wood
and chrome gleaming. There were more tables here, bigger and lower. Huge plantersfull of dark green
foliage that could flourish in the dimmer light surrounded them to give ameasure of privacy thet thelarge
open floor plan lacked.

The noise from the waterfall had quickly retreated into an unnoticed background babble, and the stillness
of the room soaked into me. There were no attendants, no one moving through the room on other
business, not even one holiday candle or dish of sweets. It was asif the room was caught under a
storybook spell, waiting to be woken. | didn’t think the room had been used for what it was designed for
snce Trent’ sfather died. Eleven yearswasalong timeto be silent.

Fedling peacein the quiet of the room, | took adow breath and turned to find Jonathan eyeing me with
obvious distagte. Thefaint tensonin hisjaw sent my eyesto where Quen had vanished. A faint smile



quirked the corner of my mouth. “Trent doesn’t know you two cooked this up, doeshe?’ | said. “He
thinks Quen isgoing with him tonight.”

Jonathan said nothing, the twitch in hiseyetdling me | wasright. Smirking, | dropped my shoulder bag
to the floor beside the couch. “I bet Trent could throw ahell of aparty,” | prompted, hoping for
something. Jonathan was slent, and | wove past alow coffee table to stand with my hands on my hipsto
look out the “window.”

My breath made the sheet of ever-after ripple. Unableto resis, | touched it. Gasping, | jerked my hand
back. An odd, drawing sensation pulled through me, and | clutched my hand within the other asif I'd
been burned. It was cold. The sheet of energy was so cold that it burned. | looked behind meto
Jonathan, expecting to see him smirking, but he was staring at the window, hislong face dack in surprise.

My gaze followed his, my ssomach tightening as | redlized the window wasn't clear anymore, but swirling
with amber shades of gold. Damn. It had taken on the color of my aura. Clearly Jonathan hadn’t
expected this. My hand ran through my short hair. “Ah...Oops”

“What did you do to thewindow?’ he exclaimed.
“Nothing.” | took aguilty step back. “I just touched it, that’sal. Sorry.”

Jonathan’ s hawklike features took on more ugliness. Steps long and jerky, he strode to me. “Y ou hack.
Look what you did to thewindow! | will not allow Quen to entrust Mr. Kdlamack’ s safety to you
tonight.”

My face warmed, and finding an easy outlet for my embarrassment, | let it turn to anger. “ Thiswasn't my
idea” | snapped. “And | said | was sorry about the window. Y ou should be lucky I'm not suing for pain
and auffering.”

Jonathan took aloud bresth. “If he comesto any harm because of you, I'll—"

Anger flashed through me, fed by the memory of three daysin hell as he tormented me. “ Shut up,” |
hissed. Ticked that he wastaller than me, | stepped up onto a nearby coffeetable. “I’m not in acage
anymore,” | said, keegping enough presence of mind not to poke him in the chest with afinger. Hisface
went startled, then cloric. “The only thing between your head and my foot becoming red close and
persond right now is my questionable professondism. And if youever threaten meagain, I'll damyou
halfway across the room before you can say number-two pencil. Got it, you tall freak of nature?’

Frudtrated, he clenched hislong thin handstight.

“Go ahead, df-boy,” | seethed, feding theline energy | had spindled in my head earlier dmost spill over
tofill my body. “Give meareason.”

The sound of aclosing door jerked our attentions to the second-story walkway. Jonathan visibly hid his
anger and took a step back. Suddenly | felt redlly stupid on top of the table. Trent cameto a dtartled halt
above usin adress shirt and pants, blinking. “Rachel Morgan?’ he said softly to Quen, standing beside
and alittle behind him. “No. Thisisn’t acceptable.”

Trying to scrape something from the situation, | threw one hand extravagantly into the air. Putting the
other on my hip, | posed like aprop girl showing off anew car. “Tadal” | said brightly, very conscious
of my jeans, swesatshirt, and the new haircut | wasn't particularly fond of. “Hi, Trent. I’ m your baby-gitter



tonight. Where do your folks hide the good booze?’
Trent’s brow furrowed. “I don’t want her there. Put on your suit. We leavein an hour.”
“No, Sa’han.”

Trent had turned to walk away, but he jerked to astop. “Can | speak to you for amoment,” he said
oftly.

“Yes, Sahan,” the smdler man murmured deferentidly, not moving.
| hopped off the table. Did | know how to make agood first impression or what?

Trent frowned, his attention going from an unrepentant Quen to Jonathan’ s nervous stance. “Y ou're both
inonthis” hesad.

Jonathan laced his hands behind his back, subtly shifting himself another step from me. | trust Quen’s
judgment, Sa’han,” he said, hislow voicerising clear in the empty room. “I do not, however, trust Ms.
Morgan's”

Affronted, | huffed at him. “ Go suck on adanddion, Jon.”

The man’slipstwitched. | knew he hated the shortened name. Trent, too, wasn't happy. Glancing at
Quen, he started down the stairway with afast, even pace, haf dressed in his dark designer suit and
looking like acover model for GQ. Hiswispy blond hair had been dicked back, and his shirt pulled
dightly across his shoulders as he descended to the lower floor. The spring in hisstep and theglintin his
eye told me more clearly than anything that elveswere at their best the four hours around sunup and
sundown. A deep green tie was draped casually across the back of his neck, not yet fastened into place.
God help me, but he looked good, everything anything of the female persuasion could ever want: young,
handsome, powerful, confident. | wasn't pleased that | liked the way he looked, but there it was.

Question high in hisexpresson, Trent shook his deeves down and buttoned the cuffs with a preoccupied
quickness as he came down the tairs. The top two buttons of his shirt were undone, making an intriguing
sight. His head came up as he reached the lower landing, and he paused for a heartbeat when he saw the
window.

“What happened to the ward?’ he questioned.

“Ms. Morgan touched it.” Jonathan had the smug glee of asix-year-old tattling on hisolder sibling. “I’d
advise againgt Quen’ s plans. Morgan is unpredictable and dangerous.”

Quen shot him adark look that Trent missed since the man was buttoning the top of hisshirt. “Lights
full,” Trent said, and | squinted when huge lightsin the celling flickered on one by oneto makeit bright as
day. My stomach clenched as | looked at the window. Crap. | had broken it but good. Even my streaks
of red wereinit, and | didn’t like that the three of them would know | had that much tragedy in my past.
But at least Al’ sblack was gone. Thank God.

Trent came closer, his smooth face unreadable. The clean smell of aftershave drifted from him ashe
stopped. “It did thiswhen you touched it?’ he asked, his gaze going from my new haircut to the window.

“I, uh, yeah. Quen said it was a sheet of ever-after. | thought it was amodified protection circle.”



Quen ducked his head and stepped closer. “It's not a protection circle, it saward. Y our auraand the
auraof the person who st it up must resonate to asimilar frequency.”

Hisyoung features creased in worry, Trent squinted at it. An unshared thought passed through him, and
hisfingerstwitched. | eyed thetell, knowing he thought it more than odd, and significant. It wasanotion
that solidified when Trent glanced at Quen and something of a security nature passed between them.
Quen made asmdll shrug, and Trent took aslow bregth.

“Have someone from maintenance look at it,” Trent said. Tugging a his collar, he added loudly, “Lights
revert.” | froze when the glare vanished and my eyestried to adjust.

“I don't agreewith this,” Trent said in the soothing dimness, and Jonathan smiled.
“Yes, Sa han,” Quen said softly. “But you will take Morgan or you will not be going.”

Wdl, well, wel,l thought, astherims of Trent’searswent red. | hadn’t known Quen had the authority to
tell Trent what to do. Clearly, though, it was aright seldom invoked, and never without consequences.
Beside me, Jonathan looked positively ill.

“Quen...” Trent started.

The security officer took afirm stance, looking over Trent’s shoulder a nothing with his hands laced
behind his back. “My vampire bite makes me unrdiable, Salhan,” he said, and | winced at his obvious
pain of openly admitting it. “I’m no longer sure of my effectiveness.”

“Damnit, Quen,” Trent exclamed. “Morgan has been bitten, too. What makes her any more sure than
you?’

“Ms. Morgan has been living with avampire for seven months and hasn’t succumbed,” Quen said Htiffly.
“She has developed a series of defensive strategies for combating avamp trying to bespell her. | haven't,
yet, and o I’'m no longer reliable in questionable Situations.”

His scarred face was tight with shame, and | wished Trent would shut up and just go with it. This
confesson waskilling Quen.

“Sd han,” he said evenly. “Morgan can protect you. | cannot. Don't ask meto do this.”

| fidgeted, wishing | was somewhere else. Jonathan glared at me asif it were my fault. Trent’ sface was
pained and worried, and Quen flinched when he put a comforting hand upon his shoulder. With a
reluctant downess, Trent et hishand fall away. “ Get her a corsage and seeif there's something suitable
for her to wear in the green suite. She looks about the same size”

The flash of relief that crossed Quen was replaced by a deeper salf-doubt that |ooked wrong and
worrisome. Quen gppeared broken, and | wondered what he was going to do if hefelt he couldn’t
protect Trent anymore. “Yes, Sa han,” he murmured. “ Thank you.”

Trent'sgazefell on me. | couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and | felt cold and uneasy. The fedling
strengthened when Trent nodded once to Quen and said, “ Do you have amoment?’

“Of course, Sa han.”



The two of them headed into one of the unseen downstairs rooms to leave me with Jonathan. The
unhappy man gave me alook rifewith disgust. “Leave your dress here,” he said. “Follow me.”

“I have my own outfit, thanks,” | said picking up my shoulder bag, coat, and my garment bag from
where | had |eft them and following him to the sairs. At thefoot of the sairs, Jonathan turned. His cold
eyestraveled over me and my garment bag, and he sniffed patronizingly.

“It' sanice outfit,” | said, warming when he snickered.

Hetook the steps quickly, forcing me to scramble to keep up. “Y ou can look like awhoreif you like,”
he said. “But Mr. Kalamack has areputation.” He eyed me over his shoulder as he reached the top.
“Hurry up. Y ou don't have much timeto get presentable.”

Seething, | took two steps for every one of his as he cut a sharp right into alarge common room holding
acomfortable, more norma-szed living room. There was an efficiency at the back, and what looked like
abreakfast nook. One of Trent’ s live-shot video feeds showed a second view of the dim garden. Severd
heavy-looking doors opened up onto the area, and | was guessing thiswaswhere Trent did his“normal”
living. | became sure of it when Jonathan opened thefirst one to show asmall sitting room opening onto
an extravagant bedroom. It was decorated entirely in shades of green and gold, managing to look
wedlthy without dipping into gaudy. Another fake window past the bed showed the forest, dusky and
gray with twilight.

| assumed that the other doorsled to other such suites of rooms. All the weslth and privilege couldn’t
hide that the entire areawas set up to be very defensible. There probably wasn't areal window inthe
place other than the one downgtairs covered in ley line energy.

“Not that way,” Jonathan all but barked as| took a step to the bedroom. “That’ s the bedroom. Stay out
of it. The changing roomisover here”

“Sorry,” | said sarcadtically, then hitched my garment bag higher atop my shoulder and followed him into
abathroom. At least | thought it was a bathroom. There were so many plantsit was hard to tell. And it
wasthe size of my kitchen. The multitude of mirrorsreflected the lights that Jonathan flicked on until |
was squinting. The glare seemed to bother him, too, since he worked the bank of switches until the
multitude of bulbs reduced to one over the commode and one over the single sink and expangve counter.
My shoulders eased in the dimmer light.

“Thisway,” Jonathan said as he passed through an open archway. | followed, stopping short just inside.

| suppose it was a clost, as there were clothes in it—expensve-looking women'’ s clothes—but the room
was huge. A rice-paper screen took up one corner with avanity against the back of it. A smal table with
two chairs was tucked to the right of the door. To the left was atrifold mirror. All it needed was awet
bar. Damn. | wasso in the wrong line of work.

“Y ou can change here,” Jonathan said through hisnose. “Try not to touch anything.”

Ticked, | dropped my coat on achair and hung my garment bag on a convenient hook. Shoulderstight, |
unzipped the bag and turned, knowing Jonathan was judging me. But my eyebrows rose a his surprised
look while he took in the outfit Kisten had put together for me. Then his expression returned to its usua
ice. “You aren't wearing that,” he said flatly.

“Shoveit up your ass, Jon,” | snapped.



Movements stilted, he strode to a set of diding mirror doors, opening them to pull out ablack dressasif
he knew exactly whereit was. “Y ou will wearthis, ” he said, thrudting it at me.

“I’'m not wearing that.” | tried to make my voice cold, but the dress was exquisite, made of a soft fabric
cut low down the back and flatteringly high in the front and around the neck. It would fall to my anklesto
make me look tall and elegant. Swallowing back my envy, | said, “It’s cut too low in back to hide my
gplat gun. And it' stootight to runin. That’salousy dress”

His extended arm dropped, and it was dl | could do to keep from wincing when the beautiful fabric
puddled on the carpet. “ Y ou pick one out, then.”

“Maybe | will.” | stepped hestantly to the closet.
“The evening dressesarein that one,” Jonathan said, sounding patronizing.

“Duh...” I mocked, but my eyes widened and my hand went out to touch. God help me, they were al
beautiful, each having an understated elegance. They were organized by color, and matching shoes and
purses were carefully arranged undernesth. Some had hatsin the rack above them. My shoulders
dumped when | touched aflaming red dress, but Jonathan’ s whispered, “whore” encouraged meto keep
moving. My eyesleft it rductantly.

“So, Jon,” | said as he watched me shuffle through the dresses. “ Either Trent is a cross-dresser or he
enjoyshbringing Sze eight tall women to his house wearing evening gowns and sending them homein
rags.” | eyed him. “Or does he just knock them up and knock them off?

Jonathan’ s jaw clenched and hisface flushed. “ These are for Miss Ellasbeth.”

“Ellasbeth?’ My hands fell from a purple dress that would cost me amonth of runs. Trent had a
girlfriend? “Oh, hdll no! I'’m not wearing another woman’ s dress without asking.”

He snickered, hislong face taking on a hint of annoyance. “They belong to Mr. Kdamack. If he says
you can wear them, you can.”

Not fully reassured, | turned back to my search. But dl my apprehensions vanished when my hands
touched a soft filmy gray. “Oh, look at this,” | breathed, pulling the top and skirt from the closet and
holding them triumphantly up, asif he gave aflyingflip.

Jonathan looked from the cabinet of scarves, belts, and purses he had just opened. “I thought we threw
that out,” he said, and | made aface, knowing he was trying to make mefed likeit wasugly. It wasn't.
Thetight bustier and matching skirt were elegant, the fabric soft to the touch and thick enough for winter
without being binding. It was a shimmering black once | got it into the light. The skirt went to the floor,
but was split in amultitude of narrow bands from the knees so it would flutter about my ankles. And with
the ditsthat high, my splat guninitsthigh holster would be an easy reach. It was perfect.

“Isit suitable?’ | asked as| took it to the hanger and hung it over my ouitfit. | looked up when he was
dlent, finding hisface twisted.

“It will do.” Heraised hiswatchband to hiswrigt, pushing a button and spesking into the spiffy-keen
communicator | remembered wasthere. “Make the corsage black and gold,” he muttered. Glancing at
the door, he added to me, “I’ll get the matching jewelry from the safe.”



“I havemy own jewelry,” | said, then hesitated, not wanting to see what my imitation stuff would ook
like againgt fabric such asthis. “But okay,” | amended, unable to meet hiseyes.

Jonathan harrumphed. “1’1l send someone to do your makeup,” he added as he walked out.

That was downright insulting. “1 can touch up my own makeup, thank you,” | said loudly after him. | was
wearing mundane makeup atop the complexion spell that hid the remnants of my gtill healing black eye,
and | didn’t want anyoneto touchiit.

“Then | only haveto get the Sylist to do something with your hair,” came echoing back.

“My hair isfine!” | shouted. | looked in one of the mirrors, touching the loose curls sarting to frizz. “It's
fing” | added, softer. “1 just had it done.” But dl that | heard was Jonathan’ s sniggering laughter and the
sound of adoor opening.

“I’'m not going to leave her donein Ellasbeth’ sroom,” came Quen’sgravely voicein answer to
Jonathan’ s muitter. “She'd kill her.”

My eyebrows rose. Did he mean | would kill Ellasbeth, or Ellasbeth would kill me? That kind of detall
was important.

| turned when Quen’ s silhouette took up the doorway to the bathroom. “Y ou baby-sitting me?’ | said as
| grabbed my dip and nylons and took the black dress behind the screen.

“Miss Ellasbeth isn't aware you're on the grounds,” he said. “I didn’t think it necessary totell her, as
she' sreturning home, but she’ s been known to change her plans without notice.”

| eyed the rice paper between Quen and me, then kicked off my snegkers. Fedling vulnerable and short,
| shimmied out of my clothes, folding them instead of |etting them St inacrumpled hegp as | usudly did.
“You'reredly big on that need-to-know kick, aren't you?’ | said, and | heard him speak softly to
someonewho had just comein. “What isit you aren't telling me?’

The second, unseen person left. “Nothing,” Quen said shortly.
Yeah, right.

Thedresswaslined in silk, and | stifled amoan asit eased over me. | looked down at the hem, deciding
that it would fall right when | put my boots on. Brow pinching, | hesitated. My boots weren't going to
work. I’d have to hope Ellasheth was a size eight shoe and that tonight’ s buitt kicking could be
accomplished in hedls. The bustier gave me asmidgen of trouble, and | findly gave up trying to zip it the
lest inch.

| gave mysdf one last [ook, tucking my complexion amulet between me and my waistband. Splat gunin
my thigh holgter, | came round the screen. “Zip me up, honey?’ | said lightly, earning what | thought was
asddom-given smile from Quen. He nodded, and | showed him my back. “Thanks,” | said when he
finished.

He turned to the table and chairs, stooping to pick up a corsage that hadn’t been there when | went
behind the screen. It was ablack orchid bound with agold and green ribbon. Straightening, he took the
pin from it, hesitating as he looked at the narrow strap. Right off | knew his dilemma, and | wasn't going



to hdp himabit.

Quen’ s scarred face pinched. Eyes on my dress, hislips pressed together. “ Excuse me,” he said,
reaching forward. | froze, knowing he wouldn't touch me unless he had to. There was enough fabric to
attach it, but he would haveto put hisfingers between that pin and me. | exhded, collgpsing my lungsto
give him asmidgen moreroom.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

The back of hishand was cold, and | stifled ashiver. Trying not to fidget, | sent my attention to the
celling. A faint smile crossed me, growing as he got the orchid fastened and stepped away with an
exhdation of relief.

“ Something funny, Morgan?’ he said sourly.

| dropped my head, watching him from around my drooping bangs. “Not redlly. Y ou reminded me of my
dad—for aminute there.”

Quen adopted alook both disbelieving and questioning. Shaking my head, | grabbed my shoulder bag
from the table and went to Sit at the vanity againgt the screen. “ See, we had this big seventh-grade dance,
and | had astraplessdress,” | said as| brought out my makeup. “My dad wouldn’t let my date pin the
flower on, so hedid it himsdlf.” My focus blurred, and | crossed my legs. “He missed my prom.”

Quen remained standing. | couldn’t help but notice he had put himself where he could see me and the
door both. “Y our father was a good man. He' d be proud of you tonight.”

Quick and painful, my bregth caught. Sowly | let it out, my hands resuming their primping. | redly
wasn't surprised Quen had known him—they were the same age—but it hurt nonetheless. “ Y ou knew
him?’ | couldn’t stop mysdlf from asking.

The look he gave me through the mirror was unreadable. “ He died well.”
Died well? God, what was it with these people?

Angry, | turned in my seat to see him directly. “Hedied in acruddy little hospital room with dirt in the
corners,” | said tightly. “He was supposed to say dive, damnit.” My voice was even, but | knew it
wouldn't stay that way. “He was supposed to be there when | got my first job, then lost it three days
later after | dugged the boss s son when hetried to fee me up. He was supposed to be there when |
graduated from high school and then college. He was supposed to be there to scare my datesinto
behaving so | wouldn’t have to find my own way home from wherever the prick dumped me when he
found I’ d fight back. But hewas't, was he? No. He died doing something with Trent’ sfather, and no
one hasthe ballsto tell mewhat great thing it was that was worth screwing up my lifefor.”

My heart pounded, and | stared at Quen’s quiet, poxscarred face. “Y ou’ ve had to be your own keeper
foralongtime” hesad.

“Yeah.” Lips pressed tight, | turned back to the mirror, my foot bobbing up and down.
“What does't kill you—"

“Hurts.” | watched hisreflection. “It hurts. It hurtsalot.” My black eye throbbed under my higher blood



pressure, and | reached to touch it. “I’'m strong enough,” | said bitterly. “1 don’t want to be any stronger.
Piscary isabagtard, and if he gets out of prison, he' sgoing to dietwice.” | thought of Skimmer, hoping
shewas as bad alawyer as shewas good afriend to Ivy.

Quen’ sfeet shifted, but he didn’t move. “Piscary?’

The question in his voice brought my gaze up. “He said he killed my dad. Did helieto me?’ Need to
know. Did I finally “need to know” according to Quen?

“Yesand no.” Thedf’ seyesflicked to the doorway.

| spuninthe chair. He could tell me. | think he wanted to. “Wdll, whichisit?’

Quen ducked his head and took a symbolic step back. “I1t’s not my place.”

Heart pounding, | stood, my hands clenched into fists. “What happened?’ | demanded.

Again Quen looked toward the bathroom. A light flicked on and abeam spilled into the room to diffuse
into nothing. An effeminate man’ s voice chattered seemingly toitsdf, filling the air with abright presence.
Jonathan answered back, and | looked at Quen in a panic, knowing he wouldn’t say anything in front of
him.

“It was my fault,” Quen said softly. “They were working together. | should have been there, not your
father. Piscary killed them as sure asif he had pulled the trigger.”

Feeling unredl, | stepped close enough to see the sweat on him. It was obvious he had overstepped his
bounds telling me even this much. Jonathan camein trailing aman dressed in tight black and shiny boots.
“Oh!” the smal man ex clamed, hustling to the vanity with hisfishing-tackle boxes. “It' sred! | adore red
hair. And it' snaturd, too. | cantell from here. Come sit, dove. Thethings| can do for you! Y ou won't
recognize yoursdf.”

| spun to Quen. Tired eyes haunted looking, he stepped away, leaving me breathless. | stood, staring,
wanting more, knowing | wouldn’t get it. Damn it, Quen’ stiming sucked, and | forced my handsto
remain a my sdeingeed of throttling him.

“Sit your fanny down!” the stylist exclaimed when Quen inclined his head at me and walked out. “I only
have haf an hour!”

Frowning, | gave Jonathan’s mocking expression atired look, then sat down in the chair and tried to
explantothemanthat | liked it theway it was, and could hejust giveit aquick brush through? But he
hissed and shushed me, pulling out bottle after bottle of spray and odd-looking instruments whose use |
couldn’t even guess. | knew it was a battle dready lost.

Twenty-five

| settled into the seet of Trent’ slimo, crossing my legs and arranging one of the narrow panels of my skirt
to cover my knee. The shawl | was using instead of a coat did down my back, and | let it stay there. It
amelled like Ellasbeth, and my subtler perfume couldn’t compete.

The shoeswereahdf szetoo small, but the dressfit perfectly: the bustier tight but not confining, and the
skirt riding high on my waist. My thigh holster was as subtle as dandelion fluff, completely unseen. Randy



had styled my shorter hair up off my neck, binding it with thick gold wire and vintage beadsinto an
elaborate coiffure that had taken the man twenty minutes of unending prattle to fix. But hewasright. | felt
completely unlike mysdlf andexpe-e-e-e-ensive.

Thiswasthe second limo I d been in that week. Maybeit wasatrend. If so, | could handle that. Jittery,
| glanced at Trent staring out at the huge trees as we approached the gatehouse, their black trunks
standing out againgt the snow. He seemed a thousand miles away, not even aware | was Sitting next to
him. “Takatal scar isnicer,” | said, bresking the silence.

Trent twitched, recovering smoothly. The reaction made him look asyoung ashewas. “Mine snot a
rental,” hesaid.

| shrugged, foot jiggling as| looked out the smoked window.
“Warm enough?’ he asked.
“What? Oh. Y es, thank you.”

Jonathan drove us past the guardhouse without dowing, the rising bar reaching its gpex the second we
passed under it. It closed equally fast. | fidgeted, checking my clutch purse for my charms, fedling for the
press of my splat gun, and touching my hair. Trent was looking out the window again, lost in hisown
world, which had nothing to do with me.

“Hey, sorry about thewindow,” | said, not liking the silence.
“I'll send you ahill if it can't befixed.” Heturned to me. “Y ou look nice.”

“Thank you.” | sent my eyesover hisslk-lined wool suit. He wasn't wearing an overcoat, and it was
tailored to show off every inch of him. His boutonniere was atiny black bud rose, and | wondered if he
hed grown it himsdlf. “Y ou wash up good yoursdf.”

He gave me one of his professona smiles, but therewasanew glint toit, and | thought it might actualy
have atinge of red warmth.

“Thedressisbeautiful,” | added, wondering how | was going to get through tonight without resorting to
talk about the weather. | leaned to tug my nylons straight.

“That remindsme.” Trent twisted to dip ahand into a pocket. “ These go with it.” He held out hishand,
dropping aheavy set of earringsinto my pam. “ There' s anecklace, too.”

“Thanks.” | tilted my head to take out my smple hoops, dropping them into my clutch purse and
snapping it closed. Trent’ s earrings were a series of interlocking circles, and heavy enough to bered
gold. | worked them into place, fedling their unfamiliar weight.

“And the necklace...” Trent held it up, and my eyes widened. It was gorgeous, made of interlaced rings
the size of my thumbnail and matching the earrings. They made a ddlicate lace panel, and | would have
labeled it goth but for itsrichness. A wooden pendant in the shape of the Cdltic rune for protection hung
from the nadir, and | hesitated in my reach. It was beautiful, but | suspected its peekaboo lace would
make me averitable vampire dut.

And Cdtic magic gave methewillies. It was a gpeciaized art, much of it depending upon one' s belief,



not if you did the spdll right or not. More of areligion than magic. | didn’t like mixing religion and
magic—it made for terribly strong forces when something unmeasurable mixed itswill with that of the
practitioner’ sintent, making the results not necessarily in line with what was expected. It waswild magic,
and | preferred mine nicely scientific. If you invoke the help of ahigher being, you can’t complain when
things don’t go to your plan, but to its.

“Turn around,” Trent said, and my eyesdarted to his. “I'll put it on you. It hasto be snug for it to ook
right.”

| was not about to show Trent | was squeamish, and as protection charms were fairly reliable, | took the
amplefake gold cord from around my neck and dropped it into my clutch bag with my earrings. |
wondered if Trent knew what wearing thiswas saying, deciding he probably did and thought it wasabig
joke.

Tengon tightened my shoulders as | gathered strands of hair that Randy had pulled for effect. The
necklace settled about my neck in aheavy feding of security, till warm from his pocket.

Trent’ sfingerstouched me, and | yelped in surprise asasurge of ley line energy rose through me and
into him. The car swerved and Trent’ sfingers jerked away. The necklace hit the carpeted floor with a
tinkle of metal. Hand to my throat, | stared at him.

He had put himsdlf into the corner. The amber light from the ceiling glinted to make shadows on him.
Eyeing me with alook of annoyance, he scooted forward and scooped the necklace from the floor,
Jjiggling it until it hung properly across one hand.

“Sorry,” | said, heart pounding and my hand still covering my neck.

Trent frowned, meeting Jonathan' s gaze in the rearview mirror before gesturing for me to turn back
around. | did, very conscious of him behind me. * Quen said you' ve been working on your ley line skills,”
Trent said while he draped the metal over me again. “It took me aweek to learn how to keep my
familiar’ s energy from trying to equalize when | touched another practitioner. Of course | wasthree a the
time, so | had an excuse.”

Hishandsfdl from me, and | settled into the supple cushions. His expresson was smug, hisusud
professonaism gone. It wasn't any of hisbusinessthat thiswasthefirst timel had tried to spindieline
energy in me as amatter of convenience. | wasready to bag it. My feet hurt, and thanksto Quen, |
wanted to go home, eat a carton of ice cream, and remember my dad.

“Quen knew my dad,” | said sullenly.

“So | hear.” Helooked not at me but the passing view as we made our way into the city.

My breath came faster, and | shifted in my seat. “Piscary said he killed my dad. Quen implied there was
moreto it than that.”

Trent crossed hislegs and unbuttoned his suit coat. “Quen talks too much.”
Tension pulled my stomach tight. “Our fathers were working together?” | prompted. “Doing what?’

Hislip twitched, and he ran ahand across his hair to make sure it waslying flat. From the driver’s sedt,
Jonathan coughed in warning. Right. Like his thrests meant anything to me?



Trent shifted in the seat to ook a me, hisface holding a shade of interest. “Ready to work with me?’
| cocked an eyebrow at him.Work withme. Last time it waswork forme.

“No.” | smiled though | wanted to step on hisfoot. “Quen seemsto blame himsalf for my dad’' s degth. |
find thet fascinating. Especidly when Piscary claimed respongibility.”

A dgh came from Trent. His hand went out to steady himsdlf when we eased onto the interstate.
“Piscary killed my father outright,” he said. “Y our father was bitten while trying to help him. Quen was
supposed to be there, not your father. That's why Quen went to help you subdue Piscary. He felt he
needed to take your father’ s place, seeing as he believesit was hisfault your father wasn't thereto help
you himsdf.”

My face went cold, and | pushed mysalf back into the leather seat. | had thought Trent had sent Quen to
help me; Trent had nothing to do with it. But aniggling thought surfaced through my confusion. “But my
father didn’t die of avampire bite”

“No,” Trent sad carefully, hiseyeson the growing skyline. “Hedidn't.”

“He died when hisred blood cells started attacking his soft tissues,” | prompted, waiting for more, but
Trent’ s posture went closed. “ That'sal I'm getting, isn't it?’ | said flatly, and the man gave me hdf a
amile, charming and dy.

“My offer of employment is ever open, Ms. Morgan.”

It was hard, but | managed to keep a somewhat pleasant expression on my face as| dumped in the seet.
| suddenly felt like | was being lulled, lured into placesthat | once vowed I’ d never go: placeslike
working for Trent, sex with avampire, crossing the street without looking. All of them you could get
away with, but eventualy you were going to get blasted by abus.What in hell was| doing inalimowith
Trent?

We had passed into the Hollows, and | sat up, taking more interest. The holiday lights were thick,
primarily green, white, and gold. The slence stretched. “ So-0-0, who is Ellasbeth?’

Trent shot me a poisonous ook, and | smiled sweetly. “Not my idea,” he said.

How very interesting, | thought.l found anerve. Wouldn't it be fun to ssomp on it? “Old girlfriend?’ |
guessed brightly. “Live-in? Ugly sister you hide in the basement?’

Trent’ sexpression had returned to its professiona emptiness, but his restless fingers were ever-moving.
“I likeyour jewelry,” he said. “Maybe | should have had Jonathan put it into the house safe whilewe
were gone.”

| put ahand to his necklace, fedling it warm from my body. “1 was wearing crap, and you know it.”
Damnit, | had enough of hisgold on me to make aset of false teeth for ahorse.

“We can talk about Nick, then.” Trent’s soothing voice carried aderisive edge. “1’d much rather talk
about Nick. It was Nick, wasn't it? Nick Sparagmos? He's moved out of the city, | hear, after you sent
him into an epileptic seizure.” Hands clasped a hisknee, he gave me atedling look, pale eyebrows high.
“Wheatdid you do to him?1 never could find that out.”



“Nick isfine” | pulled my hands down before they could play with my hair. “I’ m watching his gpartment
while he' saway on business.” | looked out the window, reaching behind meto pull the shawl back up
over my shoulders. He could ding mud better than the best rich-bitch at school. “We need to discuss
what it is1’m supposed to be protecting you againgt.”

From the driver’ s seat came Jonathan’ s snort. Trent, too, chuckled. “1’m not in need of protection,” he
sad. “If | was, Quen would be here. Y ou’ re a semifunctioning decoration.”

Samifunctioning...*Yeah?’ | shot back, wishing | could say | was surprised.

“Yeah,” he said right back, the word sounding odd coming from him. “So sit where you' re put and keep
your mouth shut.”

Face warming, | moved so that my knees dmost touched histhigh. “Listen to me, Mr. Kaamack,” | said
sharply. “Quen is paying me good money to keep your ass above the grass, so don't leave the room
without me and don’t get into my line of Sight with the bad guys. Got it?’

Jonathan turned into aparking lot, and | had to brace mysalf when he applied the brakes too sharply.
Trent glanced a him, and | watched their gazes|ock through the rearview mirror. Still angry, | looked out
to find ugly piles of snow agood six feet high. We were down by theriverfront, and my shoulders tensed
at the gambling boat with its stacks steaming dightly. Saladan’s gambling boat? Again?

My thoughts went back to my night with Kisten and the guy in atux who had taught me craps. Shit.
“Hey, uh, do you know what Saladan looks like?’ | asked. “1s he awitch?’

The hesitancy in my tone was probably what caught Trent’ s attention, and while Jonathan parked in the
long spot reserved for acar of thislength, he eyed me. “He saley linewitch. Black hair, dark eyes, my
age. Why? Are you worried? Y ou should be. He' s better than you.”

“No.” Crap. Or should | say craps? Grabbing my clutch purse, | dumped back into the cushions when
Jonathan opened the door and Trent got out with a grace that had to be practiced. A blast of cold air
replaced him, making me wonder how Trent could stand there asif it was summer. | had afeding I’d
aready met Sdadan.Idiot! | berated mysdf. But showing Lee| wasn't afraid of him after hisfalled little
black charm would be extremely satisfying.

Becoming eager for the encounter, | did across the bench seat to the open door, jerking back when
Jonathan dammed it in my face. “Hey!” | shouted, adrendine making my head hurt.

The door opened, and Jonathan gave me a satisfied smirk. “ Sorry, ma am,” he said.

Past him was Trent, atired look on hisface. Holding my borrowed shawl close, | watched Jonathan as|
did out. “Why, thank you, Jon,” | said brightly, “you fresking bastard.”

Trent ducked his head, hiding asmile. | jerked the shawl higher, and making sure | kept my line energy
whereit was supposed to be, | took Trent’s arm so he could help me up theicy ramp. He stiffened to
pull away, and | grabbed hisarm with my free hand, pinching my purse between us. It was cold, and |
wanted to get inside. “1’m wearing hedsfor you,” | muttered. “ Theleast you can do ismake sure| don’t
fal on my can. Or areyou afraid of me?’

Trent said nothing, his posture shifting into an uneasy acceptance as we went, step for step, acrossthe



parking lot. He turned to look over his shoulder a Jonathan, indicating that he should stay with the car,
and | smpered at the tal un happy man, giving him Erica’ s crooked-bunny-ear kiss good-bye. It was
fully dark now, and the wind blew bits of snow against my legs, bare but for my nylons. Why hadn't |
inssted on borrowing a coat? | wondered. This shawl wasworthless. And it stank likelilac. | hated lilac.

“Aren’'t you cold?’ | questioned, seeing Trent seemingly aswarm asif it was July.
“No,” hesaid, and | remembered Ceri walking in the snow with asimilar tolerance.
“Mugt bean df thing,” | muttered, and he chuckled.

“Yup,” hesaid, my eyesjerking to his at the casua word. They were bright with amusement, and |
glanced at the beckoning ramp.

“Widl, I’'mfrozen through,” | grumbled. “ Can we move alittle faster?’

He quickened his pace, but | was till shivering by the time we got to the entry door. Trent solicitoudy
held it for me, ushering mein ahead of him. Letting go of hisarm, | went indde, my hands clasgping my
upper amsto try to warm myself. | gave the doorman abrief smile, and got astoic, blank look. Taking
my shawl off, | held it between two fingersto the coat attendant, wondering if | could conveniently leave
it here—by accident, of course.

“Mr. Kalamack and Ms. Morgan,” Trent said, ignoring the guestbook. “We re expected.”
“Yes, gr.” The doorman gestured for someone to take his place. “Right thisway.”

Trent offered me hisarm. | hesitated, trying to read his quiet face and failing. Taking abreath, | linked
my armin his. Asmy fingers brushed the top of hishand, | made a conscious effort to maintain my level
of lineenergy when | felt adight pull from my chi. “Better,” he said, his eyes searching the busy game
room as we followed the doorman. “Y ou’ reimproving by leaps and bounds, Ms. Morgan.”

“Shoveit, Trent,” | said, smiling at the people who looked up when we entered. His hand was warm
under my fingers, and | felt like aprincess. Therewas alull in the noise, and when the conversations rose
again, they had an excitement that couldn’'t be laid entirely at the feet of gambling.

It waswarm, and the air pleasantly scented. The disk hanging over the center of the room seemed qui€t,
but | imagined if | bothered to look at it with my second sight that it would be pulsating with that ugly
purple and black. | glanced a my reflection to seeif my hair was behaving under the stylist’ s sprays and
wires, glad the yellow of my black eye was till hidden behind the mundane makeup. Then | looked

agan.

Damn! | thought, dowing. Trent and | looked fantastic. No wonder people were staring. He wastrim
and debonair, and | was elegant in my borrowed dress with my hair up off my neck and bound with that
heavy gold wire. Both of uswere confident, both of uswere smiling. But even as | thought we made the
perfect couple, | redized that though we were together, each of uswas done. Our strengths were not
dependent upon each other, and while that wasn't bad, it didn’t lend itself to being a couple. We were
smply standing next to each other looking good.

“What isit?’ Trent asked, gesturing that | should go up the stairs ahead of him.

“Nothing.” Gathering my dit skirt asbest | could, | went up the narrow carpeted stairway after the



doorman. The sound of gaming people went faint, turning into a background hum to tir my
subconscious. A cheer rose, and | wished | could be down there, feeling my heart pound in the
breathlesswait to see what the dice would show.

“I thought they’ d search us,” Trent said softly so the man escorting us couldn’t hear.

| shrugged. “For what? Did you see that big disk on the celling?’ He glanced behind us, and | added,
“It' sahuge spdll damper. Kind of like the charms | used to have on my cuffs before you burned them all
to hell, but it affects the whole boat.”

“Didn’t you bring aweapon?’ he whispered as we reached the second floor.

“Yes” | sad through my teeth, smiling. “And | could shoot someone with it, but the potionswon't take
effect until whoever it isleavesthe boat.”

“What good isit then?’

“I don't kill people, Trent. Get over it.” Though | might make an exception for Lee.

| saw hisjaw tighten and relax. Our escort opened a narrow door, gesturing for me to enter. | stepped
in, finding Leelooking pleasantly surprised as he brought his attention from the paperwork on his desk. |
tried to keep my expression neutra, the memory of that man writhing on the street under ablack charm
amed at memaking meangry and ill dl at the sametime.

A tall woman stood behind him, leaning to breathe upon his neck. Shewasleggy and lean, dressed ina
black jump-suit with bell-bottorm hems. The neckline went dmost to her navel. Vamp, | decided, when
her eyes dropped to my necklace and she smiled to show me small, pointy canines. My scar twinged,
and my anger dowed. Quen wouldn't have stood a chance.

Eyesdight, Leerose and tugged the coat of histux straight. Physically pushing the vampire out of his
way, he came out from around the desk. Trent entered, and his gaze became even more animated.
“Trent!” he exclaimed, striding forward with his hands extended. “ How are you, old man!”

| stepped back as Trent and Lee warmly clasped hands. Y ou’ ve got to be kidding me.

“Stanley,” hesaid, smiling, and it finished faling into place. Stanley, long for Lee.

“Damn!” Lee said, pounding Trent on the back. “How long hasit been? Ten years?’

Trent’ssmileflickered, hisannoyance at that back dap nearly undetectable but for the dight tightening in
hiseyes. “ Almogt thet. Y ou look good. Still hitting the waves?’

Lee ducked his head, aroguish grin turning him into a scalawag despite him being in atux. “Now and
again. Not asmuch as| like. My damn knee has been giving me trouble. But you look good. Got some
muscle on you now. Not that skinny boy trying to keep up with me.”

Trent’ seyesflicked to mine, and | gave him amute look. “Thanks.”

“Word isyou're getting married.”

Married? | was wearing hisfiancée' s dress? Oh, thiswas getting better and better.



Lee brushed hishair out of hiseyes and sat againgt the desk. The vamp behind him started to rub his
shouldersin asultry, whore-bitch sort of away. She hadn’t taken her eyes off me, and | didn't likeit.
“Anyone | know?’ Lee prompted, and Trent’s jaw clenched.

“A beautiful young woman named Ellasbeth Withon,” he said. “ From Sesttle”

“Ah.” Brown eyeswide, Lee amiled asif hewaslaughing at Trent. “ Congratul ations?’
“You've met her,” Trent said sourly, and Lee chuckled.

“I’ve heard of her.” He made apained face. “Am | invited to the wedding?’

| puffed impatiently. | had thought we came here to knock heads, not have areunion. Ten yearswould
put them in their late teens. College? And | didn't like being ignored, but | supposed that was standard
for hired help. At least whore-bitch hadn’t been introduced either.

“Of course” Trent said. “ Theinvitationswill go out as soon as she decides between the eight options
she'snarrowed it down to,” he said dryly. “I’d ask you to be my best man, if | thought you' d ever get on
ahorseagan.”

Lee pulled himsdf off the desk and out of the vamp’ sreach. “No, no, no,” he protested, going to asmadll
cabinet and bringing out two glasses and a bottle. “Not again. Not with you. My God, what did you
whisper into that beast’ s ear, anyway?’

Trent smiled, ared onethistime, and took the offered shot glass. “Fair isfair, surfer dude,” he said, and
| blinked at the accent he affected. “ Seeing as you amost drowned me.”

“Me?’ Lee sat back on the desk, one foot off thefloor. “1 had nothing to do with that. The canoe had a
leak. | didn’t know you couldn’t swim.”

“That’ swhat you keep saying.” Trent's eyetwitched. Taking atiny sip, heturned to me. “Stanley, thisis
Rachd Morgan. She' smy security tonight.”

| beamed afase smile. “Hello, Lee” | held out my hand, careful to keep my ley line energy reined,
though with the memory of that man’ s screams echoing through me, it was hard not to give him ajolt.
“Niceto seethe upgtairsthistime.”

“Rachd,” Lee said warmly, turning my hand to kissthetop of it instead of shaking it. “'Y ou can't imagine
how bad | felt for getting you mixed up in that ugly business. I'm so pleased you came away from it
unscathed. | trust you' re being compensated properly tonight?”

| yanked my hand back before hislips touched it, making ashow of wiping it off. “ No apologies needed.
But I'd be remissfor not thanking you for teaching me how to play craps.” My pulse quickened and |
dtifled the urgeto dug him. “Want yourdice back?”

The vampire did behind him, her hands going possessively aop his shoulders. Lee kept hissmilein
place, seemingly obliviousto my barb.God, the man had been bleeding from his pores, and that had been
amed a me. Bastard.

“The orphanage was most grateful for your donation,” Lee said smoothly. “They put anew roof on with



it, solI'mtold.”

“Fantastic,” | said, honestly pleased. Beside me, Trent fidgeted, clearly dying to interrupt. “1’'m aways
glad when | can help those lessfortunate.”

Leetook the vampire s handsin hisand moved her to stand beside him.

Trent took my arm while they were distracted. *'Y ou bought the new roof?" he breathed.
“Apparently,” | muttered, noting he was surprised about the roof, not the scuffle in the streets.
“Trent, Rachd,” Lee said ashe held the vampire shand in his. “Thisis Candice.”

Candice smiled to show her teeth. Ignoring Trent, she fixed her brown eyes on my neck, ared tongue
edging the corner of her mouth. Exhaling, she eased closer. “Lee, sweetheart,” she said, and | gripped
Trent'sarm tighter when her voiceran like ripples over my scar. “You told mel’d be entertaining a
man.” Her smile went predatory. “ But thisis okay.”

| forced abreath. Waves of promise were coming from my neck, making my knees weaken. My blood
pounded and my eyes amost dipped shut. | took a breath, then another. 1t took al my experience with
Ivy to keep from responding. She was hungry, and she knew what she was doing. If she had been
undeed, | would have been hers. Asit was, even with my scar she couldn’t bespell me unlessl| let her.
And | wasn't going to.

Aware of Trent watching, | gained control of mysalf, though | could fed the sexud tensgonrisingin me
like fog on adamp night. My thoughts did to Nick, then Kisten, where they lingered to make things
worse. “Candice,” | said softly, leaning closer.l wouldn't touch her. | wouldn't. “It’ s nice to meet you.
And | will break off your teeth and use them to pierce your belly button if you even as much aslook at

my scar again.”

Candice' s eyesflashed to black. The warmth in my scar died. Angry, she drew away, her hand atop
Lee sshoulder. “I don't careif you are Tamwood' s plaything,” she said, trying to be all Queen of the
Damned, but | lived with atruly dangerous vampire and her efforts were pathetic. “1 can take you down,”
shefinished.

My jaw clenched. “I live with Ivy. I’'m not her plaything,” | said softly, hearing amuted cheer from
downgtairs. “What doesthat tell you?’

“Nothing,” she said, her pretty face going ugly.
“And nothing is exactly what you' re going to get from me, so back off.”

L ee stepped between us. “ Candice,” he said, putting ahand on the small of her back and pushing her to
the door. “Do me afavor, sweetheart. Get Ms. Morgan some coffee, will you? She’ sworking tonight.”

“Black, no sugar,” | said, hearing my voice rasp. My heart was pounding and swesat had broken out.
Black witches| could handle. Skilled, hungry vampireswere alittle harder.

Unkinking my fingersfrom Trent'sarm, | pulled away. Hisface was quiet as he looked at me and then
the vamp L ee was escorting to the door. “Quen...” he whispered.



“Quen wouldn’t have had achance,” | said, my heart dowing. If she had been an undead, neither would
|. But Sdadan wouldn’t have been able to convince an undead vampire to back him, lest Piscary find out
and kill him or her twice. There was honor among the dead. Or maybeit wasjust fear.

Lee sad afew wordsto Candice, and the woman dunk out into the hdll, giving me ady smile before she
left. Red hedlswerethelast | saw of her. My thoughts spun when | noticed she had an anklet identicd to
Ivy’s. There couldn’t be more than one like that without a reason—perhaps Kisten and | ought to chat.

Not knowing what it meant, if anything, | sat in one of the green upholstered chairs before | fell over
from the fading adrendine. Hands clasped to hide their faint trembling, | thought of Ivy and the protection
she gave me. No one had made aplay for me like that in months, not since the vamp at the perfume
counter had mistaken me for someonedse. If | had to fight that off every day, it would only be amatter
of time before | became a shadow of mysdlf: thin, anemic, and belonging to someone. Or worse,
belonging to anyone.

The sound of diding fabric pulled my attention to Trent as he sat in the second chair. “ You dl right?’ he
breathed when L ee shut the door behind Candice with afirm thump.

His voice was soothing, surprising me. Forcing mysdlf to straighten, | nodded, wondering why he cared,
or evenif hedid. Exhaling, | forced my hands open and loose.

Bustling with efficiency, Lee edged back around his desk and sat. He was smiling to show hiswhite teeth
amid his suntanned face. “ Trent,” he said, leaning back in hischair. It waslarger than ours, and | think it
put him severa inchestaler.Subtle. “1’m glad you came to see me. We should talk before anything gets
more out of hand than it has”

“Out of hand?” Trent didn’'t move, and | watched his concern for me melt into nothing. Green eyes hard,
he set his shot glass on the desk between them, the soft click sounding louder than it should. Never
looking from Sdladan’ s doppy grin, he took over the room. Thiswas the man who killed his employees
in his office and got away with it, the man who owned haf the city, the man who thumbed his nose & the
law, living aboveit in hisfortressin the middle of an old-growth, planned-out forest.

Trent was angry, and | suddenly didn’t mind that they were ignoring me.

“Y ou derailed two of my trains, caused anear strike of my trucking line, and burned down my primary
public relations effort,” Trent said, awisp of hishair sarting to float.

| stared at him while Lee shrugged. Primary public relations effort? It had been an orphanage. God, how
cold could you be?

“It wasthe easiest way to get your attention.” Lee sipped hisdrink. “Y ou' ve been inching your way past
the Missssippi the last ten years. Did you expect anything less?’

Trent’sjaw tightened. “Y ou're killing innocent people with the potency of the Brimstone you' re putting
on the streets.”

“No!” Leebarked, pushing the glass from him. “ There are no innocents.” Thin lips pressed together, he
leaned forward, angry and threatening. “Y ou crossed theline,” he said, shoulders tense under histux.
“And | wouldn’t be here culling your week clienteleif you stayed on your side of theriver as agreed.”

“My father made that agreement, not me. I’ ve asked your father to lower the levelshe alowsin his



Brimstone. People want asafe product. | giveit to them. | don’t care where they live.”

Leefel back with asound of disbelief. “ Spare me the benefactor crap,” he smpered. “Wedon't sel to
anyone who doesn't want it. And Trent? They want it. The stronger, the better. The death levels even out
in lessthan ageneration. The wesk die off, the strong survive, ready and willing to buy more. To buy
stronger. Y our careful regulation weakens everyone. There sno natura baance, no strengthening of the
species. Maybe that’ swhy there are so few of you left. Y ou' vekilled yoursef by trying to save them.”

| sat with my hands deceptively dack in my lap, feding the tenson risein the smal room. Culling week
clientde? Strengthening the species? Who in hdll did he think he was?

Lee made aquick movement, and | twitched.

“But the bottom line,” Lee said, easing back when he saw me move, “isthat I'm here because you are
changing therules. And I’'m not leaving. It’' stoo late for that. Y ou can hand everything over to me and
graciously move off the continent, or | will take it, one orphanage, one hospita, onetrain sation, street
corner, and bleeding-heart innocent at atime.” Hetook asip of hisdrink and cradled it in his laced
hands. “I like games, Trent. And if you remember, | won whatever we played.”

Trent’ seyetwitched. It was his only show of emation. “Y ou have two weeksto get out of my city,” he
sad, hisvoice asmooth ribbon of calm water hiding adeadly under-tow. “1’m going to maintain my
digribution. If your father wantsto talk, I'm listening.”

“Your city?" Leeflicked hiseyes over me, then back to Trent. “Looksto melikeit' s split.” He arched
histhin eyebrows. “Very dangerous, very dtractive. Piscary isin prison. Hisscion isineffective. You're
vulnerable from the veneer of honest businessman you hide behind. I’ m going to take Cincinnati and the
distribution net you have so painstakingly developed, and useit asit ought to be. It' sawaste, Trent. You
could control the entire Western Hemisphere with what you have, and you' re pissing it away on
half-strength Brimstone and biodrugs to dirt farmers and welfare cases that won't ever make anything of
themsealves—or anything for you.”

A seething anger warmed my face. | happened to be one of those welfare cases, and though | would
probably be shipped off to Siberiain abiocontainment bag if it ever got out, | bristled. Trent was scum,
but Lee was disgusting. | opened my mouth to tell him to shut up about things he didn’t understand when
Trent touched my leg with his shoein warning.

Therimsof Trent’s ears had gone red, and his jaw wastight. He tapped at the arm of the chair, a
deliberate show of hisagitation. “1 do control the Western Hemisphere,” Trent said, hislow, resonating
voice making my somach clench. “And my welfare cases have given me more than my father’ s paying
cusomers—Stanley.”

Lee stanned face went white in anger, and | wondered what was being said that | didn’t understand.
Perhaps it hadn’t been college. Maybe they had met at “camp.”

“Y our money can’'t force me out,” Trent added. “Ever. Go tdll your father to lower his Brimstone levels
and I’ back off from the West Coast.”

Leestood, and | stiffened, ready to move. He placed his hands spread wide, bracing himsdlf. “Y ou
overestimate your reach, Trent. Y ou did when we were boys, and nothing has changed. It' swhy you
amost drowned trying to swim back to shore, and why you lost every game we played, every race we
ran, every girl we madeaprize.” He was pointing now, underscoring hiswords. “Y ou think you’ re more



than you are, having been coddled and praised for accomplishments that everyone el se takes for granted.
Faceit. You'rethelast of your kind, and it’s your arrogance that put you there.”

My eyes shifted between them. Trent sat with hislegs comfortably crossed and hisfingerslaced. Hewas
absolutely till. He was incensed, none of it showing but for the hem of hisdackstrembling. “Don’'t make
amistake you can’'t walk away from,” he said softly. “I’'m not twelve anymore.”

L ee backed up, amisplaced satisfaction and confidence in him as he eyed the door behind me. “Y ou
could have fooled me.”

The door latch shifted and | jerked. Candice walked in, an ingtitutiona-white mug of coffeein her hand.
“Excuseme,” she said, her kitten-soft voice only adding to the tension. She dunk between Trent and
Lee, breaking their gazes on each other.

Trent shook out his deeves and took adow breath. | glanced at him before reaching for the coffee. He
looked shaken, but it was from repressing his anger, not fear. | thought of his biolabs and Ceri safely
hiding with an old man across the street from my church. Was | making choices for her that she should be
making for hersdf?

The mug wasthick, the warmth of it seeping into my fingerswhen | took it. My lip curled when | redlized
she had put cream init. Not that | was going to drink it. “Thanks” | said, making an ugly face right back
at her when she took asexually charged pose atop Le€’ s desk, her legs crossed at the knee.

“Lee” shesad, leaning to make a provocative show. “ Thereisadight problem on the floor that needs
your atention.”

L ooking annoyed, he pushed her out of hisway. “Ded with it, Candice. I'm with friends.”

Her eyeswent black and her shoulders stiffened. “1t' s something you need to attend. Get your ass
downdairs. It won't wait.”

| flicked my gazeto Trent, reading his surprise. Apparently the pretty vamp was more than decoration.
Partner? | wondered. She surewas acting likeit.

She cocked one eyebrow at Leein mocking petulance, making mewish | could do the same. | till
hadn’t bothered to learn how. “Now, Lee,” she prompted, dipping off the desk and going to hold the
door for him.

His brow furrowed. Brushing his short bangs from his eyes, he pushed his chair back with excessve
force. “Excuse me.” Thinlipstight, he nodded to Trent walked out, his feet thumping on the Stairway.

Candice smiled predatorily at me before she dipped out after him. “ Enjoy your coffeg,” shesad, closing
the door. Therewas aclick asit locked.

Twenty-9x
Itook a deep breath, listening to the silence. Trent shifted hislegsto put his ankle atop aknee. Eyes
distant and worried, he chewed on alower lip, looking nothing like the drug lord and murderer he was.

Funny, you couldn’t tell by looking.

“Shelocked the door,” | said, jumping at the sound of my own voice.



Trent lifted his eyebrows. “ She doesn’t want you to wander. | think it' sagood idea.”

Snarky df,| thought. Stifling afrown, | went to the small round window |ooking out acrossthe frozen
river. Using theflat of my hand, | wiped the condensation from it and took in the varied skyline. Carew
Tower waslit up with holiday lights, glowing with the gold, green, and red film they covered the top floor
windows with so they would shine like huge bulbs. It was clear tonight, and | could even see afew sars
through the city’ slight pollution.

Turning, | put my hands behind my back. “I don’t trust your friend.”

“I never have. You'll live longer that way.” Trent’ stight jaw eased and the green of hiseyeswent alittle
lesshard. “Leeand | spent our summers together when we were boys. Four weeks at one of my father’s
camps, four weeks at hisfamily’ s beach house on amanmade idand off the coast of California. It was
supposed to foster goodwill between our families. He' sthe one who set the ward on my great window,
actudly.” Trent shook his head. “He was twelve. Quite an accomplishment for him at thetime. Still is,
We had aparty. My mother fell into the hot tub, she was so tipsy. | should replace it with glass now that
we re—having difficulties”

Hewas smiling in abitterswveet memory, but | had stopped listening. Lee set the ward? It had taken the
color of my aura, just like the disk in the game room. Our auras resonated to asimilar frequency. Eyes
squinting, | thought about our shared aversion to red wine. “He has the same blood disease | do, doesn't
he?’ | said. It couldn’t be acoincidence. Not with Trent.

Trent’shead jerked up. “Yes,” he said cautioudy. “ That' swhy | don’t understand this. My father saved
hislife, and now he' s squabbling over afew million ayear?’

Few million ayear. Pocket change for the rich and filthy.Restless, | glanced at Lee' sdesk, deciding |
had nothing to learn by sfting through the drawers. “Y ou, ah, monitor the levels of Brimstone you
produce?’

Trent’s expression went guarded, then, asif making adecision, he ran ahand across his hair to make it
lieflat. “Very carefully, Ms. Morgan. I’'m not the monster you' d like meto be. I'm not in the business of
killing people; I'm in the business of supply and demand. If | didn’t produce it, someone ese would, and
it wouldn't be a safe product. Thousands would die.” He glanced at the door and uncrossed hislegsto
put both feet on thefloor. “1 can guaranteeit.”

My thoughts went to Erica. The thought of her dying under the flag of being aweak member of the
specieswasintolerable. But illegal wasillega. My hand smacked into hisgold earrings as| tucked a
gtrand of hair behind my ear. “1 don’t care how pretty the colors are that you paint your picture with,
you're ftill amurderer. Farisdidn’t die because of abee sting.”

Hisbrow furrowed. “Fariswas going to give his recordsto the press.”

“Faris was afrightened man who loved his daughter.”

| put ahand on my hip and watched him fidget. It was very subtle: thetensionin hisjaw, the way he held
his manicured fingers, the lack of any expression.

“Sowhy don't you kill me?’ | asked. “Beforel do the same?’ My heart pounded, and | felt asif | was
a adiff’ sedge.



Trent broke his persona of professona, well-dressed drug lord with asmile. “Because you won't go to
the press” he said softly. “They will bring you down with me, and surviva is more important than the
truth to you.”

My face warmed. “ Shut up.”

“It'snot afaling, Ms. Morgan.”

] S1th up! ”

“And | knew eventualy you' d work with me.”

“l'won’t.”

“You dready are”

Stomach churning, | turned away. | gazed unseeing over the frozen river. A frown creased my brow. It
was S0 slent | could hear the thumping of my heart—why wasit that quiet?

| spun, hands gripping my ebows. Trent looked up from arranging the crease in his pants. His gaze was
curious at the frightened look | knew | had. “What?" he said carefully.

Feeling unred and disconnected, | took a step to the door. “Listen.”
“I don't hear anything.”
| reached out and wiggled the knob. “ That' s the problem,” | said. “The boat isempty.”

There was a heartbeat of silence. Trent rose, his suit making a pleasant hush. He looked more
concerned than alarmed as he shook his deeves down and came forward. Nudging me out of the way,
hetried the handle.

“What, you think it’ s going to work for you when it won't work for me?’ | said, grabbing hiselbow and
pulling him out from in front of the door. Balancing on onefoot, | held my bresth and kicked at the jamb,
thankful that even luxury boatstried to keep everything aslight as possible. My hed went right through
the thin wood, my foot catching. The strips of my beautiful dress dangled and waved as | hopped
ungainly backward to disentangle mysdif.

“Hey! Wait!” | exclamed when Trent picked the splinters from the hole and reached through to unlock it
from the outside. Ignoring me, he opened the door and darted into the hall.

“Damnit, Trent!” | hissed, snatching up my clutch purse and following him. Ankle hurting, | caught up
with him at the foot of the stairs. Reaching out, | jerked him back, sending his shoulder into the wal of the
narrow passage. “What areyou doing?’ | said, inches away from hisangry eyes. “Isthis how you treat
Quen?Y ou don't know what' s out there, and if you die, I'm the one that’ s going to suffer, not you!”

He said nothing, his green eyes choleric and hisjaw tight.

“Now get your scrawny ass behind mine, and keep it there,” | said, giving him ashove.



Sullen and worried, | left him there. My hand wanted to reach for my splat gun, but aslong asthat
purple disk was up and running, the potionsin it wouldn't do anything but tick someone off as| got a
nasty concoction of monkshood and spiderwort &l over their nice dress clothes. A faint smile curved
over my face. | didn’t mind doing thisthe physical way.

What | could see of the room was empty. | listened, hearing nothing. Crouching to put my head at knee
leve, | peeked around the corner. | was down here for two reasons. Firgt, if anyone waswaiting to hit
me, they’ d have to adjust their swing, giving metime to get out of the way. Second, if | were hit, |
wouldn’t have so far to go to find the floor. But as | took in the eegant room, my stomach churned. The
floor was littered with bodies.

“Ohmy God,” | said softly as| rose. “Trent, he killed them.” Wasthat it? Was Lee going to frame us for
murder?

Trent pushed past me, dipping my grasping reach easily. He crouched by thefirst body. “ Knocked out,”
he said flatly, his beautiful voice turned to stedl.

My horror turned to confusion. “Why?’ | scanned the floor, guessing they had falen where they stood.

Trent rose. His eyeswent to the door. | agreed. “Let’ sget out of here,” | said.

His steps behind me were quick aswe hustled to the foyer to find it predictably locked. Through the
frosted glass | could see carsin the parking lot, Trent’ slimo parked where we lft it. “I got abad feding
about this,” | muttered, and Trent pushed me aside to look.

| gared at the thick wood, knowing | wouldn’t be able to kick through that. Tense, | dug through my
clutch purse. While Trent wasted his energy trying to break awindow with abar stool, | punched speed
dia number one. “It’sbulletproof glass,” | said asthe phonerang.

He lowered the stool and ran ahand over hiswispy hair to make it perfect again. He wasn't even
breathing hard. “How do you know?’

| shrugged, turning sideways for some privacy. “It' swhat | would have used.” | returned to the gaming
room as vy picked up. “Hey, Ivy,” | said, refusing to lower my voicelest | give Mr. EIf theimpresson |
hadn’t planned this. “ Saladan locked usin his gambling boat and ran away. Could you come on out and
jimmy the door for me?’

Trent was peering out at the parking lot. “ Jonathan isthere. Call him.”

Ivy was saying something, but Trent's voice was louder. | covered the receiver with ahand and said to
Trent, “If hewas till conscious, don't you think that he might be alittle curious asto why Leeleft and
already have cometo take alook?’

Trent’ sface went alittle whiter.

“What?' | said as | focused back on lvy. She was dmogt frantic.

“Get out!” she shouted. “Rachel, Kist had abomb put on the bailer. | didn’'t know that’ swhere you
were going! Get out!”

My face went cold. “Um, | gottago, Ivy. Tak toyou later.”



Aslvy ydled, | closed the cover to my phone and tucked it away. Turning to Trent, | smiled. “Kigstenis
blowing up Lee sboat as an object lesson. | think we need to leave.”

My phone started ringing. | ignored it, and the call—lvy?—was shunted into voice mall. Trent’s
confidence melted away to leave an attractive, well-dressed young man trying to show hewasn't afraid.
“Leewouldn’t let anyone burn hisboat,” he said. “He doesn’t work that way.”

| clutched my arms about mysdlf, scanning the room for something—anything—to help me. “He burned
down your orphanage.”

“That wasto get my attention.”

| looked at him, tired. “Would yourfriend let his boat burn and take you with it if Piscary was blamed for
it? Heck of an easy way to take over the city.”

Trent’sjaw tightened. “ The boiler room?’ he asked.
| nodded. “How did you know?’
He headed for asmall door behind the bar. “1t'swhat | would have done.”

“Swell.” | followed him, my pulse quickening as| stepped around the unconscious people. “Where are
wegoing?’

“l want to look &t it.”

| stopped dead in my tracks as Trent turned to go down aladder backward. “Y ou can dismantle a
bomb?’ It would be the only way to save everyone. There had to be a dozen people.

From the bottom of the ladder, Trent peered up at me, looking odd in his dress suit among the filth and
clutter. “No. | just want to look &t it.”

“Areyounuts” | exclamed. “Y ou want to look at it? We have to get out of herel”

Trent’ supturned face was placid. “ 1t might have atimer on it. Are you coming?’

“Sure” | said, stifling alaugh; | was pretty sure it would come out sounding hysterical.

Trent wove through the boat with adisturbing lack of urgency. | could smell hot metal and smoke.
Trying not to snag my dress, | peered into the dimness. “Thereit isl” | shouted, pointing. My finger was
shaking, and | dropped my hand to hideit.

Trent strode forward and | followed, hiding behind him when he crouched before ametal box with wires
coming out of it. He reached to open it, and | panicked. “Hey!” | cried, grabbing his shoulder. “What the

Turn areyou doing? Y ou don’t know how to turn it off!”

He caught his baance without getting up, looking a mein annoyance, every hair on his head still perfect.
“That' swherethe timer will be, Morgan.”

| swalowed hard, peering over his shoulder as he carefully opened thelid. “How much time?” |



whispered, my breath sending hiswispy hair drifting.
He stood, and | took a step back. “ About three minutes.”

“Oh, hell no.” My mouth went dry, and my phone started ringing. | ignored it. Leaning, | looked closer
at the bomb, tarting to fed alittle unsteady.

Trent pulled on awatch fob to bring out an antique-looking timepiece and set the modern timer onit.
“WEe ve got three minutesto find away off.”

“Three minutes! We can't find away off the boat in three minutes. The glassis bulletproof, the doorsare
thicker than your head, and that big purple disk will soak up any spell wethrow at it!”

Trent’seyeswere cold on me. “ Get ahold of yourself, Morgan. Hystericswon't help.”

“Don’'t tell mewhat to do!” | exclaimed, my knees starting to shake. “1 think best when I’ m having
hysterics. Just shut up and let me have them!” Armswrapped around mysdlf, | glanced a the bomb. It
was hot down there, and | was sweating. Three minutes. What in hell could you do in three minutes? Sing
alittle song. Dance alittle dance. Make alittle love. Find anew romance.Oh God. | was making up

poetry.
“Maybe he has an escape route in his office?’ Trent suggested.

“And that' swhy he locked usin there?’ | said. “Comeon.” | grabbed hisdeeve and pulled. “We don't
have enough timeto find away off.” My thoughts went to the purple disk in the celling. | had influenced it
once. Maybe | could bend it to my will. “Come on!” | repeated as his deeve dipped through my fingers
when he refused to move. “ Unless you want to stay and watch numbers count down. | might be able to
break the no-spell zone Lee has on his boat.”

Trent rocked into motion. 1 till say we can find awesk point in his security.”

| headed up the ladder, not caring if Trent noticed | wasn't wearing undies or not. “Not enough time.”
Damnit, why didn’t Kisten tell me what he was doing? | was surrounded by men who kept secretsfrom
me. Nick, Trent, and now Kisten. Could | pick ’em or what? And Kist waskilling people. | didn’t want
to like aguy who killed people. What waswrong with me?

Heart pounding as if marking the reducing seconds, we went back to the gaming room. It was silent and
gtill. Waiting. My mouth twisted at the sight of the deeping people. They were dead. | couldn’t save them
and Trent. | didn’t even know how | was going to save mysdlf.

The disk above me looked innocuous enough, but | knew it was il functioning when Trent glanced at it
and paled. | guessed he was using his second sight. “Y ou can’t break that,” he said. “But you don't need
to. Can you make a protection circle big enough for both of us?’

My eyeswidened. “Y ou want to ride it out in aprotection circle? Y ouare crazy! Theminutel hit it,
down it goedl”

Trent looked angry. “How big, Morgan?’

“But | tripped thedarmslast timejust looking at it!”



“Sowhat!” he exclamed, his confidence cracking. It was nice to see him shaken, but under the
circumstances, | couldn’'t enjoy it. “Trip the darms! The disk doesn't stop you from tapping aline and
making aspdll. It only catches you when you do. Make the damned circle!”

“Oh!” | looked a him in understanding, my first wild hope dying. | couldn’t tap alineto make a
protection circle. Not Sitting on water as| was. “Um, you makeit,” | said.

He seemed to start. “Me? It takes me agood five minuteswith chalk and candles.”
Frustrated, | groaned. “What kind of an ef areyou!”

“What kind of arunner areyou?’ he shot back. “I don’t think your boyfriend will mind if you tap aline
through him to save your life. Do it, Morgan. We re running out of time!”

“I can't.” | spuninatight circle. Through the unbreskable glass, Cincinnati glowed.
“Screw your damned honor, Rachel. Break your word to him or we' re dead!”

Miserable, | turned back to him.He thought | was honorable? “ That'snot it. | can't draw on aline
through Nick anymore. The demon broke my link with him.”

Trent went ashen. “But you gave me ashock in the car. That was too much for what awitch can hold in
hisor her chi.”

“I'm my own familiar, okay!” | said. “1 made adea with ademon to beitsfamiliar so it would testify
againgt Piscary, and | had to learn how to Soreley line energy for it. Oh, I’ ve got tons of energy, but a
circlerequiresyou stay connectedto aline. | can't doiit.”

“You'reademon’sfamiliar?’ Hisfacelooked horrified, frightened, scared of me.

“Not anymore!” | shouted, angry to have to admit it had even happened. “1 bought my freedom. Okay?
Get off my case! But | don't have afamiliar, and | can't tap aline over water!”

From my bag came the faint sound of my phoneringing. Trent stared a me. “What did you giveit for
your freedom?’

“My slence” My pulse hammered. What difference did it make if Trent knew? We were both going to
die

Grimacing asif having decided something, Trent took off his coat. Shaking his deave down, he undid the
cuff link and pushed his deeve past hiselbow. “Y ou aren’t ademon’sfamiliar?’ It was a soft, worried

whisper.

“No!” | was shaking. As| watched in dack-eyed confusion, he grabbed my arm just below the elbow.
“Hey!” | shouted, pulling away.

“Ded withit,” he said grimly. Gripping my arm harder, he used hisfree hand to force meto take his
wrigt in the same grip acrobats use when working the trapeze. “Don’t make me regret this,” he muttered,
and my eyes widened when arush of line energy flowed into me.

“Holy crap!” | gasped, dmogt falling. It was wild magic, having the uncaichable flavor of thewind. He



had joined hiswill to mine, tapping alinethrough hisfamiliar and giving it to me asif wewereone. The
line coming through him and into me had taken on atinge of hisaura. It was clean and pure with the taste
of thewind, like Ceri’s.

Trent groaned, and my eyes shot to his. Hisface was drawn and sweat had broken out on him. My chi
was full, and though the extra energy was looping back to the line, gpparently the stuff | had spindled
dready in my head was burning through him.

“Oh God,” | said, wishing therewasaway | could shift the balance. “I’m sorry, Trent.”
His bresth came in aragged gasp. “Makethecircle,” he panted.

Eyesjerking to histimepiece swinging fromitsfob, | said theinvocation. We both staggered as the force
running through us ebbed. | didn’t relax at dl asthe bubble of ley line energy blossomed about us. |
glanced at hiswatch. | couldn’t see how much time was | ft.

Trent tossed hishair from his eyes, not letting go of my arm. Eyeslooking haggard, he ran his gaze over
the gold smeared bubble over usto the people beyond. His expression went empty. Swallowing hard, he
shifted hisgrip tighter. Clearly it was't burning him any longer, but the pressure would steadily build to
itspreviouslevels. “It' sredly big,” he said, looking at the shimmer. “Y ou can hold an undrawn circlethis

big?’
“I canholdit,” | said, avoiding hiseyes. His skin pressing againgt mine was warm and there were tingles

coming fromit. | didn’t like theintimacy. “And | wanted it large so we have some leeway when the shock
hitsus. Assoon asyou let go or | touch it—"

“Itfals” Trent finished for me. “I know. Y ou’ re babbling, Morgan.”

“Shut up!” | exclamed, nervous as apixy inaroom full of frogs. “Y ou may be used to having bombs
blow up around you, but thisismy first timel”

“If you'relucky, it won't bethelast,” he said.

“Just shut up!” | snapped. | hoped my eyes weren't as scared looking as his. If we survived the blast,
there was dtill the aftermath to get through. Falling chunks of boat and icy water. Gresat. “Um, how long?’
| asked, hearing my voice shake. My phone was ringing again.

He glanced down. “ Ten seconds. Maybe we should sit down before wefall.”

“Sure” | said. “That's probably agood ide—"

| gasped as aboom shook the floor. | reached for Trent, desperate that our grip on each other not
break. Thefloor pushed up at us, and we fell. He clutched at my shoulder, pulling meinto him to keep
me from rolling away. Pressed againgt him, | could smell silk and aftershave.

My stomach dropped, and aflash of fire burst around us. | screamed as my ears went numb. [n an
unreal, soundless motion, the boat broke apart as we rose. The night became smears of black sky and
red fire. Thetingle of the circle bresking washed over me. Then wefell.

Trent’ sgrip wastorn away, and | cried out when fire raced over me. My explosion-numbed earsfilled
with water and | couldn’t breathe. | was't burning, | was drowning. It was cold, not hot. Panicking, |



fought againgt the heavy water pushing a me.

| couldn’'t move. | didn’t know which way was up. The dark was full of bubbles and chunks of boat. A
faint glow to my left caught my attention. | gathered myself and aimed for it, telling my brain it wasthe
surface even though it seemed to be sideways, not up.

God, | hoped it was the surface.

| burst from the water, my ears fill not working. The cold struck me, freezing. | gasped, the air like
knivesin my lungs. | took another thankful breeth. | was so cold it hurt.

Pieces of boat were il faling, and | tread water, thankful that | wore adress| could movein. The
water tasted like oil, and the swalow | had taken in hung heavy in me.

“Trent!” | shouted, hearing it asif through apillow. “Trent!”
“Herel”

| shook the wet hair from my eyes and turned. Relief went though me. It was dark, but through the
floating ice and wood, | saw Trent. His hair was plastered against him, but he looked unhurt. Shivering, |
kicked off the one hedl that | till had on and started toward him. Bits of boat were making the odd
gplash. How could it still befalling? | wondered. There was enough flotsam between usto build two
boats.

Trent started forward with a professiona |ooking stroke. Apparently he had learned to swim. The
glimmer of fire on theicy water brightened around us. Looking up, | gasped. Something big and burning
had yet to come down.

“Trent!” | shouted, but hedidn’t hear me. “Trent, look out!” | screamed, pointing. But he wasn't
listening. | dove, trying to escape.

| wasflung asif smacked. The water around meturned red. | lost most of the air from my lungs when
something hit me, bruisng my back. The water saved me, though, and with my lungs aching and my eyes
smarting, | followed my exhaed breeth to the surface.

“Trent!” | called as| emerged from the icy water and into the burning cold of the night. | found him
holding a cushion that was rgpidly filling with water. His eyes met mine, unfocused. The light from the
burning boat was dimming, and | siwam for him. The dock was gone. | didn’t know how we were going
to get out of there.

“Trent,” | said, coughing when | reached him. My earswere ringing, but | could hear mysdlf. | spit the
hair out of my mouth. “ Are you okay?’

Heblinked asif trying to focus. Blood seeped from under his hairline, making abrown streak in hisfair
hair. Hiseyes closed, and | watched in horror when his grip on the cushion went dack. “No, you don't,”
| said, reaching out before he could dip under.

Shivering, | wrapped an arm about his neck, tucking his chin against theinsde of my elbow. Hewas
breathing. My legs were going dow from the cold and my toes were cramping. | looked for help. Where
in hel wasthe|.S.”? Someone must have seen that explosion.



“Never around when you need them,” | muttered, shoving achunk of ice aslarge asachair out of my
way. “Probably out giving someone aticket for salling expired charms.” The dock was gone. | had to get
us out of the water, but the bresk wall was three feet of concrete. The only way out was to get back onto
the ice and walk to another dock.

A sound of desperation came from me as | struck out for the edge of the hole the blast had ripped in the
ice. I’d never make it even with the dow current. The water was starting to creep higher up me, and my
movements were dower and harder to make. | wasn't cold anymore, either, and that scared the hell out
of me. | could probably makeit...ifl weren’t dragging Trent.

“Damnit al to hel!” | shouted, usng my anger to keegp moving. | was going to die here, trying to save
hisass. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were doing, Kisten!” | exclaimed, feding my tearslikefire
lesking out of meas| swam. “Why didn’'t | tel youwherel wasgoing?’ | yelled back at mysdlf. “I'ma
dumbass. And your stupid watch isfast, Trent! Did you know that? Y our stupid...” | took asobbing
breath. “...watchisfast.”

My throat hurt, but the motion seemed to warm me. The water felt positively balmy now. Panting, |
stopped swimming, treading water. My vison blurred when | redlized | was amost there. A big chunk of
icewasin my way, though, and I’ d have to swim around it.

Taking aresolute bregth, | shifted my leaden arm and kicked my legs. | couldn’t fed them anymore, but
| assumed they were moving since the eight-inch-thick shelf of ice seemed to be moving closer. The last
of the light from the burning boat made little red smears on theice as| reached out and touched it. My
hand did cleanly away to pull in snow, and | sank. Adrendine pounded through me and | kicked back to
the surface. Trent sputtered and coughed.

“Oh, Trent,” | said, water filling my mouth. “I forgot you were here. Y ou first. Come on. Up ontheice.”

Using the questionable leverage of what looked like part of the casino’sbar, | got Trent halfway up onto
thefrozen river. Tears dipped down my face as| was now able to use both armsto keep mysdlf afloat. |
hung for amoment, my hands unfeding in the snow while | rested my head atop theice. | was sotired.
Trent wasn't drowning. | had done my job. Now | could save mysdlf.

| reached up to pull myself onto theice—and failed. Snow fdl into make puddles of dush. Switching
tactics, | tried to lever my leg up. It wouldn’'t move. | couldn’'t move my leg.

“Okay,” | said, not as scared as| thought | ought to be. The cold must have numbed everything—even
my thoughtsfelt blurry. | was supposed to be doing something, but | couldn’t remember what. | blinked
as| saw Trent, hislegs ill inthe weter.

“Oh, yeah,” | whispered. | had to get out of the water. The sky above me was black, and the night was
slent but for the ringing in my ears and the faint sound of srens. Thelight from the fireswas dim and
going dimmer. My fingers wouldn't work, and | had to use my armslike clubsto pull achunk of boat
closer. Concentrating to not lose my thought, | pushed it under to buoy me up. A groan dipped from me
when, with itshelp, | managed to dip aleg up onto theice. | rolled awkwardly and lay panting. Thewind
was like fire on my back, and theice waswarm. I’d doneit.

“Whereiseveryone?’ | bresthed, feding my flesh hard against the cold ice. “Where' slvy? Where' sthe
fire department? Where smy phone?’ | giggled as| remembered it was a the bottom of the river with
my purse, then sobered as | thought of the unconscious people drifting downward through the icy water
intheir best finery tojoinit. Hell, I’ d kiss even Denon, my old, despised bossfrom the .S, if he showed



up.

That reminded me. “ Jonathan,” | whispered. “Oh, Jo-0-oo-onathan,” | sang. “Where are you? Come
out, come out, wherever you are—you tal fresk of nature.”

| lifted my head, glad | was pointed in the right direction. Squinting past my stringy hair, | could seea
light where the limo sat. The headlights were aimed at the river, shining to show the destruction and the
snking bits of boat. Jonathan’ s silhouette stood at the quay. | could tell it was him because he wasthe
only person | knew who wasthat tall. He was looking the wrong way. He' d never see me, and | couldn’t
shout anymore.

Damnit. | was going to haveto get up.

| tried. | redly did. But my legswouldn’t work and my armsjust lay there, ignoring me. Besides, theice
waswarm, and | didn’t want to get up. Maybeif | shouted he’ d hear me.

| took abreath. “ Jonathan,” | whispered. Oh hdll, thiswasn’t going to work.

| took another bresth. “ Jonathan,” | said, hearing it around my ringing ears. | pulled my head up,
watching as he didn’'t moveto look. “Never mind,” | said, letting my head fdl back onto theice. The
snow waswarm, and | pressed intoit. “Thisisnice,” | mumbled, but | don’t think it made it past my
thoughtsinto real words.

It felt asif theworld was spinning, and | could hear the dosh of water. Snuggling into theice, | smiled. |
hadn’t dept wel for days. | exhded, drifting off into nothing, enjoying the warmth of the sun that was
suddenly shining on theice. Someone curled their arms around me, and | felt my head thump into a soggy
chest as| waslifted.

“Denon?’ | heard mysdf murmur. “ Come here, Denon. | oweyou abig...kiss...”

“Denon?’ someone echoed.

“I'll carry her, Sa han.”

| tried to open my eyes, swirling back into nothing when | felt mysalf move. | drowsed, not awake but
not quite not adeep. Then | was till, and | tried to smile and go to deep. But afaint pinch and throb kept
intruding on my cheek, and my legs hurt.

Irritated, | pushed at theice, finding it was gone. | was sitting up, and someone was dapping me. “That's
enough,” | heard Trent say. “Y ou're going to leave amark.”

The pinch vanished to leave just the throbbing. Jonathan was dgpping me? “Hey, you fregkin’ bastard,” |
bresthed. “Y ou hit meagain and I | take care of your family planning.”

| could smdll leather. My face screwed up asfeding started to come back into my legs and arms. Oh
God, it hurt. | opened my eyesto find Trent and Jonathan peering down a me. Blood seeped from
Trent’ s hairline and water dripped from his nose. Above their heads was the interior of thelimo. | was
alive? How did | get to the car?

“’Bout time you found us,” | breathed, my eyesclosng.



| heard Trent sigh. “ She' sokay.”
| suppose. Maybe. Compared to being dead, | guess | was okay.

“Rity,” Jonathan said, and | heard him shift away from me. “It would have smplified thingsif shewas't.
Not too late to dip her in the water with therest.”

“Jon!” Trent barked.
Hisvoicewas as hot asmy skin felt. | wasfreaking burning up.

“Shesaved my life,” Trent said softly. “1 don't careif you like her or not, but she has earned your
respect.”

“Trenton—" Jonathan started.
“No.” It was cold. “ She hasearned your respect.”

Therewas a hesitation, and | would have drifted off to nothing if the painin my legswould let me. And
my fingerswere on fire. “Yes, Sa han,” Jonathan said, and | jerked awake.

“Get us home. Call ahead and have Quen draw abath for her. We have to get her warmer than this.”
“Yes, Sahan.” It wasdow and reluctant. “ The 1.S. ishere. Why don’'t we leave her with them?”

| felt asmall pull upon my chi as Trent tapped aline. “1 don’t want to be seen here. Just don't get in
anyone' sway and we won't be noticed. Hurry up.”

My eyeswouldn’t listen to me anymore, but | heard Jonathan get out and shut the door. Therewas
another thump when he got in the driver’ s door and the car eased into motion. The arms around me
tightened, and | redlized | wasin Trent’ slap, the warmth of hisbody doing more than the air to warm me.
| felt the softness of a blanket againgt me. | must have been swaddled up right tight; | couldn’t move my
legsor ams.

“I'msorry,” | murmured, giving up on trying to open my eyes. “I’m getting water al over your suit.”
Then | giggled, thinking that had sounded redlly pathetic. He was aready soaked. “Y our Celtic charm
isn't worth adamn,” | whispered. “1 hope you kept your receipt.”

“Shut up, Morgan,” Trent said, his voice distant and preoccupied.

The car picked up speed, and the sound seemed to lull me.| could relax, | thought as| fdt thetingling of
circulationinmy limbs. | wasin Trent’s car, wrapped in ablanket, and held in hisarms. Hewouldn't let

anything hurt me.

Hewasn't anging, though,| mused. Shouldn’t he be Snging?

Twenty-saven

Thewarm water | was gitting in was nice. | had been in it long enough to prune twice, but | didn’t care.

Ellasbeth’ s sunken tub wasfab. | sghed, leaning my head back and staring at the ten-foot ceilings framed
by the potted orchidslining the bathtub. Maybe there was something to this drug lord businessif you got



to have atub likethis. I’d beenin it for over an hour.

Trent had called vy for me even before we reached the city’ slimits. I d talked to her mysdlf not too
long ago, tdlling her | was okay and was soaking in warm water and wasn't getting out until hell froze
over. She had hung up on me, but | knew we were okay.

Dragging my fingers through the bubbles, | adjusted Trent’ s borrowed pain amulet hanging about my
neck. | didn’t know who had invoked it; maybe his secretary? All my charmswere at the bottom of the
Ohio River. My smilefdtered as | remembered the people | hadn’t been able to save. | would not fed
guilty that | breathed and they didn’t. Their deathswerelaid at Sdladan’ sfeet, not mine. Or maybe
Kigten's. Damn it. What was | going to do about that?

| closed my eyes and said aprayer for them, but they jerked open when afaint cadence of brisk steps
grew louder. They quickly grew closer, and | froze as a thin woman dressed smartly in a cream-colored
auit clacked and clicked in over the bathroom tile unannounced. There was adepart ment store bag over
her arm. Her steely gaze was fixed on the doorway to the changing room, and she never saw me asshe
vanished into it.

It had to be Ellasbeth. Crap. What was | supposed to do? Wipe the bubbles from my hand and offer to
shake hers? Frozen, | stared at the door. My coat was on one of the chairs and my garment bag was till
hanging by the changing screen. Pulse quickening, | wondered if | could reach the green towe before she
redlized shewasn't done.

Thefaint rustling stopped, and | shrank down into the bubbles when she strode back in, house &fire. Her
dark eyeswere narrowed in anger and her high cheekbones were red. Posture stiff, she halted, bag il
over her arm and apparently forgotten. Her thick, waving blond hair was held back to give her narrow
face agtark beauty. Lipstight, she held her head high, her eyesfixing vehemently upon me as soon as she
cleared the archway.

So that’ swhat it looked like when hdll froze over.

“Who areyou?’ she said, her strong voice domineering and cold.

| smiled, but | knew it looked rather sickly. “Ah, I'm Rachel Morgan. Of Vampiric Charms?’ | started
to st up, then changed my mind. | hated the question that had crept into my tone, but there it was.
"Course it might have been there because | was naked except for bubbles, and she was standing in
four-inch heds and a casudly tasteful outfit that Kisten might pick out for meif he took me shoppingin
New York.

“What are you doing in my bathtub?’ She gazed disparagingly a my hedling black eye.

| reached for atowel and dragged it in with me, covering mysdlf. “ Trying to warm up.”

Her mouth twitched. “I don’'t wonder why,” she said sharply. “He' sacold bastard.”

| sat up in arush of water as she walked out. “ Trenton!” her voice rang out, harsh against the peace |
had been wallowing in.

My breath puffed out, and | looked at the soaked towd clinging to me. Sighing, | got up and opened the
drain with my foot. The water swirling about my calves settled and began to escape. Ellasbeth had
thoughtfully left al the doors open, and | could hear her shouting a Trent. She wasn't far away. Perhaps



as close asthe common room. Deciding that aslong as | could hear her out there, it was probably safe
enough to get dried off in here, | wrung out the soaked towel and grabbed two new onesfrom the
warmer.

“God save you, Trenton,” came her voice, bitter and abusive. “ Couldn’t you even wait until | was gone
before bringing in one of your whores?’

| reddened and my motionsto dry my arms grew rough.

“I thought youhed left,” Trent said calmly, not hel ping matters. “ And she’ snot awhore, she sabusiness
associate.”

“1 don’t care what you call her, she'sin my rooms, you bastard.”
“There wasn't anywhere seto put her.”
“There are eight bathroomsthis side of thewall, and you put her in mine?’

| was glad my hair was somewhat dry, and that it smelled like Ellasbeth’ s shampoo made mefed all
peachy-keen. Hopping ungainly on onefooat, | tried to get my underwear on, thankful | had only been
wearing the nylonsthat | brought from home when | went into the drink. My skin was still damp and
everything was gticking. | amost went down when my foot got stuck hafway into my jeansleg, and
lurching, | caught mysdlf againgt the counter.

“Damnyou, Trenton! Don’t even try to saythet isbusiness” Ellasbeth was shouting. “ There' s anaked
witch in my bathtub, and you' re Sitting in your robe!”

“No, you ligento me.” Trent’svoicewasiron hard, and | could hear hisfrustration even from two
roomsaway. “| said she’ sabusiness associate, and that’ swhat sheis.”

Ellasbeth made a harsh bark of laugher. “From Vampiric Charms? She told me the name of her
bloodhouse hersdif!”

“She’ sarunner, if it'sany of your business,” Trent said so coldly | could dmost see his clenched jaw.
“Her partner isavampire. It'saplay on words, Ellasbeth. Rachdl was my security escort tonight, and she
fdl into theriver saving my life. | wasn't going to drop her at her office haf dead from hypothermialike
an unwanted cat. Y ou told me you were taking the seven o’ clock flight out. | thought you were gone, and
| wasn't about to put her in my rooms.”

There was amoment of slence. | shimmied into my swestshirt. Somewhere on the bottom of the river
was severd thousand dollars of soft ribbon gold from Randy’ s coiffure and one earring. At least the
necklace had survived. Maybe the charm worked only on the necklace.

“You were on that boat. ... Theonethat blew up...” Itwas softer, but there wasn't ahint of gpology in
her sudden concern.

Intheslence, | fumbled a my hair, grimacing. Maybeif | had hadf an hour | could do something with it.
Besides, there was no way to recover from thefirst stellar impression I’d made. Taking asteadying
breath, | squared my shoulders and padded in my sock feet to the common room. Coffee. | could smell
coffee. Coffee would make everything better.



“Y ou can understand my confusion,” Ellasbeth was saying as | hesitated by the door, unnoticed but able
to see them. Ellasbeth stood beside the round table in the breskfast nook, looking meek intheway a
tiger lookswhen it redlizesit can't eat the man with the whip. Trent was seated, wearing a green robe
edged in maroon. There was a professional-looking bandage on his forehead. He looked bothered—as
he should with hisfiancée accusing him of cheeting.

“That' sthe closest to an gpology I’'m going to get, isn't it?’ Trent said.

Ellasbeth dropped the department store bag and put a hand on her hip. “1 want her out of my rooms. |
don’'t carewho sheis.”

Trent' seyesfel on mine asif drawn to them, and | winced gpologeticaly. “ Quen istaking her home
after alight dinner,” hesaid to her. “Y ou' rewelcometo join us. Asl said, | thought you had left.”

“| changed to avamp flight so | could shop longer.”

Trent glanced back at me again to tell Ellasbeth that they weren't done. “Y ou spent six hoursin the
stores and have only onebag?’ he said, the faintest accusation in hisvoice.

Ellasbeth followed his gaze to me, quickly masking her anger with a pleasant expression. But | could see
her frugtration. It remained to be seen how it would show itself. | was betting on hidden barbs and dights
disguised as compliments. But | would be nice aslong as she was.

Smiling, | came out in my jeans and Howlers sweatshirt. “Hey, uh, thanksfor the pain amulet and letting
me get cleaned up, Mr. Kalamack.” | stopped beside the table, the awkwardness as thick and choking
as bad cheesecake. “No need to bother Quen. I'll call my partner to come and get me. She's probably
banging on your gatehouse aready.”

Trent made avisible effort to purge the anger from his posture. Elbows on the table so the deeves of his

robefdl to show thefair hair upon hisarms, he said, “I’ d rather have Quen take you home, Ms. Morgan.
| don't particularly want to talk to Ms. Tamwood.” He glanced at Ellasbeth. “ Do you want meto cdl the
arport for you, or are you staying another night?’

It was entirely devoid of any invitation. “I’ll be staying,” she said tightly. Bending at the waist, she picked
up her bag and walked to her door. | watched her quick stilted steps, seeing in them adangerous
combination of callous disregard and ego.

“She'san only child, isn't she?’ | said asthe sound of her hedlswas|ost on the carpet.

Trent blinked, hislips parting. “Yes, sheis.” Then he gestured for meto sit. “Please.”

Not redly sure | wanted to eat with the two of them, | gingerly sat on the chair opposite Trent. My gaze
went to the fake window spanning the entirety of the wall that the small, nearby sunken living room took
up. It wasjugt after eleven according to the clocks | had seen, and it was dark with no moon. “ Sorry,” |
sad, my gazeflicking to the archway to Ellasbeth’ srooms.

Hisjaw tightened for an ingtant, then relaxed. “ Can | get you some coffee?’

“Sure. That would be great.” | was amost faint from hunger, and the heat of my bath had drained me. |

looked up with wide eyes as a matronly woman in an apron made her unhurried way out of the small
kitchen tucked in at the back of the room. It was partially open to the seating arrangement, but | hadn’t



noticed her until now.

Giving me asmile that encompassed dl her face, the woman set amug of that heavenly scented coffeein
front of me before topping off Trent’s smaller teacup with an amber brew. | thought | could smell
gardenias, but | wasn't sure. “Blessyou,” | said as| wrapped my hands around it and breathed in the
Steam.

“You rewelcome,” she said with the professiona warmth of agood waitress. Smiling, sheturned to
Trent. “What will it be tonight, Mr. Kalamack? It'samost too late for a proper dinner.”

Asl| blew on the surface of my coffee, my thoughts went to the different schedules of witches and elves,
thinking it interesting that one of our specieswas avake a al times and that dinner happened about the
sametimefor both of us.

“Oh, let’'smakeit light,” Trent said, clearly trying to ease the mood. “I have about three pounds of Ohio
River gtting in me somewhere. How about a breakfast instead? The usud, Maggie”

The woman nodded, the white hair clipped close to her head not moving at dl. “ And how about you,
dear?’ she asked me.

| glanced between Trent and the woman. “What' s the usud?’

“Four eggs over easy and three dices of ryetoast done on oneside.”

| felt mysdf blanch. “That' seeting light?’ | said before | could stop my mouith.

Trent arranged hisjammies collar, peeking from behind hisrobe. “High metabolism.”

My thoughts went back to how he and Ceri never seemed to get cold. The temperature of theriver, too,
hedn't affected him. “Um,” | said as| redized shewas gill waiting. “ The toast sounds good, but I’ [l pass

ontheeggs”

Eyebrows high, Trent took asip of histea, eyeing me over therim. “ That’ sright,” he said, hisvoice
unaccusing. “You don't tolerate them well. Maggie, let’ s go with waffles”

Shocked, | leaned back in my chair. “How did you...”

Trent shrugged, looking good in his bathrobe and bare feet. He had nice feet. “Y ou don't think | know
your medicd history?’

My wonder died as| recalled Faris dead on his office floor.What in hell was| doing here egting dinner
with him? “Waffleswould be great.”

“Unlessyou' d like something more traditiona for dinner. Chinese doesn’t take long. Would you rather
have that? Maggie makes fabul ous wontons.”

| shook my head. “Waffles sound good.”
Maggie smiled, turning to putter back into the kitchen. “Won't be but amoment.”

| put my napkin in my lap, wondering how much of thislet’ s-be-nice-to-Rachel scene was because



Ellasbeth wasin the next room listening and Trent wanted to hurt her for accusing him of cheating.
Deciding | didn't care, | put my elbows on the table and took asip of the best coffee I’ d ever tasted.
Eyesclosing in therisng steam, | moaned in ddight. “Oh God, Trent,” | breathed. “ Thisisgood.”

The sudden thump of heels on carpet pulled my eyes open. It was back.

| straightened in my chair as Ellasbeth came in, her dress coat open to show a starched white shirt and a
peach-colored scarf. My gaze went to her ring finger and | blanched. Y ou could run acity on the sparkle
that thing put out.

Ellasbeth sat beside me, ashade too closefor my liking. “Maggie?’ she said lightly. “I’ll have teaand
biscuits, please. | ate while out.”

“Yes, md am,” Maggie said as she leaned through the open archway. Her tone lacked utterly in any
warmth. Clearly Maggie didn’t like Ellasbeth, either.

Ellasbeth fixed asmileto her face, setting her long, fragile-looking fingers on the table to best show off
her engagement ring. Bitch. “ Seemswe got off the horse on the wrong side, Ms. Morgan,” she said
chearfully. “ Have you and Trenton known each other long?’

| didn’t like Ellasbeth. | think I’ d be pretty upset mysdlf if | came home and found agirl in Nick’s
bathtub, but after seeing her shouting at Trent, | couldn’t find any sympathy for her. Accusing someone of
cheeting isharsh. My amilefdtered as| realized | had amost done the same thing to Nick. | had accused
him of dumping me, asking if there was someone e se. There was adifference, but not much. Shit. | had
to gpologize. That he hadn’t told me where he' d been going the last three months while avoiding me
didn’t seem like enough reason anymore. At least | hadn’t called him any names. Jerking mysdf from my
thoughts, | smiled at Ellasbeth.

“Oh, Trent and | go back along way,” | said lightly, twirling acurl of my hair about my finger and
remembering its new shortness. “We met a camp as children. Sort of romantic when you think about it.”
| smiled at Trent’s suddenly blank look.

“Redly?’ Sheturned to Trent, the hint of atiger growling in her voice' s soft cadence.

Sitting up, | tucked my legs under meto Sit cross-legged, running my finger across the rim of the mug
suggestively. “He was such a cub when he was younger, full of fire and spirit. | had to fight him off, the
dear boy. That’swhere he got that scar on hislower arm.”

| looked at Trent. “1 can't believe you haven't told Ellasbeth! Trent, you aren’t still embarrassed about
that, areyou?’

Ellasbeth’ s eye twitched, but her smile never fdtered. Maggie set addicate looking cup full of an amber
liquid by her elbow and quietly walked away. Her carefully shaped eyebrows high, Ellasbeth took in
Trent’ sslent posture and hislack of denial. Her fingertips made one rolling cadence againg the teblein
agitation. “I see” she sad, then stood. “Trenton, | do believe | will catch aflight out tonight after al.”

Trent met her gaze. He looked tired and abit relieved. “If that iswhat you want, love.”
She leaned close to him, her eyeson me. “It’ sto give you the chance to settle your affairs—sweetness,”

shesad, her lips shifting the ar about hisear. Still watching me, shelightly kissed his cheek. Therewas
no fegling in her eyes beyond avindictive glint. “ Cal metomorrow.”



Not aflicker of emotion crossed Trent. Nothing. And its very absence chilled me. “I’ll count the hours,”
he said, hisvoice giving no clue ether. Both of their eyes were on me as his hand rose to touch her
cheek, but he didn’t kiss her back. “ Should Maggie pack up your tea?’

“No.” Still watching me, she straightened, her hand lingering possessively on his shoulder. The picture
they made was both beautiful and strong. And united. | remembered the reflection of Trent and me at

Sdadan’ s boat. Here was the bond that had been lacking between us. It wasn't love, though. It
wasmoreof ... Mybrowfurrowed. ... abusiness merger?

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Rachdl,” Ellashbeth said, pulling my thoughts back to the present. “And
thank you for accompanying my fiancé tonight. Y our services are undoubtedly well-practiced and
gppreciated. I’ sashame hewon't be caling upon them again.”

| leaned across the table to shake her offered hand with aneutral pressure. | think she had just called me
awhore—again. | suddenly didn’'t know what was going on.Did he like her, or didn’'t he? “Have anice
flight out,” | said.

“I'will. Thank you.” Her hand dipped from mine and she drew a step back. “Wak meto thecar?’ she
asked Trent, her voice smooth and satisfied.

I’m not dressed, love,” he said softly, still touching her. * Jonathan can take your bags.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed her, and | flashed her a catty smile. Turning, she walked out to the
hallway overlooking the great room. “ Jonathan?’ she caled, her hedls clacking.

My God. The two played mind gameswith each other asif it was an Olympic sport.
Trent exhded. Putting my feet on thefloor, | made awry face. “She snice.”

His expression went sour. “No sheisn't, but she' sgoing to be my wife. I'd gppreciateit if you wouldn't
imply anymore that we are deeping together.”

| smiled, ared onethistime. “1 just wanted her to leave.”

Maggie bustled close, putting down table settings and taking away Ellasbeth’ s teacup and saucer.
“Nasty, nasty woman,” she muttered, her motions quick and sharp. “And you can sack meif you want,
Mr. Kalamack, but | don’t like her and | never will. Y ou watch. She'll bring some woman with her who
will take over my kitchen. Rearrange my cupboards. Push me out.”

“Never, Maggie,” Trent soothed, his posture shifting to acompanionable ease. “We dl have to make the
best of it.”

“Oh, worra, worra, worra,” she mumbled as she made her way back into the kitchen.

Feeling more relaxed now that Ellasbeth was gone, | took another sip of that wonderful coffee. “ She's
nice” | said, looking &t the kitchen.

His green eyes boyishly soft, he nodded. “ Y es, sheis”

“She'snot an éf,” | said, and hiseyesjerked to mine. “Ellasbeth is,” | added, and hislook went closed



agan.
“Y ou' re getting uncomfortably adept, Ms. Morgan,” he said, leaning away from me.

Putting my elbowsto either sde of the white plate, | rested my chin on the bridge my hands made.
“That' s Ellashbeth’ s problem, you know. She fedslike sheisabroodmare.”

Trent shook out his ngpkin and put it on his lap. His robe was dowly coming undone to show apair of
executive-looking pgamas. It was somewhat of a disappointment—I’ d been hoping for boxers.
“Ellasbeth doesn’t want to moveto Cincinnati,” he said, unaware that | was sneaking glances at his
physique. “Her work and friends arein Seattle. Y ou wouldn't be ableto tell by looking at her, but she's
one of theworld' s best nuclear transplant engineers.”

My surprised silence brought his attention up, and | stared at him.
“She can take the nucleus of adamaged cdll and transplant it into ahedlthy one,” he said.

“Oh.” Beautiful and smart. She could be Miss Americaif shelearned how to lie better. But it sounded
redly closetoillega genetic manipulationto me.

“Ellasbeth can work from Cincinnati aseasily as Seettle,” Trent said, mistaking my slencefor interest.
“I’ve dready financed the university’ s research department to update their facilities. She' sgoing to put
Cincinnati on the map for her developments, and she' sangry that she' s being forced to move instead of
me.” Hemet my questioning eyes. “1t'snot illegd.”

“Tomato, tomatto,” | said, leaning back when Maggie set acrock of butter and a pitcher of steaming
syrup on the table and walked away.

Trent’ s green eyes met mine and he shrugged.

The scent of cooking batter drifted close, heady with promise, and my mouth watered as Maggie
returned with two steaming plates of waffles. She set one before me, hesitating to make sure | was
pleased. “Thislooks wonderful,” | said, reaching for the butter.

Trent adjusted his plate while he waited for me. “ Thanks, Maggie. I’ [l take care of the settings. It's
getting late. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kdamack,” Maggie said, clearly pleased as she rested a hand atop his shoulder. “I'll
clean up the spillsbefore | go. More tea or coffee?’

| looked up from pushing the butter to Trent. They were both waiting for me. “Um, no,” | said as|
glanced a my mug. “ Thank you.”

“Thisisfine” Trent echoed.

Maggie nodded asif we were doing something right before she returned to the kitchen humming. |
smiled when | recognized the odd Iullaby, “ All the Pretty Little Horses.”

Lifting alid to acovered container, | found it full of crushed strawberries. My eyeswidened. Tiny whole
onesthe size of my pinky nail made aring around the rim asif it was June, not December, and |
wondered where he had gotten them. | eagerly ladled berries on top of my waffle, looking up when |



redlized Trent was watching me. “Y ou want some of these?’
“When you' re done with them.”

| went to take another scoop, then hesitated. Dropping the spoon back in, I pushed them acrossthe
table. The smal noise of clinking silverware seemed loud as | poured the syrup. Y ou do know the last
man | saw inarobe, | beat into unconsciousnesswith achair leg,” | quipped, desperate to break the
Slence.

Trent dmost smiled. “I' [l be careful .”

The waffle was crigp on the outside and fluffy on theinside, easily cut with afork. Trent used aknife. |
carefully put the perfect square into my mouth so | wouldn't dribble. “Oh God,” | said around my full
mouth and giving up on manners. “Isit because we almost died that this tastes so good, or is she the best
cook on earth?’

It wasred butter, and the maple syrup had the dusky flavor that said it was a hundred percent real. Not
two percent, not seven percent; it was real maple syrup. Remembering the stash of maple candy | once
found while searching Trent’ s office, | wasn't surprised.

Trent put an elbow on the table, hiseyes on hisplate. “Maggie puts mayonnaise in them. It givesthem an
interesting texture.”

| hesitated, staring at my plate, then deciding if | couldn’t taste it, there wasn't enough egg to worry
about. “Mayonnaise?’

A faint sound of dismay came from the kitchen. “Mr. Kalamack...” Maggie came out, wiping her hands
on her gpron. “Don’t be giving my secrets away, or you'll find tealeavesin your brew tomorrow,” she
scolded.

Leaning to look over his shoulder, he widened his smile to become an entirdly different person. “Then I'll
be able to read my fortune. Have agood night, Maggie.”

Harrumphing, she walked out, passing the sunken living room and making aleft turn at the wakway
overlooking the grest hall. Her steps were dmost soundless, and the closing of the main door was loud.
Hearing running weter in the new silence, | ate another bite.

Drug lord, murderer, bad man,| reminded myself. But hewasn't talking, and | was Sarting to fed
uncomfortable. “Hey, I’'m sorry about the water in your limo,” | offered.

Trent wiped hismouth. “1 think | can handle alittle dry cleaning after what you did.”

“Stll,” | said asmy gaze did to the crock of strawberries. “I’'m sorry.”

Seeing my eyesflick from thefruit to him, Trent made a questioning face. He was't going to offer them
to me, so | reached out and took them. “Takata s car is't nicer than yours,” | said, upending the

container over the remains of my waffle. “1 wasjust jerking you around.”

“I figured that out,” he said wryly. Hewasn't eating, and | looked up to see him with knife and fork in
hand, watching me scrape the last of the strawberries out with my butter knife.



“What?’ | said as| put the crock down. *Y ou weren’t going to have any more.”
He carefully cut another square of waffle. “Y ou’ ve been in contact with Takata, then?’

| shrugged. “lvy and | are working security at his concert next Friday.” | wedged asmdl biteinto my
mouth and closed my eyesas| chewed. “Thisisredly good.” He didn’'t say anything, and my eyes

opened. “ Are you—ah—going?’
“No.”

Turning back to my plate, | glanced at him from around my hair. “Good.” | ate ancther bite. “Themanis
something ese; when we talked, he was wearing orange pants. And he' sgot hishair out to here.” |
gestured, showing Trent. “But you probably know him. Persondly.”

Trent was till working on hiswaffle with the steedy pace of asnail. “We met once.”

Content, | did al the strawberries off the remnants of my waffle and concentrated on them. “He picked
me up off the street, gave me aride, dumped me off on the expressway.” | smiled. “ At least he had
someone bring my car dong. Have you heard his early release? Music. | could adways keep the
conversation going if it was about music. And Trent liked Takata. | knew that much about him.

“ ‘Red Ribbons 7" Trent asked, an odd intentnessto hisvoice.

Nodding, | swallowed and pushed my plate away. There were no more strawberries, and | wasfull.
“Haveyou heard it?’ | asked, settling back in my chair with my coffee.

“I'veheard it.” Leaving a shallow wedge of waffle uneaten, Trent set hisfork down and pushed it
symbolicaly away. His hands went to histeaand he leaned back in hischair. | went to takeasip of
coffee, freezing as| redlized Trent had mirrored both my posture and my motion.

Oh, crap. He likes me.Mirroring motions was classic in the body language of attraction. Feding asif I'd
sumbled into somewhere| didn’t want to go, | intentionally leaned forward and put the flat of my armon
the table, my fingers encircling my warm mug of coffee.l wouldn’t play thisgame. | wouldn't!

““You'remine, yet wholly you,” ” Trent said dryly, clearly obliviousto my thoughts. “ The man hasno
sense of discretion. It' sgoing to catch up with him someday.”

Eyesdistant and unaware, he put the flat of hisarm on the table. My face went cold and | choked, but it
wasn't because of what he had done. It was because of what he had said. “Holy crap!” | swore. “You're
avamp'sscion!”

Trent’seyesjerked to mine. “ Excuse me?’

“Thelyricd” | sputtered. “He didn’t release those. 1t' s on the vamp track only undead vampires and
their scions can hear. Oh my God! Y ou’ ve been hitten!”

Lips pressed together, Trent picked up hisfork and cut atriangle of waffle, using it to sop up the last of
the syrup on hisplate. “I'm not avampire’ sscion. And I’ ve never been bit.”

My heart pounded and | stared. “Then how do you know them? 1 heard you. | heard you say them.
Straight off the vamp track.”



He arched histhin eyebrows at me. “How do you know about the vamp track?’

“ |Vy,"

Trent rose. Wiping hisfingers clean, he tightened his robe and crossed the room to the casua
living-room pit with the wall-sized TV and stereo. | watched him pluck a CD from atop a shelf and drop
itinto aplayer. Whileit spun up, he punched in atrack and “Red Ribbons’ came from hidden speskers.
Though it was soft, | could fed the base line thumping into me.

Trent showed atired acceptance as he turned with a set of wireless headphones. They were professional
looking, the typethat fit over your earsinstead of resting on them. “Listen,” he said, extending them to
me. | drew back suspicioudy, and he wedged them on my head.

My jaw dropped and my eyesflew to his. It was“Red Ribbons,” but it wasn’'t the same song. It was
incredibly rich, seeming to go right to my brain, skipping my ears. It echoed within me, swirling behind
and through my thoughts. There wereimpaossible highs, and rumbling lowsthat set my tonguetingling. It
was the same song, but there was so much more.

| redized | was Saring & my plate. What | had been missing was beautiful. Pulling in abreath of air, |
drew my head up. Trent had sat again, watching. Stunned, | reached to touch the headphones, reassuring
mysdf that they wereredlly there. The vamp track wasindescribable.

And then the woman started to sing. | looked at Trent, feeling panicked, it was so beautiful. He nodded
with a Cheshire cat smile. Her voice was lyricd, both rough and tragic. It pulled emotion from mel
wasn't aware | could fed. A deep painful regret. Unrequited need. “I didn’t know,” | whispered.

Asl| listened to the end, unable to take the headphones off, Trent took our plates to the kitchen. He
came back with an insulated pot of tea, topping off his cup before stting down. The track ended, leaving
only silence. Numb, | did the headphones off and set them by my coffee.

“I didn't know,” | said again, thinking that my eyes must look haunted. “Ivy can hear al that? Why
doesn't Takata rel ease them sounding like that?”

Trent adjusted hisposition in hischair. “He does. But only the undead can hear it.”
| touched the headphones. “But you—"

“I made them after finding out about the vamp track. | wasn't sure they would work with witches. |
gather by your expression that they did?’

My head bobbed loosdly. “Ley linemagic?’ | questioned.

A smile, dmogt shy, flickered over him. “I speciaize in misdirection. Quen thinks it awaste of time, but
you' d be surprised what aperson will do for apair of those.”

| pulled my eyes from the headphones. “1 canimagine.”
Trent Spped histea, leaning back in speculation. “Y ou don't...want apair, do you?’

| took abregth, frowning at the faint taunt in hisvoice. “Not for what you' re asking, no.” Setting my mug



of coffeea arm’slength, | stood. Hisearlier behavior of mimicking my motions was suddenly abundantly
clear. He was an expert in manipulation. He had to know what signals he was sending. Most people
didn’t—at least conscioudy—and that he had tried to lay the groundwork to try to romance my help
when money wouldn’t buy it was contemptible.

“Thanksfor dinner,” | said. “I1t was fabulous.”

Surprise brought Trent straight. “I’ll tell Maggieyou enjoyedit,” he said, hislipstightening. He d made a
mistake, and he knew it.

| wiped my hands off on my sweatshirt. “1’d appreciate that. I’ [l get my things.”

“I'll tell Quen you'reready to go.” Hisvoice wasflat.

Leaving him gtting at thetable, | walked away. | caught aglimpse of him as| turned and went into
Ellasbeth’ srooms. He was touching the headphones, his posture unable to hide hisannoyance. The
bandage on his head and his bare feet made him look vulnerable and aone.

Stupid lonely man,| thought.

Stupid ignorant mefor pitying him.

Twenty-eight

| scooped my shoulder bag up from the bathroom floor, making adow circuit to be sure |’ d gotten
everything. Remembering my garment bag, | went to retrieve it and my coat from the changing room. My
jaw dropped at the open phone book on the low table and my face flamed. She had it open to escorts,
not independent runners. “ She thinks I’m ahooker,” | muttered, ripping the page out and jamming it into
my jeans pocket. Damn it, | didn’t care that we both did legit escort service occasondly, Ivy was going
to takeit out. Ticked, | shrugged into my ugly coat with the fake fur about the collar, snatched up my
unworn outfit, and left, dmaost running into Trent on the open walkway. “Whoa! Sorry,” | sammered,
taking two steps back.

He tightened the tie on hisrobe, his eyes empty. “What are you going to do about Lee?’

The night’ s events rushed back, making me frown. “Nothing.”

Trent rocked back, surprise making him look young. “Nothing?’

My focus blurred as | recalled the people scattered where they fell past my saving. Lee was a butcher.
He could have gotten them out but had left them so it would look like ahit by Piscary. Which it was, but
| couldn’t believe that Kisten would do that. He must have warned them. He had to have. But Trent was
gtanding before me, his green eyes questioning.

“It' snot my problem,” | said, and pushed past him.

Trent was right behind me, hisbare feet silent. “Hetried to kill you.”

Not dowing, | said over my shoulder, “Hetried to kill you. | got in the way.” Twice.

“Y ou're not going to do anything?’



My gaze went to the huge window. It was hard to tell in the dark, but | thought it was clear again. “I
wouldn’t say that. I’m going to go home and take anap. I’ mtired.”

| headed for that six-inch-thick door at the end of the walkway. Trent was till behind me. “Y ou don't
care he sgoing to flood Cincinnati with unsafe Brimstone, killing hundreds?”

My jaw tightened as | thought of Ivy’ssister. Thejarring from my steps went up my spine. “You'll take
careof him,” | said dryly. “ Seeing asit touches yourbusinessinterests.”

“Y ou have no desire to seek revenge. None whatsoever.”

Hisvoice wasthick with dishdlief, and | stopped. “Look. | got in hisway. He' s stronger than me. Y ou,
on the other hand...I"d just as soon see you fry, ef-boy. Maybe Cincinnati would be better without
yw.”

Trent’s smooth face went blank. “ Y ou don't serioudy believe that.”

Shifting my garment bag, | exhaed. “1 don’t know what | believe. Y ou aren’t honest with me. Excuse
me. | have to go home and feed my fish.” | walked away, headed for the door. | knew the way to the
front, and Quen would probably catch up with me somewhere in between.

“ Wa't.”

The pleading tonein his voice pulled meto a stop, my hand touching the door. | turned as Quen
appeared at the foot of the stairway, hisface worried and threatening. Somehow, | didn’t think it was
because | was about to go wandering through the Kalamack compound, but of what Trent might say. My
hand fell from the doorknob. This might be worth staying for.

“If 1 tell youwhat | know of your father, will you help mewith Lee?’
At the ground floor, Quen shifted. “ Sa’ han—"
Trent’ s brow furrowed defiantly.” Exitus acta probat.”

My pulse quickened and | adjusted the fake fur collar of my coat. “Hey! Keep it English, boys,” |
snapped. “And the last time you said you would tell me about my dad, | came away with hisfavorite
color and what he liked on his hot dog.”

Trent’ s attention went to the floor of the great room and Quen. His security officer shook his head.
“Would you like to sit down?’ Trent said, and Quen grimaced.

“Sure” Eyeing him warily, | retraced my steps and followed him to the ground floor. He settled himself
inachair tucked between the window and a back wal, his comfortable posture telling me thiswas where
he sat when he wasin thisroom. He had aview of the dark waterfall, and there were several books, their
ribbon bookmarks giving evidence of past afternoonsin the sun. Behind him on the wall were four
tattered Visconti tarot cards, each carefully protected behind glass. My face went cold as| realized that
the captive lady on the Devil card looked like Ceri.

“Sd han,” Quen said softly. “Thisisnot agood idea.”



Trent ignored him, and Quen retreated to stand behind him, where he could glower a me.

| put my garment bag over anearby chair and sat, my legs crossed at the knees and my foot bobbing
impatiently. Helping Trent with Leewould beasmadl thing if he told me anything of importance. Hell, |
was taking the bastard out mysalf as soon as | got home and whipped up afew charms. Yeah, | wasa
liar, but | was aways honest with mysalf about it.

Trent edged to the end of his seet, his elbows on his knees and his gaze on the night. “ Two millennium
ago, thetide turned in our effort to reclaim the ever-after from the demons.”

My eyeswidened. Foot stilling, | took my coat off. This might take awhile to get to my dad. Trent met
my gaze, and seeing my acceptance of this roundabout way, he eased back in asqueak of leather. Quen
made a pained sound deep in histhroat.

“The demons saw their end coming,” Trent said softly. “1n an unusud effort of cooperation, they set
asdetheir internal squabblingsfor supremacy and worked to twist acurse upon dl of us. Wedidn't even
redize it had happened for dmaost three generations, not recognizing the higher fatality percentage of our
newborn for what it was.”

| blinked. The demons were responsible for the ves failure? | thought it had been their habit of
hybridizing with humans.

“Infant mortality increased exponentialy each generation,” Trent said. “ Our tenuous grip on victory
dipped from usin tiny coffins and the sound of mourning. Eventually we realized they had twisted acurse
on us, changing our DNA so that it spontaneoudy broke, each generation becoming progressively
worse”

My stomach roiled. Genetic genocide. “Y ou tried to repair the damage by hybridizing with humans?’ |
asked, hearing the smalness of my voice.

His eyesflicked from the window to me. “ That was alagt ditch effort to save something until away
could be developed tofix it. It was ultimately adisaster, but it did keep us dive until weimproved the
genetic techniquesto arrest and ultimately repair most of the degradation. When the Turn madeit illegdl,
the labs went underground, desperate to save the few of uswho managed to survive. The Turn scattered
us, and | find aconfused child about every other year.”

Feding unred, | whispered, “Y our hospitals and orphanages.” | had never guessed there was amotive
other than public reations behind them.

Trent smiled faintly upon seeing the understanding in my eyes. Quen looked positively ill, hiswrinkles
diding into each other, his hands behind his back, staring at nothing in aslent protest. Trent eased
forward again. “1 find them sckly and dying, and they’ re dways grateful for their hedth and the chanceto
seek out more of their kin. It'sbeen athin linethe last fifty years. We re balanced. This next generation
will save or damn us”

The thought of Ceri intruded, squelched. “What does this have to do with my dad?’

A quick nod bobbed hishead. “Y our father was working with mine trying to find an old sample of even
DNA in the ever-after that we could use as a pattern. We can fix what we know iswrong, but to make it
better, to bring the infant mortdity down to where we can survive without medica help, we needed a
sample from someone that died before the curse was twisted. Something that we can pattern the repairs



upon.
A sound of dishbelief escaped me. “Y ou need a sample over two thousand years old?’
He lifted one shoulder in ahaf shrug. His shoulders didn’t seem aswide in the robe, and he looked

comfortably vulnerable. “It' s possible. There were many pockets of elvesthat practiced mummification.
All we need isone cell even margindly perfect. Just one.”

My eyesflicked to astoic Quen, then him. “Piscary dmost killed metrying to find out if you hired meto
go into the ever-after. It snot going to happen. I'm not going there.” | thought of Al waiting for me, my
agreement worthless on hissde of the lines. “No way.”

An gpologetic dant came into Trent’ s eyes as he watched me from across the coffee table. “I’'m sorry. |
didn’t mean for Piscary to focus on you. | would have rather told you the entire story last year when you
quit thel.S,, but | was concerned...” Hetook adow breath. “1 didn't trust you to keep your mouth shut
about our existence.”

“Youtrust menow?’ | said, thinking of Jenks.

“Not redly, but | haveto.”

Not redly, but | haveto. What the hell kind of an answer isthat?

“We'retoo few to let the world know we exist,” Trent was saying, hiseyeson hislaced fingers. “It
would betoo easy for azed ot to pick us off, and | have enough trouble with Piscary trying to do just

that. He knows the threat we will poseto his standing if our numbersincrease.”

My mouth twisted and | pushed back into the leather. Palitics. It was aways palitical. “Can't you just
untwist the curse?’

Hisface was weary as he turned to the window. “We did when we discovered what had happened. But
the damage remains, and would be worsening if we didn’t find every even child and fix what we can.”

My lips parted in understanding. “ The camp. That’ swhy you were there?’
He shifted reluctantly in his chair, looking suddenly nervous. “Yes”

| pressed back farther into the cushions, not knowing if | wanted him to answer my next question.
“Why...why was| at that camp?’

Trent’ sstiff posture eased. “Y ou have asomewhat unusua genetic defect. A good five percent of the
witch population hasit—arecessve gene which is harmless unlessthey pair up.”

“Onein four chance?’ | guessed.

“If both parents have it. And if the two recessive genes pair up, it kills you before your first birthday. My
father managed to keep it suppressed in you until you were old enough to handle afull course of
trestment.”

“Hedid thisalot?’ | asked, my stomach knotting. | was dive because of illega genetic manipulation. It
waswhat | had guessed, but now | knew for sure. Maybe | shouldn't |et it bother me. The entire &lf race



relied onillega medicineto remainin existence.

“No,” Trent said. “Recordsindicate that with very few exceptions, he allowed infantswith your affliction
to die, their parents not knowing there was a cure. It’ srather expensive.”

“Money,” | said, and Trent’ sjaw clenched.

“If the decision was based on money, you wouldn’t have seen your first birthday,” he said tightly. “My
father didn’t take one cent for saving your life. He did it because he was friends with your father. Y ou
and Lee are the only two running about under the sun that he pulled back from that deeth, and that was
because of friendship. He didn't take adimefor saving ether of you. Persondly, I'm starting to think he
made amigtake.”

“Thisisn't making mewant to help you,” | said snidely, but Trent gave me atired look.

“My father wasagood man,” he said softly. “He wouldn’t refuse to help your father save your lifewhen
your father had aready devoted hislifeto help him save our entire race.”

Frowning, | put ahand to my sscomach. | didn’t likewhat | wasfeding. My father didn’t sacrifice hislife
in exchange for mine—which was a good thing. But he wasn't the upright, honest, hardworking 1.S.
runner | had thought. He had willingly helped Trent’ sfather with hisillega activitieslong before | got Sick.

“I’'m not abad person, Rachd,” Trent said. “But | will eiminate anyone who threatensto stop the flow
of money coming in. My research to repair the damage the demons did to my people sgenomeisn't
chegp. If we could find an old enough sample, we could fix it completely. But it has degraded to the point
where we don’t know even the color of the pieces anymore.”

My thoughts lighted on Ceri, and | sedled my face. The thought of her and Trent meeting was
intolerable. Besides, she was only athousand years old.

Trent’ s smooth features went tired with aworry far beyond hisyears. “If the money stops, the next
generation of elveswill start to dip again. Only if we find a sample from before the curse was twisted can
wefix it completely and my specieswill have achance. Y our father thought it was atask worth dying
for.”

My eyesflicked to the tarot card with Ceri’ slikenessand | kept my mouth shut. Trent would use her
like atissue and throw her away.

Trent leaned back, his gaze going sharp on mine. “Well, Ms. Morgan,” he said, managing to gppear in
control even wearing arobeand pj’s. “Have | given you enough?’

For along moment | looked a him, watching his jaw dowly tighten when he redized | was bdancing
and not knowing which way | was going to jump. Feeling cocky and self-assured, | raised my eyebrows.
“Oh hell, Trent. | was going after Lee anyway. What do you think | was doing in your bathtub for two
hours? Washing my hair?’

| had no choice but to tag Lee after hetried to blow me up. If | didn’t, every mark | put behind barswas
going to come out gunning for me,

Trent’sface went annoyed. “ Y ou' ve got it figured out aready, don’'t you?’ he asked, irritation thick in
hisriver-gray voice.



“Mostly.” | beamed, and Quen sighed, clearly having seen beforehand that | was going to snooker his
boss but good. “1 just need to call my insurance agent and set it up.”

Knowing | had gotten the better of Trent was worth more than he could ever line my pocketswith, and |
snorted when Quen whispered, “Her insurance agent?’

Stll stting, | pointed afinger a Trent. “I’ ve got two things for you to do. Two things, then you back off
and let mework. I'm not doing this as acommittee. Understand?’

Eyebrows high, Trent said flatly, “What do you want?’

“Firgt, | want you to go to the FIB and tell them Lee knocked out al those people and locked the doors
knowing there was a bomb on the boat.”

Trent laughed, hiswarm voice taking on abiting edge. “What isthat going to get you?’

“They’ll golooking for him. HE Il go underground. A warrant will befiled, and with that, | have alegd
right to pick himup.”

Trent' s eyeswidened. Behind him, Quen nodded. “ That’ swhy...” Trent murmured.

| couldn’t help my smile. “Y ou can run from the law, but standing up your insurance adjustor?’ 1 shook
my head. “Not agood idea.”

“You'regoing to get in to kill him posing as an insurance agent?’

| wished | could say | was surprised. God, he was so arrogant. “1 don’t kill people, Trent. | haul their
assesto lockup, and | need areason for keeping him there. | thought he was your friend.”

A hint of uncertainty flickered over Trent. “I thought he was, too.”

“Maybe his girlfriend knocked him on the head and forced himinto leaving?’ | said, not believing it.
“Wouldn't you fed bad if you killed him, then found out he had tried to save you?’

Trent gave me aweary look. “ Always seeing the best in a person, Ms. Morgan?’

“Y eah. Except with you.” | started making amental list of who | had to tell | wasdive: Kisten, Jenks—if
he' d lisen—Ceri, Keadey...Nick? Oh God, my mom. That one ought to be fun.

Pushing hisfingersinto hisforehead, Trent Sghed. “Y ou have no idea how thisworks.”

Affronted, | puffed a him and his smarter-than-thou attitude. “Work with me here, huh? Letting the bad
guy live might be good for your soul.”

Hedidn't look convinced; he looked patronizing. “ Letting Leeliveisamistake. Hisfamily won't like him
injail. They'd rather have him dead than be an embarrassment.”

“Wadl isn't that just too bad. I’'m not going to kill him, and I’'m not going to let you kill him, either, so Sit
down, shut up, hold on, and watch how red people solve problems.”



Trent shook his head to make hishair float about his redrimmed ears. “What' s arresting Lee going to get
you? His lawyerswill have him out before he can st on ajail-cdll cot.”

“Voice of experience?’ | mocked, seeing as| dmost had him therelast fall.
“Yes” hesad darkly. “The FIB has my fingerprints on file, thanksto you.”
“And thel.S. hasasample of my DNA for identification purposes. Suck it up.”
Quen made asoft sound, and | suddenly redlized we were arguing like children.

Looking peeved, Trent settled back in his chair and laced hisfingers over hismiddle. Fatigue pulled at
him. “Admitting | was on that boat is going to be difficult. We weren't seen leaving. And it would be hard
to explain how we survived and everyone else died.”

“Beinventive. Maybe the truth?’ | said cockily.Pushing Trent’ s buttons was kinda fun. * Everybody
knows he' strying to jerk Cincinnati out from under you and Piscary. Go with it. Just leave me dead in the
river.”

Trent eyed me carefully. “ Y ou're going to tell your FIB captain you' re dive, yes?’

“That’' s one of the reasons you' re going to file with the FIB and not the.S.” My gaze went to the
stairway as Jonathan’stall form started down it. He seemed irritated, and | wondered what was up. No
one said anything as he approached, and | wished | hadn’t pushed Trent so far. The man didn’t ook
happy. It would be just like him to kill Lee out from under me. “Y ou want Saladan out of the city?” |
sad. “I'll do that for you for free. All | want isyou to fileacomplaint and pay for the lawyer to keep him
in prison. Can you do that for me?’

Hisface went empty as thoughts he didn’t want to share with me passed through his mind. Nodding
dowly, he beckoned Jonathan closer.

Taking that asayes, | felt my shouldersease. “Thanks,” | muttered as the tall man bent to whisper in
Trent’sear and Trent’ s gaze shot to me. | strained to hear, getting nothing.

“Keep him at the gate,” Trent said, glancing at Quen. “I don’t want him on the grounds.”
“Who?’ | said, wondering.

Trent stood and tightened the tie on hisrobe. “1 told Mr. Felps I’ d arrange for your return, but he seems
to think you'rein need of rescuing. HE swaiting for you at the gatehouse.”

“Kigen?’ | gifled ajerk. I’d be glad to see him, but | was afraid of the answers he would have for me. |
didn’t want him to have planted that bomb, but vy had said he did. Damn it, why did | dwaysfal for the
bad boys?

While the three men waited, | stood and gathered my things, hesitating before | stuck my hand out.
“Thank you for your hospitdity... Trent,” | said, pausing only briefly as| tried to decide what to cal him.
“And thanksfor not letting me freeze to death,” | added.

A soft amile quirked the corners of hislipsat the hesitation, and he met my firm grip with hisown. “It
wastheleast | could do, seeing as you kept me from drowning,” he answered. His brow furrowed,



clearly wanting to say more. Bregth held, he changed his mind and turned away. “ Jonathan, will you
accompany Ms. Morgan to the gate-house? | want to talk to Quen.”

“Of course, Sa han.”

| glanced back at Trent as| followed Jonathan to the stairs, my mind already on what | had to do next.
I’d call Edden firgt, a his home number, soon as | got to my Rolodex. He might till be up. Then my
mother. Then Jenks. Thiswas going to work. It had to.

But as| quickened my pace to keep up with Jonathan, awash of concern went though me. Sure, | was
going to get in to see Saladan, but then what?

Twenty-nine

Kisten had the heat on full, and the warm air shifted a strand of my shorter hair to tickle my neck. |
reached to turn it down, thinking he was laboring under the fal se assumption that | was still suffering from
hypothermia and warmer was better. It was ftifling, the sensation only strengthened by the darknesswe
drove through. | cracked the window and eased back asthe cold night dipped in.

The living vamp snuck alook at me, jerking his gaze back to the headlight-lit road as soon as our eyes
met. “Areyou okay?’ he asked for thethird time. “Y ou haven't said aword.”

Shaking my open coat to make adraft, | nodded. He had gotten ahug at Trent’ s gate, but it was
obvious he fdlt the hesitation. “ Thanks for picking meup,” | said. “1 wasn't too keen on Quen taking me
home.” | ran my hand across the door handle of Kisten’s Corvette, comparing it to Trent’slimo. | liked
Kisten's car better.

Kisten blew out his breath in along exhaation. “1 needed to get out. Ivy was driving me crazy.” He
glanced away from the dark road. “1’m glad you told her as soon asyou did.”

“Youtaked?' | asked, surprised and alittle worried. Why couldn’t | like nice men?

“Well, shetaked.” He made an embarrassed noise. “ She threatened to cut off both my headsif | jerked
your blood out from under her.”

“Sorry.” | looked out the window, becoming more upset. | didn’t want to have to walk away from
Kisten because he had meant for those people to diein some stupid power struggle they weren't aware
of. Hetook abregath to say something, and | interrupted with aquick, “Would you mind if | used your
phone?’

His expression wary, he pulled his shiny phone from a belt holster and handed it to me. Not particularly
happy, | caled information and got the number for David’ s company, and for afew dollars more, they
connected me. Why not? It wasn't my phone.

While Kigten slently drove, | worked my way through their automated system. It was dmost midnight.
He ought to have been in, unless hewas on arun or had gone home early. “Hi,” | said when | findly got a
real person. “I need to talk to David Hue?’

“I’'m sorry,” an older woman said with an overabundance of professondism. “Mr. Hueisn't here
presently. Can | give you to one of our other agents?’



“No!” | said before she could dump me back into the system. “Isthere anumber | canreach him at?It's
an emergency.” Note to sdlf: never, ever throw anyone s card away again.

“If you'd like to leave your name and number—"

What part of “emergency” didn’'t she understand?*Look,” | said with asigh. “I really need to talk to him.
I’m his new partner, and | lost hisextension. If you could just—"

“You're hisnew partner?’ the woman interrupted. The shock in her voice gave me pause. Was David
that hard to work with?

“Yeah,” | sad, flicking aglance at Kisten. | was sure he could hear both ends of the conversation with
hisvamp ears. “I redly need to talk to him.”

“Ah, can you hold for amoment?’
“You bet.”

Kisten' sface brightened in the glare of oncoming cars. His jaw was fixed and his eyeswereriveted to
the road.

There was a crackling of the phone being passed, then a cautious, “ Thisis David Hue.”

“David,” | said, smiling. “It'sRachel.” He didn't say anything, and | rushed to keep him ontheline.
“Wait! Don’t hang up. I’ ve got to talk to you. It' sabout aclaim.”

There was the sound of ahand going over the phone. “It'sokay,” | heard him say. “I’ll take this one.
Why don’'t you make an early night of it?1’ll close down your compuiter.”

“Thanks, David. I'll see you tomorrow,” his secretary said faintly, and after along moment, hisvoice
came back ontheline.

“Rachd,” hesaid warily. “Isthis about the fish? I’ ve dready filed the clam. If you' ve perjured me, I'm
going to be very upset.”

“What isit with you thinking theworst of me?” | questioned, miffed. My eyesdidto Kisten ashe
gripped the whed tighter. “I made amistake with Jenks, okay? 1’ m trying to fix it. But I’ ve got something
you might beinterested in.”

Therewasashort slence. “I’'mlistening,” he said cautioudly.

My breath puffed out in relief. Fidgeting, | dug for apenin my shoulder bag. Opening my datebook, |
clicked my pen open. “Ah, you work by commission, right?’

“Something likethat,” David said.

“Wadl, you know that boat that exploded?’ | snuck aglance at Kisten. Thelight from the oncoming
traffic madelittle glintsin his stubble as he clenched hisjaw.

There was arattling of computer keysin the background. “ Still listening...”



My pulse quickened. “ Does your company own the policy onit?’

The sound of keys quickened and vanished. “ Seeing asweinsure everything Piscary isv't interested in,
probably.” There was another spurt of tapping keys. “Yes. We haveit.”

“Great,” | sghed. Thiswas going to work. “I wason it when it exploded.”

| heard the squeak of achair through the line. “ Somehow that doesn’t surprissme. Y ou saying it wasn't
an accident?’

“Ah, no.” | flicked aglance a Kisten. His knuckles gripping the whed were white.

“Redly.” It wasn't aquestion, and the sound of tapping keys sarted up again, shortly followed by the
hum of aprinter.

| shifted in Kisten' s heated leather seats and stuck the end of the pen in my mouth. “Would | be correct
that your company doesn’t pay out when property is destroyed—"

“Because of acts of war or gang-related activity?’ David interrupted. “No. Wedon't.”
“Fantadtic,” | said, not thinking it necessary to tell him | was gitting next to the guy who had arranged the
wholething.God, please et Kisten have an answer for me. “How would you like me to come down there

and sign a paper for you?’

“I"d likethat redly fine.” David hesitated, then added, “ Y ou don’t strike me asthe kind of woman who
commits acts of random kindness, Rachel. What do you want out this?’

My gaze ran down Kisten's clenched jaw to his strong shoulders, then lingered on his hands gripping the
whed asif he wastrying to squeeze theiron out of it. “I want to be with you when you go out to adjust
Sdadan'sclam.”

Kisten jerked, apparently only now understanding why | wastalking to David. The silence on the other
end of thelinewasthick. “Ah...” David murmured.

“I'mnot going to kill him; I’'m going to arrest him,” | quickly offered.

The thrum of the engine rumbling up through my feet shifted and steadied.

“It'snot that,” he said. “I don’t work with anyone. And I’'m not working with you.”

My face burned. | knew he thought very little of me after finding | had kept information from my own
partner. But it was David' sfault it came out. “Look,” | said, turning away from Kisten ashe stared at me.
“I just saved your company awad of money. Y ou get me in when you go to adjust his claim, then back
out of theway and let me and my teeamwork.” | glanced at Kisten. Something had shifted in him. Hisgrip
on the whed was|oose and his face was empty.

There was a short silence. “ And afterward?’

“Afterward?’ The moving lights made Kisten' s face unreadable. “ Nothing. We tried working together. It
didn’t work out. Y ou get an extension on finding anew partner.”



Therewasalong slence. “ That' sit?’

“That'sit.” | clicked my pen closed and threw it and my datebook into my bag.Why did | even try to be
organized?

“Okay,” hefindly said. “I'll bark down the hole and see what comes up.”

“Fantadtic,” | said, genuindly glad, though he seemed less than pleased. “Hey, in afew hours|’m going
to have died in that explosion, so don't worry about it, okay?’

A tired sound escaped him. “Fine. I’ll call you tomorrow when the claim comesin.”

“Gredt. I'll seeyou then.” David' slack of excitement was depressng. The phone clicked off without him
saying goodbye, and | closed it and handed it back to Kisten. “ Thanks,” | said, feding very awkward.

“I thought you wereturning mein,” Kisten said softly.

Mouth faling open, | stared, only now understanding his previoustension. “No,” | whispered, fegling
afraid for some reason. He had sat there and done nothing as he thought | wasturning him in?

Shoulders stiff and eyes on theroad, he said, “Rachd, | didn’t know he was going to let those people
die”

My bresth caught. | forced it out, then took another. “Tak to me,” | said, fedling light-headed. | stared
out the window, handsin my lap and my stomach clenched. Please, et me be wrong thistime?

| looked acrossthe car, and after his eyesflicked to the rearview mirror, he pulled off to the sde of the
road. My gut clenched. Damn it, why did | haveto like him? Why couldn’t | like nice men? Why did the
power and persond strength that attracted me aways seem to trandate into callous disregard for other
people slives?

My body shifted forward and back when he came to a sudden halt. The car shook as traffic continued
to passus at eighty milesan hour, but here it was dtill. Kisten shifted in his seat to face me, reaching over
the gearshift to cradle my handsin my lap. His day-old stubble glinted in the lights from the oncoming
traffic across the median, and his blue eyeswere pinched.

“Rachd,” hesaid, and | held my breath hoping he was going to tell meit had dl been amistake. “I
arranged to have that bomb strapped to the boiler.”

| closed my eyes.

“1 didn’t intend for those peopleto die. | caled Sdadan,” he continued, and | opened my eyeswhen a
passing truck shook us. “| told Candice there was abomb on his boat. Hell, | told her where it was and
that if they touched it, it would detonate. | gave them plenty of timeto get everyone off. | wasn't trying to
kill people, | wastrying to make amediacircus and snk his business. It never occurred to me he would
walk away and leave them to die. | migudged him,” he said, abitter recrimination in hisvoice, “and they
paid for my shortsightedness with their lives. God, Rachel, if | even guessed he would do that, I'd have
found another way. That you were on that boat...” Hetook abreath. “1 dmost killed you....”

| swalowed hard, feding the lump in my throat grow less. “But you' ve killed people before,” | said,
knowing the problem wasn't tonight but a history of belonging to Piscary and having to carry out hiswill.



Kisten leaned back though his hands never Ieft mine. 1 killed my first person when | was eighteen.”

Oh God.! tried to pull away, but he gently tightened hisgrip. “ Y ou need to hear this,” he said. “If you
want to walk away, | want you to know the truth so you don’t come back. And if you stay, then it' s not
because you made a decision based on too little information.”

Steding mysdif, | looked at his eyes, gauging them sincere, and perhaps carrying a hint of guilt and past
hurt. “ Y ou’'ve done this before,” 1 whispered, feding afraid. | was onein astring of women. They had dll
|eft. Maybe they were smarter than me.

He nodded, hiseyes closing briefly. “I’'m tired of being hurt, Rachel. I’m anice guy who just happened
tokill hisfirst person at eighteen.”

| swallowed, taking my hands back under the pretense of tucking my hair behind an ear. Kisten felt me
draw away and turned to look out the front window, placing his hands back on thewhed. | had told him
not to make my decisonsfor me; | suppose | deserved every sordid detail. Stomach twisting, | said, “Go
m.”

Kigten stared at nothing as the traffic passed, accentuating the point of stillnessinthecar. “1 killed my
second about ayear later,” he said, hisvoiceflat. “ She was an accident. | managed to keep from ending
anyone ds=' slifeagain until last year when—"

| watched him as he took a bresth and exhaled. My muscles trembled, waiting for it.

“God, I'm sorry, Rachel,” hewhispered. “I swore I’ d try to never haveto kill anyone again. Maybe
that' swhy Piscary doesn’t want me as his scion now. He wants someone to share the experience, and |
won’'t do it. He was the one who actualy killed them, but | wasthere. | helped. | held them down, kept
them busy while he gleefully butchered them one by one. That they deserved it hardly seemsjudtification
anymore. Not with theway hedidit.”

“Kigen?’ | sad hesitantly, pulsefast.

Heturned, and | froze, trying not to be frightened. His eyes had gone black in the memory. “That feding
of pure domination isatwisted, addictive high,” he said, thelost hunger in hisvoice chilling me. 1t took
me along timeto learn how to let go of that so | could remember the inhuman savagery of it, hidden by
thejolt of pure adrendine. | lost mysdf with Piscary’ s thoughts and strength flooding me, but | know how
towield it now, Rachdl. | can be both his scion and ajust person. | can be hisenforcer and agentle
lover. | know | can walk the balance. He' s punishing me right now, but hel |l take me back. And when he

does, I'll beready.”
What the hell was| doing here?
“S0,” | said, hearing my voicetremble. “ That' sit?’

“Yeah. That'sit,” hesaid flatly. “ The first was under Piscary’ s orders to make an example of someone
luring underage kids. It was excessive, but | was young and stupid, trying to prove to Piscary that I'd do
anything for him, and he took enjoyment from seeing me agonize about it later. Thelast timewasto stop
anew camarillafrom forming. They were advocating areturn to pre-Turn traditions of abducting people
no onewould miss. Thewoman.” His eyesflicked to me. “ That’ sthe one that haunts me. That’ swhen |
decided to be honest when | could. | sworel’d never end another innocent’ s life again. It doesn’t matter



that sheliedto me...” Hiseyes closed and his grip on thewhed trembled. The light from acrossthe
median showed the lines of pain on hisface.

Oh God. He had killed someone in a passionate rage.
“And then | ended sixteen livestonight,” he whispered.

| was so stupid. He admitted to killing people—people the |.S. probably would thank him for getting rid
of, but people neverthdess. | had come into this knowing he wasn't the  safe boyfriend,” but I’ d had the
safe boyfriend and always ended up hurt. And despite the brutality he was capable of, he was being
honest. People had died tonight in ahorrible tragedy, but that hadn’t been hisintent.

“Kigen? My eyes dropped to hishands, his short round nails carefully kept clean and closeto his
fingertips

“I had the bomb set,” he said, guilt making hisvoice harsh.

| hesitantly reached to take his hands from thewhed. My fingersfdt cold againgt his. “You didn’t kill
them. Leedid.”

His eyeswere black in the uncertain light when he turned to me. | sent my hand behind his neck to pull
him closer, and he resisted. He was avampire, and that wasn't an easy thing to be—it wasn’t an excuse,
it was afact. That he was being forthright meant more to me than his ugly past. And he had sat there
while he thought | was turning him in and did nothing. He had ignored what he believed and trusted me. |
would try to trust him.

| couldn’t help but fed for him. Watching Ivy, | had come to the conclusion that being amaster
vampire' s scion was very much like being in amentally abusive reationship where love had been
perverted by sadism. Kisten wastrying to distance himsdlf from his master’ s masochistic demands. He
hed distanced himsdlf, he had distanced himself so far that Piscary had dumped him for asoul even more
desperate for acceptance: my roommate. Swell.

Kisten was done. He was hurting. He was being honest with me—I couldn’t walk away. We had both
done questionable things, and | couldn’t labd him as evil when | was the one with the demon mark.
Circumstances had made our choicesfor us. | did thebest | could. So did he.

“It wasn't your fault they died,” | said again, fedling asif | had found anew way to see. Before melay
the sameworld, but | waslooking around corners.What was | becoming? Was| afool to trust, or a
wiser person finding the capacity to forgive?

Kisten heard the acceptance of his past in my voice, and the relief reflected in hisface was so strong that
it was dmogt painful. My hand on his neck did forward, drawing him closer over the console. “It’'s
okay,” | whispered as his hands dipped from my fingers and took my shoulders. “1 understand.”

“I don't think you can....” heingsted.

“Thenwe |l ded withit when | do.” Tilting my heed, | closed my eyesand leaned to find him. Hisgrip on
my shoulder eased, and | found mysdlf reaching after him, drawn in as our lipstouched. My fingers
pressed into his neck, urging him closer. A jolt struck through me, bringing my blood to the surface,
tingling through me as his kiss degpened, promising more. It didn’t siem from my scar, and | drew his
hand to it, most gasping when hisfingertips traced the light, almost unseen scar tissue. The thought of



Ivy’ sdating guideflitted through me, and | saw it dl in an entirely new way.Oh God, the things | could do
with this man.

Maybe | needed the dangerous man, | thought as awild emotion rosein me. Only someone who had
done wrong could understand that, yes, | did questionable things too, but that | was till agood person. If
Kisten could be both, then maybe that meant | could be, too.

And with that, | abandoned dl pretense of thought. His hand feding my pulse and my lipspulling on his, |
sent my tongue hesitantly between hislips, knowing agentle inquiry would strike a hotter chord than a
demanding touch. | found asmooth tooth, and | curled my tongue around it, teasing.

Kisten' s breath came fast and he jerked away.

| froze as he was suddenly not there, the hegt of him still amemory on my skin. “I’m not wearing my
caps,” he said, the black swelling in hiseyes and my scar pulsing in promise. “1 was so worried about
you, | didn’'t take thetimeto...I’'mnot...” Hetook ashaking bregth. “ God, you smell good.”

Heart pounding, | forced mysdlf back into my seat, watching him as | tucked my hair behind an ear. |
wasn't sure | cared if he had his capson or not. “Sorry,” | said bresthlessly, blood still pounding through
me. “1 didn’'t mean to go that far.” But you just sort of pull it out of me.

“Don’t be sorry. Y ou' re not the one who' s been neglecting—things.” Blowing his breath out, Kisten
tried to hide his heady look of want. Under the rougher emotions was a soft look of grateful
understanding and relief. | had accepted hisugly past, knowing his future might not be any better.

Saying nothing, he put the car in first and accelerated. | held the door until we did back onto the road,
glad nothing had changed though everything was different.

“Why are you so good to me?’ he said softly as we picked up speed and passed a car.

Because | think | could love you?l thought, but | couldn’t say it yet.

Thirty

My head came up at the faint sound of knocking. Giving me awarning look, vy stood, stretching for the
kitchen'sceiling. “I'll getit,” shesaid. “It’ s probably more flowers.”

| took abite of cinnamon toast and muttered around my full mouth, “If it’ sfood, bring it back, will you?’

Sighing, Ivy walked out, both sexy and casud in her black exercise tights and a thigh-length baggy
swester. Theradio wasonin theliving room, and | had mixed feglings about the announcer talking about
the tragedy of the boat explosion early last night. They even had aclip of Trent tdling everyone | had
died saving hislife.

Thiswasredly odd,| thought as | wiped butter from my fingers. Things had been showing up on our
doorstep. It was nice to know | would be missed, and | hadn’t known | had touched so many lives. It
wasn't going to be pretty when | came out of the closet as being dive, though—kind of like standing
someone up at the dtar and having to give al the presents back. ’ Coursg, if | died tonight, I'd go to my
grave knowing just who my friendswere. | kindafdt like Huck Finn.

“Yeah?’ lvy’ swary voice came back through the church.



“I’'m David. David Hue,” cameafamiliar voice, and swallowing the last bite of toast, | ambled up to the
front of the church. | was starving, and | wondered if Ivy was dipping Brimstoneinto my coffeeto try to
build my body’ s reserves after that dunk in theriver.

“Who isshe?’ vy asked beligerently as| entered the sanctuary and found them on the landing, the
lowering sun coming in past their fet.

“I'm his secretary,” atidy woman a David' ssde said, smiling. “ Can we comein?’

My eyeswidened. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” | said, waving my handsin protest. “I can’t watch two of you
andbringinLee”

David ran his eyes down my casua sweater and jeans, his eyesthick with acalculating evauation. They
lingered on my shortened hair, dyed atemporary brown just this afternoon as he had suggested over the
phone. “Mrs. Aver isn't going to comewith us,” he said, making what was probably an unconscious nod
of approvad. “1 thought it prudent that your neighbors see me arrive with awoman aswell asleave with
one. You're closeto the same body build.”

“Oh.” Idiat, | thought. Why didn’t I think of that?

Mrs. Aver smiled, but | could tell shethought | wasanidiot, too. “I’ll just pop into your bathroom and
change, and then I’ll go,” she said brightly. Taking astep into the room, she set her dim briefcase beside
the piano bench and hesitated.

Ivy sarted. “ Thisway,” she said, indicating that the woman should follow her.
“Thank you. You' reso kind.”

Making asmdl face for dl the hidden undercurrents, | watched Mrs. Aver and Ivy leave, the former
making alot of noisein her bland black hedls, the latter silent in her dippers. Their conversation ended
with the click of my bathroom door shutting, and | turned to David.

Helooked like acompletely different Were outsde of his spandex running pants and shirt. And nowhere
near the same person thetime | saw him leaning against a park tree in aduster that went to his boot tops
and acowboy hat pulled over hiseyes. His heavy stubble was gone, to leave sun-roughed cheeks, and
hislong hair was styled and smelled of moss. Only the highest ranking Weres could carry off polish and
not look likethey weretrying, but David managed it. The three-piece suit and manicured fingernails
helped. He looked older than his athletic physique would testify, with apair of glasses perched on his
nose and atie snugged up to his neck. Actualy, he looked really good—in a professional, educated sort
of way.

“Thanks again for helping me get in to see Sdladan,” | said, feding awkward.

“Don’'t thank me,” he said. “I' m getting ahuge bonus.” He set his expensive-looking suitcase on the
piano bench. He seemed preoccupied—not angry with me, but wary and disapproving. It made me
uncomfortable. Sensing me watching him, he looked up. “Mind if | do alittle prep paperwork?’

| shifted back a step. “No. Go right ahead. Y ou want some coffee?’

David looked at Jenks s desk and hesitated. Brow furrowing, he sat astride the piano bench and opened



his briefcase up before him. “No thanks. We won't be here that long.”

“Okay.” | retrested, feding his dissatisfaction heavy on me. | knew hedidn’t likethat | had lied to my
partner by omission, but all | needed was for him to get mein to see Lee. | hesitated at the top of the
halway. “I’ll go change. | wanted to see what you were wearing.”

David looked up from his paperwork, his brown eyes distant as he tried to do two things at once.
“You'll bewearing Mrs. Aver'sclothes”

My eyebrowsrose. “ Y ou' ve donethis before.”
“| told you the job was alot more interesting than you would think,” he said to his papers.

| waited for him to say something more, but hedidn’t, so | went to find Ivy, fedling awkward and
depressed. He hadn’t said aword about Jenks, but his disapprova was clear.

Ivy was busy with her maps and penswhen | entered, saying nothing as| poured a cup of coffeefor me,
and then her. “What do you think of David?’ | asked, setting her cup beside her.

Her head went down and she tapped a colored pen on thetable. “1 think you' |l be okay. He seemsto
know what he’ sdoing. And it'snot like | won't be there.”

Leaning againgt the counter, | held my mug with both hands and took along sip. Coffee did down,
easing my jitters. Something in Ivy’ s posture caught my attention. Her cheekswere ashadered. “1 think
you likehim,” | said, and her head jerked up. “I think you like older men,” | added. “Especialy older
men in suits that bite and can plan better than you.”

At that, shedid flush. “And | think you should shut up.”

We both started at the soft knock on the archway to the hal. It was Mrs. Aver, and it was embarrassing
that neither of us had heard her come out of the bathroom. She was dressed in my robe, her clothes over
oneam. “Hereyou go, honey,” she said as handed me her gray uit.

“Thanks.” | set my coffee down and took it.

“If you would, drop them off at Weres’ N-Tears dry cleaners. They do agood job getting out blood
and gitching up smdl rips. Do you know wherethat is?’

| looked at the matronly woman standing before me in my fuzzy blue robe, her long brown hair down
about her shoulders. She looked to be about the same size asme, if abit hippy. My hair was a shade
darker, but it was close enough. “ Sure,” | said.

She smiled. Ivy was back at her maps, ignoring us, her foot silently moving. “ Greet,” the Weresaid. “I'm
going to change and say ' byeto David before | leave on four feet.” Flashing me atoothy grin, she
sashayed to the hallway, hesitating. “Where' s your back door?’

Ivy stood up with anoisy scrape of achair. “It’ sbroken. I'll get it for you.”
“Thank you,” she said with that same polite smile. They left, and | dowly | brought the woman’s clothes

to my nose. They were till warm from her body heat, and the faint scent of musk mixed with alight
meadowy smell. My lips curved downward at the idea of wearing someone es2' s clothes, but the entire



ideawasto smdl likeaWere. And it wasn't asif she had brought me ragsto put on. The lined wool suit
must have cost her abundle.

Steps dow and measured, | went to my room. That dating guide was still out on my dresser, and |
looked at it with amix of depression and guilt. What had | been thinking, wanting to read it again with the
ideato drive Kisten wild? Miserable, | shoved it in the back of my closet. God help me, | wasan idiot.

Resigned, | dipped out of my jeans and swegter. Soon the clack of nailsin the hallway intruded, and as|
put on my nylons, there was the pained sound of nails being pulled from wood. The new door wouldn’t
bein until tomorrow, and it wasn't asif she could dip out awindow.

| wasfeding very unsure about this, and it wasn't anything | could really pinpoint.It wasn't goingin
charmless, | thought as | shimmied into the gray skirt and tucked the white blousein. lvy and Kisten
would be bringing in everything | needed; my duffel bag of spellswas dready packed and waiting in the
kitchen. And it wasn't because | was going up againgt someone better inley linemagic. | did that al the
time.

| shrugged into the jacket, dipping the warrant for Lee into an inner pocket. Wedging my feet into the
low heds| had pulled from the back of my closet, | stared at my reflection. Better, but ill it was me,
and | reached for the contact lenses that David had couriered over earlier.

Asl| blinked and teared the thin brown bits of plastic into place, | decided that my unease was because
David didn’t trust me. He didn't trust my abilities, and he didn’t trust me. I’d never had a partner
relationship where | was the one under doubt. | had been thought of as an airhead before, and aflake,
even incompetent, but never untrustworthy. | didn’t likeit. But looking back over what | had doneto
Jenks, it was probably deserved.

Movements dow and depressed, | styled my shorter hair up into aspare, businesdike bun. | put my
makeup on heavy, using abase that was too dark, and so having to give my hands and neck agood layer
aswell. It covered my freckles, though, and with an unhappy feding, | twisted my wooden pinky ring off;
the charm was broken. With the darker makeup and the brown contact lenses, | looked different, but the
clothesredlly turned the trick. And as| stood before my mirror and looked at myself in my dull boring
suit and adull boring hairstyle, and adull boring look on my face, | didn’t think even my mother would
recognize me.

| dabbed adrop of Ivy’s expensive perfume on me—the one that hid my scent—then followed it up with
agplash of amusky perfume Jenks once said smelled like the underside of alog: earthy and rich. Clipping
Ivy’ s phone onto my wais, | went into the hall, my heels making an unusua amount of noise. The soft
sound of vy and David in conversation pulled meinto the sanctuary, where | found them at her piano. |
redlly wished Jenks were with us. It was more than needing him for reconnai ssance and cameradetail. |
missad him.

David and Ivy looked up at the sound of my feet. Ivy’ s mouth dropped open. “Bite me and dight me,”
shesaid. “That isthe most god-awful thing | think I’ ve seen you wear. Y ou actualy look respectable.”

| smiled weakly. “Thanks.” | sood there gripping my handsin afig-leaf posture as David ran his gaze
over me, the dight easing of his brow the only sign of his approva. Turning away, he tossed his papers
into his briefcase and snapped it shut. Mrs. Aver had left hers behind, and | picked it up when David
indicated | should. “You'll bring my spells?’ | asked Ivy.

She sghed, turning her gaze to the celling. “Kigtenison hisway over. I'll go over it with him one more



time, then we lock up the church and leave. I'll give you aping when we' rein place.” Shelooked a me.
“Y ou do have my spare phone?’

“Ah...” | touched it on my waist. “Yes”

“Good. Go,” she said as she turned and walked away. “Before | do something stupid like giveyou a
I.'-QIH

Depressed and unsure, | headed out. David was behind me, his pace silent but his presence obvious by
thefaint scent of fern. “ Sunglasses,” he murmured when | reached for the door handle, and | paused to
put them on. | pushed the door open, squinting from the late sun as| picked my way through the
sympathy offerings ranging from professiond flower arrangementsto crayon-bright pagestorn from
coloring books. It was cold, the crisp air refreshing.

The sound of Kigten’s car pulled my head up, and my pulse jackhammered. | froze on the steps and
David dmost ran into me. His foot bumped asquat vase, and it rolled down the stepsto the sdewalk,
spilling water and the single budded red roseit held.

“Someone you know?" he asked, his breath warm on my ear.

“It' sKigten.” | watched him park and get out. God, he looked good, al trim and sexy.

David' s hand went onto my elbow, pushing meinto motion. “Keep going. Don't say anything. | want to
see how your disguise holds up. My car is across the street.”

Liking theidea, | continued down the stairs, stopping only to pick up the vase and set it on the lowest
dair. It was actudly ajelly-jar glass, with apentagram of protection on it, and | made a soft sound of
recognition as | tucked the red rose back into it and straightened. | hadn’t seen one of those in years.

| felt aflutter in my stomach when Kisten's steps grew loud.

“Blessyou,” he said as he passed me, thinking | had put the flower there, not just picked it up. | opened
my mouth to say something, closing it as David pinched my arm.

“Ivy!” Kisten shouted, hammering on the door. “Let’ sgo! We regoing to belate!”

David escorted me across the street and to the other side of his car, his hand firmly under my elbow—it
was dick, and the hedls| had on weren’'t madefor ice. “Very nice,” he said, sounding begrudgingly
impressed. “But it snot asif you' ve dept with him.”

“Actualy,” | said as he opened the door for me, “I have.”

His eyesjerked to mine and a shocked look of revulsion crossed him. From inside the church came a
faint, “You're fucking kidding! That was her? No fucking way!”

| pushed my fingersinto my forehead. At least he didn’'t swesr like that when | was around. My eyes
went to David, the width of the door between us. “It’ sthe speciesthing, isn'tit?’ | said flatly.

He said nothing. Jaw clenched, | told mysdf that he could think what he wanted. | didn’t haveto live up
to hisstandards. Lots of peopledidn’t likeit. Lots of people didn’'t give aflip. Who | dept with should
have nothing to do with our professond relationship.



Mood worsening, | got in and closed my door before he could do it. My bdt clicked shut, and he did
behind the whed and started hislittle gray car up. | didn’'t say aword as he pulled out and headed for the
bridge. David's cologne became cloying, and | cracked the window.

“Y ou don’'t mind going in without your charms?’ David asked.

Histone lacked the expected disgust, and | seized on that. “I’ ve gonein charmless before,” | said. “And
| trust Ivy to get them to me.”

His head didn’t move, though his eyestightened in the corners. “My old partner never was without his
charms. I'd laugh at him whenwe' d go in and he d have three or four of them hanging around his neck.
‘David, he'd say, ‘thisone sfor seeing if they'relying. Thisone sfor knowing if they’re under a
disguise. And thison€e sfor teling meif they’ re carrying abunch of energy around in their chi and are
ready to blagt usdl tohdll.” ”

| glanced at him, my mood softening. “Y ou don’t mind working with witches.”

“No.” Hetook his hand off the wheel when we rumbled over arailroad track. “His charms saved me a
lot of pain. But | can't tell you the number of times he spent fumbling for the right spell when agood right
crosswould have settled things faster.”

We crossed theriver into Cincinnati proper, and the buildings made flickering come-and-go shadows on
me. Hewas prejudiced only when sex cameinto the picture. | could handlethat. “I’'m not going in
completely helpless” | said, warming dightly. “I can make a protection circle around mysdf if | haveto.
But I'm redly an earth witch. Which might make things difficult asit’ s harder to bring someoneinif you
can't do the same magic.” | made aface he didn’t see. “Then again, there sno way | can beat Saladan at
ley linemagic, soit’sjust aswell I'm not even going to try. I’ [l get him with my earth charms or my foot in
hisgut.”

David brought the car to adow halt at ared light. Face showing the first signs of interest, he turned to
me. “I heard you brought down threeley line ns”

“Oh, that.” | warmed. “I had help with that. The FIB wasthere.”
“Y ou brought Piscary down yoursdlf.”

Thelight changed, and | appreciated him not cregping up on the car ahead of usuntil it moved. “Trent’s
security officer hdped me,” | admitted.

“Hedigtracted him,” David said softly. “'Y ou were the one who clubbed him into unconsciousness.”
Pressing my kneestogether, | turned to look at him straight on. “How do you know?’

David' sheavy jaw tightened and relaxed, but he didn’t look from the street. | talked to Jenksthis
morning.”

“What!” | exclaimed, amogt hitting my head on the celling. “Is he okay? What did he say? Did you tell
him | was sorry? Will hetak tomeif | cal him?’

David glanced askance & meas| held my breath. Saying nothing, he made a careful turn onto the



parkway. “No to everything. HE svery upset.”
| settled in my sedt, flustered and worried.
“Y ou need to thank him if he ever talksto you again,”

David sad tightly. “He thinks the world of you, which isthe main reason | didn’t go back on my
agreement to get you in to see Sdladan.”

My gut twisted. “What do you mean?’

He hesitated while he passed acar. “He s hurt you didn’t trust him, but he didn’t say one bad word
about you, even stood up for you when | called you aflighty airhead.”

My throat tightened and | stared out the passenger-side window. | was such an ass.

“He' s of the backward opinion that he deserved being lied to, that you didn't tell him because you felt he
couldn’t keep his mouth shut and that you were probably right. He left because he thought helet you
down, not the other way around. | told him you were afool, and that any partner who lied to me would
end up with their throat torn out.” David made a puff of scorn. “He kicked me out. Four-inch man kicked
meout. Told meif | didn’'t help you like | said | would, he' d track me down when the wegther broke and
give mealobotomy when | dept.”

“Hecoulddoit,” | said, my voicetight. | could hear the threatened tearsin it.

“1 know he could, but that’s not why I’m here. I’'m here because of what he didn’t say. What you did to
your partner is deplorable, but so honorable a soul wouldn’t think highly of someone who didn’t deserve
it. | can’t seewhy he does, though.”

“I’ve have been trying to talk to Jenksfor thelast three days,” | said around the lump in my throat. “I'm
trying to gpologize. I'mtrying to fix this.”

“That’ sthe other reason I’'m here. Mistakes can be fixed, but if you do it more than once, it'sno longer
amigtake”

| said nothing, my head starting to hurt as we passed ariver-overlook park and pulled onto a side strest.
David touched his collar, and | read in hisbody posture that we were dmost there. “And it was sort of
my fault it came out,” he said softly. “ Bane has atendency to make you loosein thelips. I'm sorry about
that, but it was till wrong of you.”

It didn’t matter how it came out. Jenks was furious with me, and | deserved it.

David sgnaed and turned into a cobbled drive. | tugged at my gray skirt and adjusted my jacket.
Wiping my eyes, | sat upright and tried to look professiond, not like my world was falling down around
me and dl | had to depend on was a Were who thought | was the lowest of the low. I'd have given
anything to have Jenks on my shoulder making wise-cracks about my new haircut or how | smelled like
the bottom of an outhouse. Anything.

“I"d kegp my mouth shut if | wereyou,” David said darkly, and | bobbed my head, thoroughly
depressed. “My secretary’ s perfumeisin the glove box. Give your nylonsagood spray. Therest of you
amelsokay.”



| obediently did as he said, my usua hot abhorrence to take direction from someone squelched in that he
thought so little of me. The musty scent of the perfume overpowered the car, and David rolled his
window down, grimacing. “Well, you did say...” | muttered when the cold air pooled a my ankles.

“It'sgoing to be quick oncewe get in there,” David said, his eyeswatering. “Y our vamp partner hasfive
minutes tops before Saladan gets angry about the claim and kicks us out.”

| held Mrs. Aver’ s briefcase on my lap tighter. “ She'll bethere.”

David' s only response was amuttered rumble. We wound up a short drive that |ooped about itself. It
had been plowed and swept, and the red clay bricks were damp with snowmelt. At thetop of it wasa
stately house painted white with red shutters and tall, narrow windows. It was one of the few older
mansionsthat had been refurbished without losing its charm. The sun was behind the house, and David
parked in the shadows behind a black pickup truck and cut the engine. A curtain at afront window
shifted.

“Your nameisGrace” hesad. “If they want identification, it’sin your wallet ingde your briefcase.
Here” He handed me hisglasses. “Wear them.”

“Thanks.” | st the plastic lenses on my nose, learning that David was farsighted. My head started to hurt
and | pulled them lower so | could look at the world over them instead of through them. | felt awful, the
butterfliesin my stomach as heavy asturtles.

A dgh shifted him, and he reached between our seatsfor his briefcasein the back. “Let’sgo.”
Thirty-one

“David Hue,” David said coolly, sounding bored and alittleirritated as we stood in the entryway of the
old mansion. “1 have an gppointment.”

[, not we, | thought, keeping my eyes down and trying to stay in the background while Candice, the
vamp that had been al over Lee on hisboat, cocked her jeans-clad hip and looked at his business card.
There were two more vamps behind her in black suits that screamed security. | didn’t mind playing the
meek subordinate; if Candice recognized me, it would get redlly bad, redlly quick.

“That was me you talked to,” the shapely vampire said around a bothered sigh. “But after the recent
ugliness, Mr. Sdladan hasretired to. ..aless public environment. HE s not here, much lesstaking
gppointments.” Smiling to show her teeth in apaliticaly polite threat, she handed his card back. “I’ll be
glad to tak to you, though.”

My heart pounded and | stared at the Italian tile. He was here—I could amost hear the rattle of
chips—but if | didn’t get in to see him, thiswas going to be alot more difficult.

David looked at her, the skin about his eyestightening, then picked up hisbriefcase. “Very wel,” hesad
shortly. “If | can’t speak with Mr. Saladan, my company has no recourse but to assume our
understanding of terrorist activity is correct and we will deny payment on the claim. Good day, ma am.”
He barely glanced a me. “Come on, Grace. Let’sgo.”

Breath catching, | felt my face pale. If wewalked out of here, Kisten and vy would be headed into a
trap. David' s steps were loud as he went for the door, and | reached out after him.



“Candice,” came Leg sirate, buttery voice from the second-story railing above the grand staircase.
“What are you doing?’

| spun, David taking my elbow in warning. Lee stood by the upper landing, adrink in one hand, afolder
and pair of wire-rimmed glassesin the other. He was wearing what |ooked like a suit without the coat, his
tie loose about hisneck but ill tidy.

“Stanley, honey,” Candice purred, faling into a provocative dump against the small table by the door.
“You said no one. Besdes, it’sjust alittle boat. How much could it be worth?’

Lee sdark eyes pinched as he frowned. “ Almost a quarter million—dear. They’ re insurance agents, not
|.S. operatives. Do aspell check on them and show them up. They’ re required by law to keep everything
confidential, including that they were even here” He looked a David and tossed his surfer-boy bangs out
of hisway. “Am| right?’

David smiled up at him with that shared, good-old-boys ook that | hated. “ Y es, Sir,” he said, hisvoice
echoing againgt the flat white of the open vestibule. “We couldn’t do our work without thet little
condtitutional amendment.”

Lee put his hand up in acknowledgment, turned, and vanished down the open hall. A door creaked shut,
and | jerked as Candice grabbed my briefcase. Adrenaine pulled me straight, and | clutched it to me.

“Relax, Grace,” David said patronizingly as hetook it from me and handed it to Candice. “Thisis't
unusud.”

The two vampsin the background came forward, and | forced mysdlf to not move. “You'll haveto
forgive my assstant,” David said while he put our cases on the table by the door and opened first hisand
spun it around, then mine. “Breaking in anew assigtant ishell.”

Candice s expression went mocking. “Were you the one to give her the black eye?’

| flushed, my hand going to touch my cheekbone and my gaze faling to my ugly shoes. Apparently the
darker makeup didn’'t work aswdll as| thought.

“Y ou haveto keep your bitchesinline” David said lightly. “But if you hit them right, you only haveto hit
them once”

My jaw clenched, and | warmed as Candice laughed. | watched from under my lowered brow whilea
vamp pawed through my briefcase. It wasfull of stuff only an insurance adjustor would have: acalculator
with moretiny buttons than aleprechaun’ s dress boots, notepads, coffee-stained folders, usdesslittle
caendarsto gtick on your fridge, and pens with smiley faces on them. There were receipts from places
like sub shops and Office Depot. God, it was awful. She glanced at my fake business cards with an
absentminded interest.

While David' s briefcase got the same scrutiny, Candice sauntered into a back room. She came back
with apair of wire-rimmed glasses, with which she made a show of scrutinizing usthrough. My heart
pounded as she then brought out an amulet. It was glowing awarning red.

“Chad, honey,” she murmured. “Back up. Y our spell isinterfering.”



One of the vamps flushed and retreated. | wondered what Chad-honey had a spell for that would turn
his earsthat particular color. My breath dipped from me when the amul et shifted green, making me
grateful that I’d gone in under amundane disguise. Besde me, David' sfingers twitched. “Can we move
thisfaster?’ he said. “1 have other peopleto see.”

Candice smiled and twirled the amulet on her finger. “Right thisway.”

With a quickness seemingly born from irritation, David snapped his briefcase closed and dragged it from
the small table. | did the same, relieved when the two vamps vanished into a back room following the
smdll of coffee. Candice headed up the stairs with adow pace, her hipsgoing asif they were going to
gyrate off her. Trying toignore her, | followed.

The house was old, and now that | was getting a better look at it, not well-maintained. Upgtairs, the
carpet was thinning, and the pictures hanging in the open halway overlooking the vestibule were so
ancient they probably came with the house. The paint above the wainscoting was that icky green popular
before the Turn, and it looked repulsive. Someone with little imagination had used it to cover the
eight-inch floorboards carved with ivy and hummingbirds, and | spared a pained thought at the grandeur
hidden behind ugly paint and synthetic fibers.

“Mr. Sdadan,” Candice said in explanation as she opened a black-varnished door. Her smile was catty,
and | followed David in, keeping my eyes down when | passed her. | held my breath, praying that she
couldn’t tell it was me, hoping she wouldn’t comein. But why would she? Leewasan expertinley line
magic. He didn’t need protection from two Weres.

It was agood-sized office donein oak paneling. High ceilings and the thick framework about the tall
block of windows was the only evidence that the room had started out as a bedroom before becoming
an office. Everything else had been covered and disguised with chrome and light oak that was only afew
yearsold. | wasawitch; | could tell.

The windows behind the desk went to the floor, and the low sun spilled in over Lee as herosefrom his
desk chair. A bar cart wasin one corner, and an entertainment center took up most of the opposite wall.
Two comfortable chairs were arranged before his desk, leaving one ugly onein afar corner. Therewasa
huge wall mirror and no books. My opinion of Lee hit rock bottom.

“Mr. Hue,” Lee said warmly as he extended his tanned hand over the expanse of the modern-looking
desk. Hissuit coat was hanging from anearby hat tree, but he had at least snugged histie up. “I’ ve been
expecting you. Sorry about the mix-up downstairs. Candice can be protective at times. Y ou can
understand, seeing as boats seem to be exploding around me.”

David chuckled, sounding alittle like adog. “Not a problem, Mr. Saladan. | won't take much of your
time. It'sacourtesy cal to let you know how your claim is being processed.”

Smiling, Lee held histieto himsdf and sat, indicating we should do the same. “Can | get you adrink?’
he asked as| settled mysdlf in the supple leather chair and put my briefcase down.

“No, thank you,” David said.
Lee hadn’t given me more than a cursory glance, not even offering to shake my hand. The“men’sclub”

ar wasthick enough to chew on, and whereas | normaly would have charmingly asserted mysdif, this
timel gritted my teeth and pretended | didn’t exist like agood little bitch at the bottom of the hierarchy.



While Lee added ice to hisdrink, David donned a second pair of glasses and opened his briefcase atop
hislap. His clean-shaven jaw wastight and | could smell hisleashed excitement growing. “Well,” hesad
softly, bringing out a shesf of papers. 1 regret to inform you that, after our initial ingpection and our
preliminary interviewswith asurvivor, my company has declined making a settlement.”

Lee dropped a second cube of iceinto hisdrink. “Excuse me?’ He spun on ashiny hed. “Y oursurvivor
has too much at stake to come forth with any information contrary to it being an accident. And asfor
your ingpection? The boat is at the bottom of the Ohio River.”

David bobbed his head. “ Quite s0. But the boatwas destroyed during a citywide power struggle, and
thusits destruction falls under the terrorism clause.”

Making abark of dishdlief, Lee sat behind his desk. “That boat is brand-new. I’ ve only made two
paymentsonit. I’'m not going to take theloss. That’ swhy | insured it.”

David put a stapled pack of papers on the desk. Peering over his glasses, he dug out a second paper,
closed his briefcase, and sgned it. “ Thisis also notice that your premiums on your other propertieswe
insurewill beincreasing by fifteen percent. Sign here, please.”

“Fifteen percent!” Lee exclamed.

“Retroactive to the beginning of the month. If you would like to cut me a check, | am prepared to accept
payment.”

Damn,| thought. David’'s company played hardball. My thoughts shifted from Leeto Ivy. Thiswas going
south redly fast. Where was her cdl? They had to bein place by now.

Leewasn't happy. Jaw tight, he laced his fingers together and set them on the desk. His face went red
from behind his black bangs and he leaned forward. “Y ou need to look in your briefcase, little pup, and
find acheck intherefor me,” he said, his Berkeley accent growing pronounced. “I’ m not accustomed to
being disgppointed.”

David snapped his briefcase shut and st it gently on the floor. “Y ou need to broaden your horizons, Mr.
Sdadan. It happensto medl thetime.”

“Not me.” Round face wrathful, Lee got to hisfeet. Thetension rose. | eyed Lee, then David, looking
confident even though he was seated. Neither man was going to back down.

“Sgn the paper, Sir,” David said softly. “I' m just the messenger. Don't get the lawyersinto this. Then
they’ re the only oneswho get any money and you become uninsurable.”

Leetook ahasty bregth, hisdark eyes pinched in anger.

| jumped at the sudden ring of my phone. My eyes widened. It was playing the theme to the Lone
Ranger. | scrambled to turn it off, not knowing how.God help me.

“Grace!” David barked, and | jumped again. The phone dipped from my fingers. | fumbled &fter it, face
flaming. My emotions warred between panic that they were both looking at me and my relief that Ivy was

ready.

“Grace, | told you to turn that phone off when we werein thedrive!” David ydlled.



He stood, and | looked at him in helplessness. He snatched the phone out of my hands. The music cut
off and hethrew it back at me.

My jaw clenched asit hit my pam with asharp snap. I’ d had enough. Seeing my hot anger, David
moved between me and Lee, gripping my shoulder in warning. Ticked, | knocked hisarm away. But my
anger caught when he smiled and winked a me.

“You' reagood operative,” he said softly as Lee punched a button on hisintercom and had a hushed
conversation with what sounded like avery upset Candice. “Most of the people | work with would have
gonefor my throat at the front door with that subordinate-bitch comment. Dig your feet in. We can get a
few more minutes out of this conversation, and | ill need himto sgn my form.”

| nodded, though it was hard. The compliment hel ped.

Still standing, Lee reached for his coat and dipped hisarmsintoiit. “I'm sorry, Mr. Hue. Wewill haveto
continue this at another opportunity.”

“No, sr.” David sood unmoving. “Wewill finish thisnow.”

There was acommotion in the halway, and | rose when Chad, the vampire with the charm, sumbled in.
Seeing David and me, he swallowed down hisfirst, probably frantic, words.

“Chad,” Lee said, the faintest bother in his expression as he took in the vamp' s dishevel ed appearance.
“Will you see Mr. Hue and his assstant to their car?’

“Y%, s'r.n

The housewas quiet and | stifled asmile. Ivy oncetook out an entire floor of FIB agents. UnlessLee
had ahdl of alot of people hidden about, it wouldn't belong until I had my charms and Lee would be
wearing handcuffs.

David didn’'t move. He stood before Lee s desk, his Were mien growing. “Mr. Sdadan.” He pushed the
form forward with two fingers. “If you would?’

Red spots started on Lee' s round cheeks. Taking a pen from an inner jacket pocket, he signed the
paper, making his name big and unreadable. “ Tl your superiorsthat | will be compensated for my loss,”
he said, leaving it on the desk for David to pick up. 1t would be ashameif your company found itself in
financid draits by anumber of your more expens ve properties becoming damaged.”

David picked up the paper and tucked it in his briefcase. Standing beside and alittle behind him, | fdlt his
tension rise and saw him shift his balance to the balls of hisfeet. “Isthat athreat, Mr. Sdadan?| can
transfer your claim to our complaint department.”

A soft boom thumped against my inner ear, and Chad jiggled on hisfeet. It was adistant explosion. Lee
looked at awall asif he could seethrough it. My eyebrowsrose. Ivy.

“Just one more signature.” David brought out atrifolded paper from a coat pocket.

“Qur timeisdone, Mr. Hue”



David stared a him, and | could amost hear the growl. “1t won’t take but—a moment. Grace, | need
your sgnature, here. Then Mr. Sdladan’s...here.”

Surprised, | stepped forward, head lowered to the paper David smoothed out on the desk. My eyes
widened. It stated that | was awitnessto seeing the bomb on the bailer. | thought it wrong that David's
company was more worried about the boat than the people who died on it. But that was insurance for
youl.

| took the pen, glancing up at David. He made asmall shrug, anew, hard glint to hiseyes. Despite his
anger, | think hewas enjoying this.

Heart pounding, | signed it as Rachd. | listened for any sound of battle as | handed the pen to David.
They had to be close, and there might not be any indication that they werein the house if al went well
outside. Leewastense, and my stomach tightened.

“Andyou, Sr.” It was sarcastic, and David turned the paper to him. “Sign, and | can close your fileand
you'll never haveto seeme again.”

| wondered if that was his standard line as | reached into an inner pocket of my borrowed jacket and
pulled out the warrant Edden had brought over that afternoon.

Motions rough and belligerent, Lee signed the paper. Besde me, | heard the softest rumble of
satisfaction from David. It was only then that Lee looked at my signature. The man went white under his
tan. Histhin lips parted. “Son of abitch,” he swore, hiseyesrising to me, then Chad in the corner.

Smiling, | gave Leemy warrant. “Thisone sfromme,” | said cheerfully. “Thanks, David. Do you have
what you need?’

David took a step back, tucking hisform away. “He' sdl yours.”

“Son of abitch!” Lee said again, adishdieving smile quirking hislips. “You just don’'t know when to
stay dead, do you?’

My breath hissedinand | jerked as | fet him tap aline.

“Get down!” | shouted, shoving David out of the way and lurching back.

Pinwhedling, David hit thefloor. | did amost to the door. The air crackled and athump reverberated
through me. On dl fours, | jerked my gaze to the ugly purple stain dripping to the floor. What the Turn
wasthat? | thought, scrambling up and tugging my skirt to my knees.

L ee gestured to Chad, who looked cowed. “Wel, get them!” he said, sounding disgusted.

Chad blinked, then strode to David.

“Not him, you idiot!” Lee shouted. “The woman!”

Chad yanked himself to astop, turned, then reached for me.

Wherein hell was lvy?My demon scar flamed to pleasure, and while it wasrather distracting, |
nevertheless had no problem jamming the hed of my pam into Chad’' s nose, jerking back when the



cartilagetore. | hated the fed of breaking noses. It gave methe willies.

Chad cried out in pain, hunching over and holding his blood-soaked handsto hisface. | followed him
down, giving him an elbow on the back of his neck, which he conveniently put in my reach. In three
seconds Chad was down.

Rubbing my elbow, | looked up to find David watching in wide-eyed interest. | was between Lee and
the door. Smiling, | tossed the hair that had escaped my bun out of my eyes. Leewasaley linewitch;
chances were that he was a coward when it came to physica pain. Hewouldn’t jump out that window
unless he had to.

L ee thumbed an intercom. “ Candice?’ His voice wasamix of anger and threst.

Panting, | licked my thumb and pointed to Lee. “David, you might want to leave. Thisisgoing to be
dicey.”

My good mood grew when Kisten’ s voice came out of the speaker along with the pained sounds of a
catfight. “ Candiceisbusy, old man.” | recognized the sound of vy’ s attack, and Kisten made a noise of
sympathy. “Sorry, love. Y ou shouldn’t have strayed. Oh, thathad to hurt.” Then he was back, hisfake
accent heavy and amused. “ Perhaps | could help you?’

Lee clicked off the intercom. He adjusted his coat, watching me. He looked confident. Not good. “Lee,”
| said, “we cando it easy, or hard.”

Therewas athumping of feet in the hallway, and | fdll back to David when five men came saillingin. lvy
wasn't with them. Neither were my charms. They did have alot of guns, though, al pointed at us.Damn.

Lee amiled and came out from behind hisdesk. “I’'m al for easy,” he said, so smug | wanted to dap him.

Chad was starting to move, and Lee nudged him in theribs. “ Get up,” he said. “ The Were has a paper in
his jacket. Get it.”

Stomach churning, | backed up as Chad staggered to hisfeet, blood dripping on his cheap suit. “ Just
giveitto him,” | warned when David tensed. “I’ll get it back.”

“No, | don’t think you will,” Lee said as David handed it to Chad and the vamp passed the now
blood-smeared paper to Lee. White teeth gleaming, he tossed hishair and smiled. “ Sorry to hear about
your accident.”

| glanced at David, hearing our coming desth in hiswords.

Lee wiped the blood off on Chad's coat. Folding it twice, hetucked it in ajacket pocket. Headed for
the door, he said casually, “ Shoot them. Take out the bullets, then dump them under the ice downriver
from the dock. Clean up the room. I’m going out for an early dinner. I'll be back in two hours. Chad,
come with me. Weneed to talk.”

My heart pounded and | could smell David' srising tenson. His hands were opening and closing asiif
they hurt. Maybe they did. | gasped at the sound of safeties going off.

“Rhombug!” | shouted, my word lost in the thunder of wegpons discharging.



| staggered as my thoughts tapped the nearest line. It was the university’s, and it was huge. | smelled
gunpowder. Straightening, | patted at mysdlf franticaly. Nothing hurt but my ears. David' sface waswhite
but there was no painin hiseyes. A shimmer of molecule-thin ever-after shone around us. The four men
were straightening from their own crouches. | had gotten the circle up in time and their bullets had
ricocheted right back at them.

“What do we do now?’ one asked.

“Hell if | know,” thetallest said.

From the floor of the vestibule came Leg' s shout, “Just fix it.”

“You!” came vy’ sfaint demand. “Where sRachd!”

Ivy! Frantic, | looked at my circle. It was atrap. “Can you take two of them?’ | asked.
“Give mefive minutesto Were, and | cantakethem dl,” David al but growled.

The noise of fighting drifted up. It sounded like there were a dozen people down there, and one angry
vampire. One of the men looked at the others and ran out. Threel€eft. The pop of agun downdtairs
brought me straight. “We don't have five minutes. Ready?’

He nodded.
Facetwidting, | broke my link to theline and the circlefell. “Gol” | exclaimed.

David was ablur besde me. | went for the smallest, knocking his wegpon aside with afoot as hetried to
backpedd. It was my training againgt his dower magic, and my training won. His gun skittered acrossthe
floor, and he dovefor it.Idiot. Following him down, | elbowed his kidney. He gasped and turned to face
me, far short of the gun. God, he looked young.

Teeth gritted, | picked up his head and dammed it into the ground. His eyes closed and his body went
dack. Yeah, it was crude, but | wasin kind of ahurry.

The crack of aweapon discharging pulled me around. “I’'m fine!” David barked, popping up with a
Were s quickness from acrouch and jabbing asmall, powerful figt at the last witch standing. Eyesrolling
to the back of hishead, the witch dropped the gun from dack fingers and toppled to fal on thefirst man
David had downed. Damn, he was fast!

My heart pounded and my ears rang. We had brought them down with only one shot fired. “Y ou got
two,” | said, exhilarated at the joined effort. “ Thanks!”

Bresthing hard, David wiped hislip and swooped to get hisbriefcase. “1 need my paper.”

We stepped over the downed witches. David went out before me. He stopped, eyes narrowing at the
man on the balcony taking aim at Ivy. Grunting, he swung his briefcase. It smacked into the witch’' s head.
Staggering, the man turned. | spun on one foot, damming my foot into his solar plexus. Hisarms
pinwheded ashefdl back into therailing.

| didn’t stop to seeif hewas down or not. Leaving David to wrestle for the gun, | ran down the gairs.
Ivy was fending off Candice. My bag of charmswas at Ivy’ sfeet. There were three bodies sprawled on



thetile floor. Poor Chad wasn't having a very good day.
“Ivy!” | called when she threw Candiceinto thewall and had amoment. “Where' sLee!”

Her eyeswere black and her lipswere pulled back from her teeth. With ahigh scream of outrage,
Candice came at her. Ivy jumped for the chandelier, her foot connecting with Candice’ sjaw to rock the
vampire back. There was acreak from the ceiling.

“Look out!” | cried from the bottom step as Ivy swung to land with an unredl grace and the chandelier
fell. It shattered, sending broken glass and crystd everywhere.

“Kitchen!” vy panted from a hunched crouch. “He sin the garage. With Kisten.”

Candice looked a me, hatred in her black eyes. Blood ran from her mouth, and she licked it. Her gaze
went to the duffel bag of spdlls. She tensed to run for it—and Ivy jumped.

“Go!” lvy shouted, grappling with the smadler vampire.

| went. Heart pounding, | ran around the ruin of the chandelier, scooping up my charmsin passing. From
behind me came a scream of terror and pain. | skidded to astop. Ivy had Candice pinned to the wall.
My face went cold. I'd seen it before.God hep me. I'd lived it.

Candice bucked and fought, anew frenzy in her motions as shetried to get free. Ivy held her ill, as
unmoving as asted girder. Piscary’ s strength made her unstoppable, and Candice' s fear was feeding her
blood lust. A rattle of gunfire came from the unseen garage. | tore my gaze from them, frightened. vy had
vamped out. Absolutely and totaly. She had lost herself.

Mouth dry, | ran through the empty kitchen to the garage door. Candice screamed again, the terrifying
sound ending in agurgle. | hadn’t wanted this. | hadn’t wanted thisat all.

| spun at ascuffling noise behind me, but it was David. Hisface was white, and he never dowed down
as he paced to me. Therewas aweapon in hisgrip.

“Isshe...” | asked, hearing my voice shake.

His hand went on my shoulder and he pushed me into motion. Lines marked hisface, and he looked old.
“Just go,” he said raggedly. “ She'sgot your back.”

The sound of men’ svoicesin the garage rose, then fell. There was a spat of gunfire. Crouched by the
door, | shuf fled through my duffel bag. | put adew of amulets around my neck and tucked my cuffsinto
my waistband. My splat gun was heavy in my hand, fourteen little babiesin arow ready for deepinthe
reservoir, enough propelant to shoot them al.

David peeked around the door, then ducked back. “Five men with Saladan behind ablack car on the
far end of the garage. | think they’retrying to get it started. Y our boyfriend is around the corner. We can
reach himwith aquick run.” Helooked at me as| fumbled at my charms. “Good God! What are all
thosefor?’

My boyfriend?l thought, crawling to the doorway with my charms dragging under me.Wdll, | haddept
withhim. “Oneisfor pain,” | whispered. “Oneisfor dowing down bleeding. Oneisfor detecting black
charmsbefore | walk into them, and one—"



My words cut off asthe car Sarted. Shit.
“Sorry | asked,” David muttered, close behind me.

Heart pounding, | risked an upright, hunched walk, taking a deep breath of the dark, garage-cold air as|
ducked behind abullet-dinged slver Jag. Kisten' s head swung up. He was on the floor with ahand
pressed to hislower chest. Pain glazed his eyes, and hisface was pale under his blond-dyed hair. Blood
seeped from under hishand, and | went cold from more than the unheated garage. Four men were down
besde him. One moved, and he kicked him in the head until he didn’t move anymore.

“Better and better,” 1 whispered, making my way to Kisten. The garage door whined into motion, and
the shouts from the car were loud over the revving engine. But Kisten was the only thing | cared about
right now.

“Areyou okay?’ | dropped two charms over hishead. | felt sick. He wasn't supposed to have gotten
hurt. vy wasn't supposed to have been tripped into draining someone. Nothing was supposed to have
gonethisway.

“Get him, Rachd,” he said, managing a pained-looking grimace. “I'll live.”
The car’ stires squedled asit backed up. Panicking, | looked from Kisten to the car, torn.
“Get him!” Kigtenindsted, hisblue eyescrinkled in pain.

David eased Kigten to the garage floor. One hand pressing Kisten's hand against the wound, he sent the
other searching hisjacket. Pulling out his phone, David flipped it open and punched 911.

Kisten nodded, hiseyes closing as| stood. The car had backed up into the turnaround spot and was
jerking into motion. It staled. Mad asdl hdl, | ssomped out after it.

“Lee!” | shouted. The car’ s engine sputtered and caught, its wheels spinning on the wet cobbles. My jaw
gritted. Tapping aline, | clenched my fist. Line energy coursed through me, filling my veinswith the
staggering feding of strength. My eyes narrowed. “Rhombus,” | said, fingers splayed as| gestured.

My knees buckled and | screamed when the pain from the line energy required to make such alarge
circleraged through me, burning when | couldn’t channd it al at once. There was an ugly noise of folding
meta and squeding tires. The sound raked through me, fixing in my memory to haunt my nightmares. The
car had hit my circle, but the car broke, not me.

| caught my balance and continued forward as men piled out of the smashed vehicle. Never dowing, |
took aim with my splat gun, squeezing the trigger with amethodica downess. Two went down before the
firgt of the bullets went cutting through the air beside my head.

“You shooting at me?’ | screamed. “Y ou shooting at me!” | dropped the gunman with acharm, leaving
Lee and two men. One put hishandsin theair. Lee saw him, then with no hesitation, shot him. The pop
of the gun jerked through me asif | had been hit.

The witch' sface went ashen, and he collgpsed to the cobbled drive, leaning against the car and trying to
hold hisblood into him.



Anger shocked through me and | hated. Seething, | aimed at Lee and squeezed.

Drawing himself up, he whispered Latin and gestured. | lurched to the Side, but he had been going for
the ball and it deflected to theright. Still crouched, | shot again. Lee’ s eyeswent patronizing as he
deflected it too. The movements of his hands took on amore sinister mien, and my eyeswidened. Shit, |
had to end this now.

I lunged at him, yel ping when the last vampire dammed into me. We went down in atangle, mefighting
furioudy to keep him from getting ahold on me. With alast grunt and savage kick, | brokefree, rolling to
my feet. Panting, | backed away. My sparring with Ivy came back in amixed durry of hope and despair.
| had never managed to best her. Not redlly.

Silent, the vampire attacked. | dove to the side, skinning my elbow as Mrs. Aver’ ssuit tore through. He
was onme, and | rolled, head covered with my arms, kicking him off when | caught my bresth. Thetingle
of my circle zinged through me. | had run into it and it had falen. Immediately | lost connection with the
line, making mefed empty.

| jumped to my feet, swerving to avoid the vamp’' sleg swing.Damn it, hewasn't eventrying! My splat
gun was behind him, and when he came a me, | collapsed out of hisreach, rolling to get it. Fingers
grasping, my breath exploded out asthe cool meta settled in my grip.

“Got you, you bastard!” | shouted, spinning to plug him right in the face.

Hiseyeswidened, thenrolled up. Stifling ashriek, | rolled out of the way as his momentum tipped him
forward. There was a sodden thump as he hit the cobbled drive. Blood seeped out from under his cheek.
He d broken something.

“Sorry you work for such adick,” | breathed as | got up, then did a double take. My face went dack
and | let my gun dip to dangle from afinger. | was surrounded by eight men, al of them agood ten feet
back. Lee stood behind them, looking obnoxioudy satisfied as he adjusted the button on his coat. |
grimaced and tried to catch my breath. Oh yeah. | had broken the circle. Shit on crap, how many times
did | haveto tag thisguy?

Panting and hunched in pain, | saw David and Kisten unmoving under three gunsin the garage. There
were eight surrounding me. Add in thefive I’ d just downed. Kisten had gotten at least four. Mustn't
forget the origina guys upgtairs. | didn’t even know how many Ivy had taken out. The man was ready for
afresking war.

Sowly | straightened. | could handle that.

“Ms. Morgan?’ Le€ svoice sounded odd among the dripping snowmelt coming off the garage's
overhang. The sun was behind the house, and | shivered now that | wasn't moving. “Anything left in your
litlegun?

| looked at it. If | had counted right—and | thought | had—there were eight charmsin there. Eight
charmsthat were usdless as L ee could deflect them al. And evenif hedidn’t, | stood little chancein
taking that many men without getting nailed.If | played by therules...

“I’m dropping the gun,” | said, then carefully, dowly, opened the reservoir and dumped the blue splat
balls out before | tossed it to him. Seven tiny spheres bounced, rolling in the cracks of the red cobbled
drive to cometo astop. Seven in the open; onein my hand.God, this had to work. Just don’t bind my



hands. | had to keep my hands.

Shaking, | put my handsin the air and backed away, atiny splat ball dropping down my deeve to make
acold spot at my elbow. Lee gestured, and the surrounding men converged. One grabbed my shoulder,
and | struggled not to hit him.Placid, meek. No need to tie me up.

Leegot inmy face. “ Stupid, stupid girl,” he sneered, touching his forehead under his short dark bangs
where anew cut spread.

He pulled his hand back, and | forced mysdlf to not move, taking it as he backhanded me. Seething, |
pulled mysdlf straight where the momentum had shifted me. The surrounding men laughed, but my hands
behind my back were moving, the splat bal rolling to find my pam as| finished. My eyesflicked from
Leeto my splat balls on the cobbles. Someone bent to pick one up. “You' rewrong,” | said to Lee,
breathing hard. “I'm astupid, stupid witch.”

Lee' sattention followed mine to the splat balls.* Conamilis” | said, tapping aline.
“Get down!” Lee exclaimed, pushing the men around him out of the way.

“Cdefaciol” | shouted, ebowing the witch holding me and rolling to the ground. My circle snapped into
existence around me with a quick thought. There was a sharp pop, and a scattering of blue-colored
shrapne peppered the outside of my bubble. The plastic balls had burst from the heat, sending
superheated deep potion everywhere. | looked up from between my arms. Everyone was down but Lee,
having put enough men between him and the flying potions. In the garage, Ivy stood panting over the last
three vamps. We had gotten them. All that was | eft was Lee. And he was mine.

A smile curved over meas| stood and broke my circle, taking the energy back into my chi. “ Just you
and me, surfer boy,” | said, tossing the splat ball | had used for afocusing object and catching it. “Care
to throw the dice?”’

Lee sround face went gill. He held himself unmoving, and then, without a glimmer of emotion, tapped a
line

“Son of abitch,” | swore, lunging. | dammed into him, knocking him flat on the cobbles. Teeth gritted,
he gripped my wrist, squeezing until the splat ball rolled from me.

“Youwill shut up!” | shouted from atop him, jamming my arm into histhroat so he couldn’t spesk. He
fought me, bringing his hand up to smack my cheek.

My bresth hissed out in apained gasp as he hit the bruise Al gave me. Catching hiswrist, | snapped my
cuffson him. Spinning him over, | wrenched hisarm out from under him. Knee on hisback, pinning him
to the pavement, | snapped the other ring about his other wrist.

“l amtired of your crap!” | exclaimed. “Nobody triesto put a black charm on me, and nobody traps me
in aboat with abomb. Nobody!'Y ou hear me?Who in hell do you think you are, coming into my city and
trying to take over?’ Rolling him over, | snatched David' s paper from behind his coat. “And thisisn't
yourd” | said, holding it high like atrophy.

“Ready for alittletrip, witch?’ Lee said, hiseyes dark with hate and blood |eaking from his mouth.

My eyeswidened as| ft him pull more from theley line he was aready linked to. “No!” | shouted,



redlizing what he was doing. The cuffswere FIB issue, | thought, kicking myself. They were FIB issue,
lacking the core of solid silver that the |.S. issue cuffs came standard with. He could jump. He could
jumpto alineif he knew how. And apparently hedid.

“Rachd!” Ivy shrieked, her voice and thelight cutting off with aterrifying suddenness.

A sheet of ever-after coated me. | choked, pushing Lee away, clawing a my mouth, unable to breathe.
My heart beat wildly as his magic raced through me, etching the lines both physical and menta that
defined me. The blackness of never flooded me, and | panicked as| felt myself exist in splinters
everywhere but nowhere sure. | teetered on madness, unable to breathe, unable to think.

| screamed as | snapped back into mysdlf with awrench and the blackness retreated to the pit of my
soul. | could bresthe.

Leekicked at me, and | rolled away to my hands and knees, thanking God | had them again. Cold rock
bit through my nylons, and | sucked in the air, gasping, gagging &t the choking smell of ash. Thewind
whipped my hair into my face. My exposed skin went icy. Heart pounding, | looked up, knowing by the
ruddy light coating therubble | kndlt in that we weren't in Le€ sdrive anymore.

“Oh...crap,” | whispered as| took in the setting sun glowing through the remains of shattered buildings.
| wasin the ever-after.

Thirty-two

The frost-rimmed rocks beside me did, and | jerked out of the way before Lee' sfoot could connect
with my ribs again. Red and smdll, the sun crept behind the shadow of abroken building. It looked like
Carew Tower. Nearby were the remnants of what might be afountain.\We were a Fountain Square?
“Lee” | whispered, frightened. “We have to get out of here.”

There was aping , and Lee brought his arms out from behind his back. His suit was dirty and it |looked

out of place amid the destruction. The soft and certain clink of afaling rock pulled my head around, and
he threw the handcuffs at it. We weren’t d one.Damn.

“Leel” | hissed.Oh God. If Al found me, | was dead. “ Can you get us home?’

He amiled, brushing the hair out of his eyes. Slipping on the loose rubble, he scanned the ragged horizon.
“You don't look well,” hesaid, and | winced at how loud his voice was against the cold rocks. “First
timein the ever-after?’

“Yesand no.” Shivering, | got up and felt my scraped knees. I’d put arun in my nylons, and blood was
seeping out. | was standing inaline. | could fed it humming, could dmost seeit—it wasthat strong.
Clasping my arms about mysdlf, | jerked a the sound of diding rock. | was't thinking of tagging him; |
wasthinking of escape. But | couldn’t travel thelines.

Another rock fell, bigger. | spun, eyes searching the frost-smeared rubble.

Hands on his hips, Lee squinted up at the red-bottomed clouds asif the cold didn’t bother him. “Lesser
demons,” hesad. “Fairly harmless unless you' re hurt or ignorant.”

| inched away from thefdlen rock. “Thisisn't agood idea. Let' s go back and we can finish thislike



normal people.”
He brought his gaze to me. “What will you give me?’ he mocked, thin eyebrows high.

| fet like the time my date drove me to afarmhouse and stranded me, telling meif | didn’t put out, |
could find my own way back. | broke hisfinger to get the key for histruck and cried al the way home.
My mom called his mom and that was the end of it except for the endlessribbing | took at school.
Maybe I’ d have gotten some respect if my dad had beat up his dad, but that hadn’t been an option at
that point. | didn’t think breaking Lee sfinger would get me homethistime. “1 can't,” | whispered. “You
killed dl those people.”

Shaking his head, he sniffed. “Y ou hurt my reputation. I’'m going to berid of you.”

My mouth went dry when | redlized where thiswas headed. He was going to give meto Algdiarept, the
bastard. “Don’'t do this, Leg,” | said, frightened. My head jerked up at the rapid scrabbling of claws.
“We both owe him,” | said. “He can takeyou just aseasily.”

L ee kicked chunks of rock from hisfeet to make a clear spot. “No-0-0-0, the word on both sides of the
linesishewantsyou. ” Eyesblack inthered light, Lee smiled. “But just in case, I'm going to soften you
up alittlefirg.”

“Lee” | whispered, hunched from the cold as he started to muitter Latin. The glow of thelineenergy in
his hand lit his face with ugly shadows. | tensed in sudden panic. There was nowhere to run in the three
seconds | had.

My breath caught at the sudden clatter of things hiding. | jerked my attention up to see a sphere of
energy headed right for me. If | made acircle, Al would fed it. If | deflected it, Al would know. So like
anidiot, | froze, and it smacked right into me.

Firerippled over my skin. My head flung back, mouth open as| fought for air. It was Ssmply line energy,
overflowing my chi. Tulpa, | thought as| fdl, giving it somewhereto go.

Immediately the fire died, racing to the sphere aready up and waiting in my head. Something in me
seemed to shift, and | knew | had made amistake. The things around us squeded and vanished.

| heard agentle pop. Heart pounding, | straightened. My breath caught, and | dowly letitoutina
steaming ribbon of white moisture. Al’ sjaunty silhouette was black against the setting sun as he stood
atop abroken building, hisback to us.

“Shit,” Lee swore. “Wheat the hell ishe doing here dready?’

| spun to Lee and the soft hiss of metdlic chak against pavement. It wasaley linewitch’ sversion of
duct tape, and it would make avery secure circle. My heart pounded as a shimmer of black and purple
rose between us. Blowing hard, Lee tucked his chalk away and smiled confidently at me.

Shivering violently, | looked over the sunset-red dumps of broken rock. | didn’t have anything to make
acirclewith. | wasadead witch. | wason Al’ sside of the lines; my previous contract didn’t mean

anything.

Al turned at the sensation of Lee' scircle going up. But it wasto my eyesthat hisfixed on. “Rachel
MarianaMorgan,” he drawled, clearly pleased as a cascade of ley line energy washed over him and his



attire shifted to what | thought was an English riding outfit, complete with whip and shiny, caf-high boots.
“Whatdid you do to your hair?’

“Hi, Al,” | said, backing up. | had to get out of there. There’ s no place like home, | thought, feding the
hum of the line was standing in and wondering whether it would help if | clicked my hedls. Leehad
flown over the rainbow, why, oh why, the hdll couldn’t 1?

Satisfaction al but glowed from Lee. My gaze went from him to Al as the demon carefully picked his
way down the dide of rubbleto the floor of the large square.

The square, | thought, hope catching in my throat. Spinning, | tried to place mysdlf, tripping as| pushed
rocks with my foot, searching. If thiswasamirror of Cincinnati, then this was Fountain Square. And if
thiswas Fountain Square, then there was ahumdinger of acircledl laid out between the street and the
parking garage. But it wasredlly, redly big.

My breath came fast when my foot revealed a battered arc of purpleinlay.lt wasthe same. It wasthe
samel Frantic, | redized Al was amogt to the floor of the square. 1 quickly tapped the nearby line. It
flowed into me with the mirror-bright taste of clouds and tinfoil. Tulpa, | thought, desperate to gather
enough power to close acircle thissize before Al redlized what | was doing.

| giffened asatorrent of line energy flooded me. Groaning, | dropped to one knee. His aristocratic face
going dack, Al drew himself upright. He saw my intent in my eyes. “No!” he cried, lunging forward as|
reached to touch the circle and say my word of invocation.

A gasp dipped from me as, with the feding of being poured out of mysdlf, ashimmering wave of

trand ucent gold swam up from the ground, bisecting rocks and dumped rubble, arching to ahumming
close high over my head. Staggering, | fell back, my mouth gaping open as| stared up at it.Holy crap, |
had closed Fountain Square circle. | had closed acircle thirty feet acrossthat had been designed for
seven witchesto set comfortably, not one. Though agpparently one could do it if properly motivated.

Al skidded to a hdt, arms swinging to avoid running into the circle. A faint bong of reverberation echoed
inthe dusky air, crawling over my skin like dust. My eyeswidened and | stared. Bells. Big, deep,
resonant bells. There redlly were bells, and my circle had rung them.

Adrendine shook my knees, and they rang again. Al stood to look peeved a mere three feet from the
edge, head cocked and thin lips pressed tight as he listened to the third peal die away. The power of the
line running through me ebbed, settling into asoft hum. The slence of the night was frighteningly
profound.

“Nicecircle)” Al said, sounding impressed, bothered, and interested. *'Y ou' re going to be grand fun at
tractor pulls.”

“Thanks.” | twitched when he took off his glove and tapped my circle to make rippled dimples waver
acrossit. “Don't touch it!” | blurted, and he chuckled—tapping, tapping, ever moving, looking for a
week spot. It wasahuge circle; he might find one.What had | done?

My hands tucked into my armpits for warmth, | looked at Leg, till in hiscircle, doubly safe within mine.
“We can till get out of here,” | said, hearing my voice tremble. “Neither one of us needsto be his
familiar. If we—"

“How stupid can you be?” Lee edged hisfoot across hiscircle, dissolving it. “I want to berid of you. |



want to pay off my demon scar. Why, on God' s green earth, would | save you?’

Shivering, | fdt thewind biteat me. “Lee!” | said, turning to keep Al in my sight as he moved to the
back of my circle, dtill testing. “We haveto get out of herel”

His smadl nose wrinkling at the scent of burnt amber, Lee laughed. “No. I’'m going to beat you into a
pulp, and then I’m going to give you to Algdiarept, and he' sgoing to call my debt paid.” Cocky and
self-assured, he looked at Al, who had stopped pushing a my circle and was now standing with a
betific smile. “Isthat satisfactory?’

A lump of fear settled heavy in my belly asawicked, contriving smile spread over Al’s chisded face. An
elaborately detailed rug and amaroon velvet chair from the el ghteenth century appeared behind him, and
gill smiling, Al settled himsdlf, thelast of the sun making him ared smear among the broken buildings.
Crossing hislegs, he said, “ Stanley Callin Sdadan, we have an agreement. Give me Rachd Mariana
Morgan, and | will indeed cdl your debt paid.”

| licked my lips, and they went cold in the bitter wind. Around us came the soft scrabblings asthings
crept closer, caled by meringing the city’ s bells and lured by the promise of darkness. A soft plink of
stone brought me spinning around. Something wasin herewith us.

Leesmiled, and | wiped my hands off on my borrowed dress suit and stood straighter. He wasright to
fed confident—I was an earth witch without her charms up againgt aley line master—but he didn’t know
everything. Al didn’t know everything. Hell, | didn’t know everything, but | knew something they didn't.
And when that ugly red sun set behind the broken buildings, it wasn't going to be mewho was Al’s
familiar.

| wanted to survive. Right now it didn’t matter if giving Leeto Al in my stead wasright or not. L ater,
when | was curled up with acup of cocoaand shaking with the memory of this, would be soon enough to
decide. But towin, I'd first haveto lose. Thiswasredly going to hurt.

“Lee” | said, trying onelast time. “ Take us out of here!” God, please let me beright!

“You'resuchagirl,” hesaid, tugging hisdirt-stained suit Sraight. “ Always whining and expecting to be
rescued.”

“Lee! Wait!” | shouted as he took three steps and threw aball of purple haze.

| dovetotheside. It sSkimmed past at chest height to hit the remnants of the fountain. With arumble, a
section of it cracked and broke away. Dust rose, red in the darkening air.

When | turned, Lee had my business card in his grip—the one | had given the bouncer at his boat. Shit.
He had afocusing object. “Don’'t,” | said. “Youwon't like how it ends.”

Lee shook hisheed, hislips moving as he whispered.“Doleo,” he said clearly, the invocation word
vibrating theair, and with my card in hisgrip, he gestured.

Jerking straight, | caught my harsh gurgle before it came from me. Gut-twisting pain doubled me over.
Breathing throughit, | staggered to my feet. | couldn’t think to come back with anything. | staggered
forward to try to free mysdlf from pain. If | could hit him, it might stop. If | could get my card, he couldn’t
target me but would have to throw his spells.



| crashed into Lee. We went down, stones jabbing me. Lee kicked out, and | rolled as Al applauded,
white-gloved hands a soft patting. Pain clouded me; thinking wasimpossible.llluson, | told mysdif. It was
aley line charm. Only earth magic could inflict red pain.It wasanilluson. Panting, | forced the charm
from mewith purewill. | wouldn't fed it.

My bruised shoulder throbbed, hurting worse than it actudly did. | fastened on thered pain, willing the
phantom agony away. Hunched, | saw Lee from around my hair, now completely fallen out of that stupid
bun.“Inflex,” Lee said, grinning as his moving fingersfinished hisspell, and | cringed, waiting for
something to happen, but nothing did.

“Oh, | say!” Al exclaimed from hisrock. “First rate. Capital!”

| wove on my fest, fighting the last shadows of pain. | wasinthelineagain. | could fed it. If | knew how
totrip thelines, | could end this right now.Bibbity bobhbity boo, | thought. Alakazam. Hell, I’ d even twitch
my noseif | thought it would work. But it didn’t.

The rustle around me grew. They were becoming bolder as the sun threatened to set. A rock fell behind
me, and | spun. My foot dipped. Crying out, | went down. Nausea hit me as my ankle twisted. Gasping,
| clutched at it, feding tears of pain Sart.

“Brilliant!” Al gpplauded. “Bad luck is extremely difficult. Take the charm off her. | don't want aklutzin
my kitchen.”

Lee gestured and abrief whirlwind smelling of burnt amber lifted through my hair. My throat tightened as
the charm broke. My ankle throbbed and the cold rocks bit at me. He had cursed me with bad luck?Son
of abitch...

Jaw gritted, | reached for arock to pull myself up. | had blasted Ivy before with raw ever-after, and |
didn’'t need afocusing object if | threw it a him. Anger growing, | pulled upright, reaching into my
memory for the how of it. It had always been ingtinctive before. The fear and anger helped, and as|
staggered to my feet, | pushed the ever-after from my chi into my hands. They burned, but | held it,
pulling more energy off theline until my outspread hands fdlt like they were charring. Furious, |
compressed the raw energy in my handsto basebd| size. “Bagtard,” | whispered, sumbling as| threw it
ahim.

Leedived to the Sde, and my gold ball of ever-after hit my circle. My eyes widened when a cascade of
tingles raced through me as my bubble broke.

“Damnit dl to hdl!” | shouted, not having thought ahead enough to redlize my aura-laced spell would
bresk my circle. Terrified, | spunto Al, thinking if | couldn’t get it back up in time I"d be fighting both of
them. But the demon was still seated, Staring over my shoulder with his goat-ditted eyes wide. He looked
over hisglasses, mouth hanging open.

| spunintimeto seemy spdl hit anearby building. A faintboom shook my feet. | put ahand to my
mouth as a chunk the size of abusflaked off and fell with an unred downess.

“Y ou supid witch,” Lee said. “It'scoming right for ugl”

| turned and ran, hands reaching as | scrabbled my way across the rubble, hands numb on the
frost-cracked rocks. The ground shook, dust rosethick inthe air. | staggered and fell.



Hacking and coughing, | got up, shaking. My fingers hurt and | couldn’t move them. | turned to find Lee
on the other side of the new rockfall, hatred and atouch of fear in hiseyes.

Latin camefrom him. My eyeswere fixed upon the card in hismoving fingers, heart pounding as|
walited, helpless. He gestured, and my card burst into flame.

It flashed like gunpowder. | cried out and turned away, hands over my eyes. The shrieks of the minor
demons beat upon me. | reeled backward, balance gone. Red smears coated my vison. My eyeswere
open and tears streamed down my face, but | couldn’t see. | couldn’t see!

There was the sound of diding rocks, and | yelped as someone cuffed me. | blindly lashed out, dmost
fdling asthe hed of my hand met nothing. Fear settled into me, debilitating. | couldn’t see. He had taken

my sght!

A hand shoved me over, and | fdl, swinging my leg. | fet it hit him, and he went down. “Bitch,” he
gasped, and | shrieked when he yanked out a handful of my hair and scrabbled away.

“Morel” Al said cheerfully. “ Show me your best!” he encouraged.
“Lee!” | cried. “Don’'t do thisd” Thered wasn't clearing. Please, pleaselet it beillusion.
Dark words came from Lee, sounding obscene. | smelled astrand of my hair burn.

My heart clenched in sudden doubt. | wasn't going to makeit. Hewas going to al but kill me. There
was no way to win this. Oh, God...what had | been thinking?

“Y ou gave her doubt,” Al said wonderingly from the blackness. “That’ sa very complex charm,” he
breathed. “What e se? Can you divine?’

“I canlook backward,” Lee said nearby, panting.
“Oh!” Al said glegfully. “1 have amarvelousideal Make her recdl her father’ s death!”
“No...” | whispered. “Lee, if you have any compassion. Please.”

But his hated voice started whispering, and | groaned, falling into myself asamenta pain cut through the
physica. My dad. My dad gasping hislast. Thefed of hisdry hand in mine, the strength gone. | had
stayed, refusing to leave for anything. | was there when his breaths stopped. | was there when his soul
was freed, leaving meto fend for mysdlf far, far too early. It had made me strong, but it had left me
flawved.

“Dad,” | sobbed, my chest hurting. He had tried to stay, but couldn’t. He had tried to smile, but it was
broken. “Oh, Dad,” | whispered, softer asthetearswelled. | had tried to keep him there with me, but |
hadn’t been ableto.

A black depresson rose from my thoughts, pulling meinto mysdlf. He had |eft me. | was aone. He had
gone. No one had ever come closeto filling the void. No one ever would.

Sobbing, the miserable memory of that awful moment when | redized he was gonefilled me. It wasn't
when they pulled me from him at the hospita, but two weeks later when | broke the school’ s eight
hundred meters record and | looked into the stands for his proud smile. He was gone. And that was



when | knew he was dead.
“Brilliant,” Al whispered, his cultured voice soft besde me.

| did nothing as agloved hand curved under my jaw and tilted my head up. | couldn’t seehim as|
blinked, but | felt the warmth of hishand. “Y ou broke her utterly,” Al said in wonder.

Lee' sbreathing was harsh. Clearly it had taken alot out of him. I couldn’t stop crying, the tears dribbling
down my cheeks, cold inthewind. Al let go of my jaw, and | curled into aball in therubble at hisfeet,
uncaring of what might happen next.Oh God, my dad.

“She'syours” Leesad. “Take my mark off.”

| felt Al’'sarms go around me, lifting me up. | couldn’t help but pressinto him. | was so cold, and he
smelled like Old Spice. Though | knew it was Al’ stwisted crudity, | clutched a him and sobbed. |
missed him. God, | missed him. “Rachel,” came my dad’' s voice, pulled from my memory, and | cried dl
the harder. “Rachel,” it came again. “Isthere nothing left?’

“Nothing,” | said around my sobbing bresths.

“Areyou sure?’ my dad said, gentle and caring. “Y ou tried so hard, my little witch. Y ou redly fought
him with everything and failed?’

“| falled,” | said between my sobs. “1 want to go home.”
“Shhhh,” he soothed, his hand cool against mein my darkness. “1’ [l get you home and put you to bed.”

| felt Al shift into motion. | was broken, but | wasn’t done. My mind rebelled, wanting to sink deeper
into nothingness, but my will survived. It was either Lee or me, and | wanted my cup of cocoaon lvy’s
couch and atheme book of rationdizations.

“Al)” | whispered. “Lee should be dead.” It was easier to breathe. The memory of my father’ s death
was dipping back into the hidden folds of my brain. They had been buried there so long that they found
their places eadily, one by onefiled away for londy nights by mysdlf.

“Hush, Rachd,” Al said. “I see what you intended by etting L ee trounce you, but you can kindle demon
magic fully. There has never been awitch that can do that.” He laughed, his glee chilling me. “And you're
mine. Not Newt’s, not anyone else’ s but mine.”

“What about my demon mark?’ Lee protested, severa steps back, and | wanted to cry for him. Hewas
so dead, and he didn’t know it yet.

“Leecan,” | whispered. | could seethe sky. Blinking profusdly, | saw adark shadow of Al holding me
slhouetted againgt the red-smeared clouds. Relief dipped into me, pushing out the last of my doubt to
leave ashimmer of hope underneeth. Ley line charms of illusion only worked short-term unlessthey were
given apermanent placetoresidein silver. “Tastehim,” | said. “Taste hisblood. Trent' sfather fixed him,
too. He can kindle demon magic.”

Al jerked to astop. “Bless me thrice. There are two of you?’

| shrieked as| fell, crying out as my hip hit arock.



From behind me, | heard Lee' s shout of fear and shock. Turning where Al had dropped me, | peered
over the rubble and rubbed my eyesto make outAl drawing asharp nail acrossLee' sarm. Blood welled,
and| fdtsck. “I'm sorry, Lee” | whispered, hugging my kneesto mysdlf. “I’'m so sorry.”

Al made alow sound deep in histhroat of pleasure. “ She' sright,” he said as he brought afinger from his
lips. “And you're better at ley line magic than sheis. I'll take you ingtead.”

“No!” Lee screamed, and Al jerked him closer. *'Y ou wanted her! | gave you her!”

“Y ou gave her to me, | took off your demon mark, and now I’ m taking you. Y ou can both kindle demon
magic,” Al said. “1 could spend decades fighting a scrawny, high-maintenance familiar like her and never
wedge the spellsyou dready know into her cotton-fluffed head. Ever try twisting ademon curse?’

“No!” Leecried, fighting to get away. “1 can’'t!”
“Youwill. Here,” Al said, dropping him down onto the ground. “Hold thisfor me.”

| covered my ears and curled into mysalf as Lee screamed, then screamed again. It was high and raw,
scraping across my skull like anightmare. | felt like | was going to vomit. | had given Leeto Al to save
my life. That Leetried to do the same to me didn’'t make mefed better.

“Leg” | sad, tearsleaking out. “1I’m sorry. God, I'm sorry.”

Lee svoice cut off ashe passed out. Al smiled, turning on ahed to me. “Ta, love. | don't like to be on
the surface when it gets dark. All the best of luck to you.”

My eyeswidened. “1 don’t know how to get home!” | cried.
“Not my problem. ' Bye now.”

| sat up, chilled asthe stones| was sitting on seemed to soak into me. Lee came to with an ugly
gibbering sound. Tucking him under an arm, Al gave me anod and vanished.

A stone did down to roll to my feet. | blinked, wiping my eyesto only get rock dust and chips of stone
inthem. “Theling,” | whispered, remembering. Maybeif | got into the line. Lee had jumped from outside
of aline, but maybe | had to learn to walk before | could run.

A movement a the edge of my awareness caught my attention. Heart pounding, | whipped my head
around, seeing nothing. Steadying mysdif, | wedged mysdlf up, gasping when white-hot knives stabbed
my ankle to take my breath away. | dipped back to the ground. Jaw gritted, | decided | would just crawl
over there.

| reached out, seeing Mrs. Aver’ s business suit coated in the dust and frost it had scraped from the
surrounding rocks. Gripping an outcrop, | pulled mysdlf forward, managing ahafway upright postion.
My body was shaking with cold and fading adrenaline. The sun was dmost down. A diding of rocks
urged me on. They were getting closer.

A soft pop pulled my head up. A tumble of pebbles and rocks came from everywhere asthe lesser
demons scrambled into hiding. My breath dipped from me as, from around my hair, | saw asmall figure
in dark purple stting cross-legged before me, anarrow staff aslong as| wastall laying acrossitslap. A



robe draped it. Not a bathrobe, but a classy mix of akimono and something a desert shetk would wesar,
al billowy with the suppleness of linen. A round hat with straight Sdes and aflat top was perched oniits
head. Squinting in thefading light, | decided therewas an inch or so of air between the gold trim and the
ground.Now what?

“Whoin hdl areyou?’ | said, pulling mysdlf forward another step, “and will you be taking me home
instead of Al?’

“Whoin hell areyou?’ it echoed, its voice amix of rough lightness. “Yes. That fits.”

It wasn't hitting mewith that carved black stick, or putting acharm on me, or even making ugly faces, so
| ignored it and dragged myself forward another foot. There was a crackle of paper, and wondering, |
tucked David' strifolded paper into my waistband. Y eah, he' d probably want this back.

“I'm Newt,” it said, seemingly disappointed | wasignoring it. There was arich accent that | couldn’t
place, an odd way of saying the vowels. “And no, I’'m not taking you home. | already have ademon
familiar. Algdiarept isright; you' re dmost worthlessright now.”

A demon for afamiliar? Ooooh, that had to be good. Grunting, | pulled mysdlf forward. My ribs hurt,
and | pressed ahand into them. Panting, | looked up. A smooth face, not young, not old—sort
of...nothing—met me. “ Ceri isafraid of you,” | said.

“I know. She' svery perceptive. Isshewe|?’

Fear did through me. “Leave her alone,” | sad, jerking back asit pushed my hair out of my eyes. Its
touch seemed to sink into methough | felt fingertips firm on my forehead. | stared at itsblack eyesasit
peered at me, unruffled and curious.

“Your hair ought to bered,” it said, smelling of crushed danddions. “ And your eyes are green like my
ssers, not brown.”

“Sigers?’ | wheezed, considering | might giveit my soul if it would give me apain amulet. God, | hurt dl
over, inddeand out. | sat back on my heglsout of itsreach. Newt had an eerie grace, its outfit giving no
hint to gender. There was a necklace of black gold about its neck—again, the design neither masculine
nor feminine. My gaze dropped to its bare feet, hovering above the rubble. They were narrow and dim,
somewhat ugly. Masculineg?“ Areyou aboy or agirl?’ | finally asked, not sure.

Newt’ s brow furrowed. “It makes a difference?’

Musclestrembling, | pulled my hand to my mouth and sucked at a spot where the rock had pinched me.
It did to me. “Don’t get mewrong, but why are you just Sitting there?’

The demon smiled, making me think the reason couldn’t be good. “ There are afew sde betsasto
whether you will learn how to use the lines before sunset. I’'m here so no one cheats.”

A stab of adrenaline cleared my head. “What happens when the sun goes down?’
“Anyone can haveyou.”

A rock did from anearby pile, and | pushed into motion. “But you don’t want me.”



It shook its head, drifting back. “Maybe if you told me why Al took the other witch instead of you, |
might. I...don't remember.”

Newt’ s voice sounded worried, making me wonder. Too much ever-after in the brainpan perhaps?|
didn’t have timeto dedl with acrazy demon, no matter how powerful it was. “Read the papers. I'm
busy,” | said, pulling mysdf forward.

| jerked when aboulder the size of acar fell two feet in front of me. The ground shook and bits of rock
chips stung my face. | stared at it, then Newt, who was smiling asit adjusted its grip on its staff to look
pleasant and innocuous. My head hurt. Okay, maybe | had alittletime. “ Ah, Lee can kindle demon
magic,” | said, not seeing any reason to tell it | could too.

Newt’ s black eyeswidened. “Already?’ it said, then itsface clouded, not angry with me, but at itself. |
waited for it to move the rock. It didn’t. Taking a deep breath, | started to go around Newt, asit seemed
the demon had forgotten | wasthere. The sense of danger flowing from the dight figure was growing,
building on itsdlf to tighten my gut and make my skin crawl. | was getting the distinct impression thet |
was gtill dive because avery powerful demon was curious, nothing more.

Hoping Newt would forget about me, | inched mysdlf forward, trying to ignore the painin my ankle. |
dipped, sucking in my breath astheflat of my arm hit arock, sending ashiver of pain up it. The boulder
was right in front of me, and gathering myself, | wedged my knees under me. My ankle was burning
agony as| gained my feet and held the rock for balance.

There was abrush of air, and Newt was beside me. “Do you want to live forever?’

The question sent a shiver through me. Damn it, Newt was becoming more interested, not less. “No,” |
whispered. Hand outstretched, | limped from the rock.

“I didn’t either, until | tried it.” The redwood staff clunked to the ground as Newt moved to keep even
with me, black eyes eerily more dive than anyone else's I’ d ever seen. My skin crawled. Something was
wrong with Newt—redly wrong. | couldn’t put my finger oniit until | redlized that the minute | took my
attention from Newt, | forgot what the demon looked like. Apart from those eyes.

“1 know something Algaliarept doesn’'t,” Newt said. “1 remember now. Y ou like secrets. Y ou' re good at
keeping them, too. | know al aout you; you're afraid of yoursdlf.”

| gritted my jaw as my ankle gave atwinge as| dipped on arock. The linewasjust ahead. | could fed
it. The sun had sunk below the horizon, halfway gone. It took seven minutesto sink once it touched the
earth. Three and ahaf minutes. | could hear a gathering of breath from the lesser demons.God, help me
find away out of this.

“Y ou should be afraid of you,” Newt said. “Want to know why?’

| pulled my head up. Newt was bored out of hisor her mind and looking for amusement. | didn’t want
to beinteresting. “No,” | whispered, becoming more frightened.

An evil smile crossed Newt, emations shifting faster than avampire hyped up on Brimstone. “1 think |
will tell Algaliarept ajoke. And when he' sdoneripping that witch gpart for what helogt, I'll trade for that
mark you owe him and makeit mine.”

| started to shake, unable to stop my hands from trembling. “Y ou can't do that.”



“I can. | might.” Newt twirled the staff idly, hitting arock so it ricocheted into the dark. Therewasa
catlike yelp of pain and a scattering of diding rock. “And then I’ [l have two,” the demon said to itsdlf,
“because you won't be able to figure out how to travel the lines and will haveto buy atrip out of here.
From me.”

There was acry of outrage from the watchers behind the rocks, quickly squelched.

Horrified, | cameto ajerky stop, feding thelineright ahead of me.

“Y ou want to survive,” Newt intoned, itsvoice dropping in pitch. “ Y ou' [l do anything for it. Anything.”
“No,” I whispered, terrified because Newt wasright. “1 saw Leedoit. | cando it too.”

Black eyes glinting, Newt set the butt of its staff down. “Y ouwon't figureit out. Y ou won't believe; not
yet. You haveto makeaded...with me”

Frightened, | wavered on my feet, and with the next step, | sumbled into theline, feding asif it wasa
stream, warm and generous, filling me up. Almost panting, | teetered, seeing the eyes around me narrow
with greed and anger. | hurt. | had to get out of there. The power of the line hummed through me,
peaceful and comforting. There' s no place like home.

Newt’ s expression went mocking, its pupil-black eyes spiteful. “You can't do it.”

“I can,” | said, my vision darkening as | amost passed out. From the deepest shadows glittered green
eyes. Close. Very close. The power of the line hummed through me. There’ sno place like home, there's
no place like home, there’ s no place like home, | thought desperately, pulling energy into me, spindling it
inmy head. | had traveled the lineswith Lee. | had seen how he had doneit. All it took was him thinking
about where he wanted to be. | wanted to be home. Why wasn't it working?

My knees shook asthe first dark shape came out to stand with an unreal thinness, dow and hesitant.
Newt looked at it, then turned dowly to me, one eyebrow raised. “ Onefavor, and I’ll send you back.”

Oh God. Not another one. “Leave meaonel” | shouted, the rough edges of arock scraping my fingers
as| flung it a an gpproaching form and dmost fell over. A gasp sounding like a sob came from meas|
caught my balance. The lesser demon ducked, then straightened. Three more pairs of eyes glowed
behindit.

| jumped as Newt suddenly was before me. The light was gone. Black eyes dammed into me, delving
into my soul and clenching until fear squeezed out to bubble up. “You can't do it. No timeto learn,”
Newt said, and | shuddered. Here was power, raw and swirling. Newt’ s soul was so black it was amost
unseen. | could fed itsaurapress againgt me, sarting to dip into mine with the force of Newt’ swill. It
could take me over if it wanted. | was nothing. My will was nothing.

“Owemeor dieinthissquaid pile of broken promises,” Newt said. “But | can't send you through the
lineswith athin tie called home. Homewon't do it. Think on Ivy. Y ou love her more than that damn
church,” it said, its honesty more cutting than any physica pain.

Crying out in angry, high voices, the shadows bunched and lunged.

“Ivy!” | shouted, accepting the bargain and willing mysdlf to her: the smdll of her sveat whenwe



sparred, the taste of her Brimstone cookies, the sound of her steps, and the rise of her eyebrows when
shewastrying not to laugh.

| recoiled as Newt’ s black presence was suddenly in my head. How many mistakes can onelife survive?
echoed crygdlindike in my mind, but whose thought it was | didn’t know.

Newt pressed the air from my lungs, and my mind shattered. | was everywhere and nowhere. The
perfect disconnection of the line raced through me, making me exist in every line on the continent. vy! |
thought again, starting to panic until | remembered her, fastening on her indomitable will and the tragedy
of her desires.lvy. | wantto goto lvy.

With asavage, jed ous thought, Newt snapped my soul back together. Gasping, | covered my earsasa
loud pop shook me. | fell forward, my elbows and knees smacking into gray tile. People screamed, and |
heard the crash of metal. Papers flew, and someone shouted to call the|.S.

“Rachdl!” Ivy cried.

| looked up past my falling hair to see | wasinwhat looked like ahospita hdlway. Ivy was Sitting in an
orange plastic chair, her eyesred and her cheeks blotchy, shock in her wide brown eyes. David was
beside her, dirty and disheveled, Kisten’ sblood on his hands and chest. A phone rang and went
unanswered.

“Hi,” | said weakly, my arms starting to tremble. “Uh, could one of you maybe check mein?| don't fed
so good.”

Ivy stood, reaching out. | tipped forward. My cheek hit thetile. Thelast thing | remember was my hand
touching hers.

Thirty-three

“Coming!” | caled out, my pace quickening as| strode through the dusky sanctuary to the door, my
snow boots thumping to leave small inverse divots of snow behind. The huge dinner bell that was our
doorbel| clanked again, and | picked up the pace. “1’m coming. Don't ring the bell again or the neighbors
will cdl thel.S,, for God's sake.”

The reverberations were still echoing when | reached for the handle, the nylon of my coat making a
diding sound. My nose was cold and my fingers were frozen, the warmth of the church not having hed
enough time to warm them up. “David!” | exclaimed, opening the door to find him on the softly lit stoop.

“Hi, Rachdl,” he said, looking comfortably attractive with his glasses, long coet, thick stubble, and his
cowboy hat dusted with snow. The bottle of winein hishand helped. An older man stood besidehimina
leather jacket and jeans. Hewastaller than David, and | eyed hislightly wrinkled but trim physiquein
question. A wisp of snow-white hair pegped from under his hat. Therewasatwigin hisgrip,
unqguestionably a symbolic offering for the solstice bonfire out back, and | redized he was awitch.

David' sold partner? | thought. A limo idled softly behind them, but | was guessing they had comein the
blue four-door parked in front of it.

“Rachd,” David said, drawing my gaze back to them. “ThisisHoward, my old partner.”

“Pleased to meet you, Howard,” | said, extending my hand.



“The pleasureismine.” Smiling, he dipped off aglove to extend a softly wrinkled, freckled hand. “ David
told meal about you, and | invited mysdlf. | hope you don’'t mind.”

“Not at dl,” | said earnestly. “ The more, the merrier.”

Howard pumped my hand up and down three times before releasing it. “I had to come,” he said, green
eyesglinting. “ The chance to meet the woman who can outrun Davidand put up with hisworking style
doesn’'t come aong very often. Y ou two did good with Saladan.”

His voice was deeper than | expected, and the feding of being evauated strengthened. “ Thank you,” |
said, mildly embarrassed. | shifted back from the doorway in invitation. “We' re al back by thefire.
Comeonin. It'seaser to go through the church than stumbl e through the garden the back way.”

Howard dipped insidein awhiff of redwood while David knocked the snow from hisboots. He
hesitated, looking up at the new sign above the door. “Nice,” hesaid. “Just get it?’

“Yeah.” Mood going soft, | leaned out to look up at it. The deeply engraved brass plaque had been
bolted to the front of the church above the door. It had come with alight, and the single bulb it the stoop
inasoft glow. “It' sasolstice gift for Ivy and Jenks.”

David made a sound of approval laced with understanding. | flicked my attention from him back to the
sgn.VAMPIRE CHARMS; LLC. TAMWOOD, JENKS, AND MORGAN . I lovedit, and | hadn’t
minded paying extrato make it arush order. Ivy’s eyes had gotten very wide when | pulled her out on
the stoop that afternoon to seeit. | thought she was going to cry. I'd given her ahug right there on the
landing as it was obvious she wanted to give me one but was afraid I’ d take it the wrong way. She was
my friend, damnit. | could hug her if | wanted.

“I"'m hoping it helps stop the rumors about me being dead,” | said, ushering himin. “The paper was
redlly quick to print my obituary, but because I’ m not avamp, they won't put anything in the risen-again
announcementsunless| pay for it.”

“Imaginethat,” David said. | could hear the laughter in hisvoice, and | gave him adry look ashe
stomped his boots afina time and camein. “Y ou look good for adead witch.”

“Thanks.
“Your hair isamost back to normal. How about the rest of you?’

| shut the door, flattered at the sound of concern in hisvoice. Howard stood in the middle of the
sanctuary, hiseyesranging over vy’ spiano and my desk. “I’m doing okay,” | said. “My staminais shot,
but it's coming back. My hair, though?’ | tucked acurl of reddish-brown hair behind an ear and the soft
knit hat my mother had given methat afternoon. “ The box said it washes out in five shampoos,” | sad
sourly. “I'm gill waiting.”

Somewhat peeved at the reminder of my hair, | led the way into the kitchen, the two men trailing behind.
Actudly, my hair wasthe least of my worries. Yesterday | had found a scar with afamiliar
circle-and-dash pattern on the arch of my left foot; Newt’ s claim of afavor. | owed two demons, but |
wasdive. | wasaive and was no one sfamiliar. And finding the mark there had been better than waking
up with abig N tattooed on my forehead.

David' s steps fatered as he saw the plates of goodieslaid out on the table. 1vy’ s workspace had been



pushed into athree-by-three-foot section, the rest was full of cookies, fudge, cold cuts, and crackers.
“Hdpyoursdf,” | said, refusing to get worked up about things currently out of my control. “Do you want
to nuke your wine before we go out?’ | asked, eating adice of sdlami. “I’ ve got a pitcher towarm it up
in.” 1 could use my new charm, but it wasn't reliable, and | wastired of burning my tongue.

The clunk of thewine asit hit the tablewasloud. “Y ou drink it warm?’ David said, sounding appalled as
he looked at the microwave.

“Ivy and Kisten do.” Seeing the Were hesitate, | gave the pot of spiced cider on the stove aquick tir.
“We can warm up haf and put the rest in asnow bank if you want,” | added.

“Sure,” David said, his short fingers manipulating the foil-wrapped top.

Howard began filling aplate, but at David' s pointed look, he started. “Mmmm!” the older witch said
abruptly, platein hand. “Mind if | go out back and introduce mysdlf?’ He wiggled the twig sandwiched
between his hand and the foam plate in explanation. “I haven't been to asolstice burning in along time.”

A smile came over me. “Go right on out. The door isthrough the living room.”

David and Howard exchanged another 1ook, and the witch found hisway. | heard a soft rise of voicesin
greeting as he opened the door. David exhaled dowly. Something was up.

“Rachel,” he said. “I’ ve got a paper for you to sign.”

My smilefroze. “What did | do?’ | blurted. “Wasit bresking Lee' scar?’

“No,” he said, and my chest tightened when his eyes dropped. Oh God. It must be bad.

“What isit?’ | set the spoon in the sink and turned, gripping my ebows.

David unzipped his coat and pulled out atrifolded paper and handed it to me. Taking his bottle, he
darted to openit. “You don't haveto signit if you don't want to,” he said, glancing at me from under his

cowboy hat. “I won’t be offended. Really. Y ou can say no. It'sokay.”

| went cold, then hot, as | read the smply worded statement, wonder in me as | looked up and met his
anxious eyes. “Y ou want me to be amember of your pack?’ | ssammered.

“I don’'t have one,” herushed to explain. “ Y ou’' d bethe only oneinit. I’'m aregistered loner but my
company won't fire someone with tenure if they’ re an dphamae or femae.”

| could say nothing and he rushed to fill the silence.

“I, uh, fed bad for trying to bribe you,” he said. “It’ snot like we re married or anything, but it givesyou
the right to get your insurance through me. And if either of usis hospitalized, we have accessto the
medical records and have a say asto what happensif the other is unconscious. | don’'t have anyoneto
make those kind of decisionsfor me, and I’ d rather have you than acourt or my siblings.” He shrugged
with one shoulder. “Y ou can come to the company picnic, too.”

My gazefell to the paper, then rose to his stubbled face, then back to the paper. “What about your old
partner?’



He peeked over the paper to look at the print. “ It takes afemale to make a pack.”

“Oh.” | stared at the form. “Why me?’ | asked, honored he' d ask but bewildered. “There must belots
of Were women who would jump at the chance.”

“Thereare. And that’ sjust it.” Dropping back, he rested againgt the idand counter. “1 don’t want a
pack. Too much responsibility. Too many ties. Packs grow. And evenif | went into thiswith another
Were with the understanding that it was an agreement on paper and nothing e se, she would expect
certain things, and so would her kin.” Helooked at the celling, his eyes showing hisage. “ And when
those things weren't provided, they would start to treat her like awhore instead of an dphabitch. | won't
have that problem with you.” He met my eyes. “Will |7’

| blinked, starting dightly. “Ah, no.” A smile quirked the corner of my mouth.Alpha bitch? That sounded
about right. “Gotta pen?’ | asked.

David exhaled with asoft puff, relief in hiseyes. “We need three witnesses.”
| couldn’t stop grinning. Wait until | told Ivy. She' d have kittens.

We both spun to the window as awhoosh of flame and a shout rose high. Ivy threw a second bough of
evergreen on the bonfire, and the fire billowed up again. She wastaking to my family’ stradition of a
soldtice firewith an unsettling enthusasm.

“I can think of three people off thetop of my head,” | said, jamming it into aback pocket.

David nodded. “Wedon't haveto do it tonight. But the fisca year iscoming up, and we' Il want tofileit
before then so you can start your benefits and get alinein the new cataog.”

| was on tiptoe to reach a pitcher for the wine, and David reached up and got it for me. “Theré sa
catalog?’ | asked as| dropped to my heels.

Hiseyeswerewide. *Y ou want to remain anonymous? That costs extra, but okay.”

| shrugged, not knowing. “What' s everyone going to say when you show up at the company picnic with
me?’

David poured haf thewineinto the pitcher and set it to heat in the microwave. “Nothing. They al think
I’m rabid anyway.”

The smilewouldn't leave me as| ladled out amug of spiced cider. His motive might be
danted—wanting the extra security for hisjob—but we would both benefit. So it was with amuch
improved mood that we headed for the back door, hiswarmed wine and haf-empty bottlein his hands,
and my spiced cider in mine. The heat of the church had taken the chill from me, and | led theway into
theliving room.

David' s steps dowed while he took in the softly glowing room. Ivy and | had decorated, and purple,
red, gold, and green were everywhere. Her leather stocking had looked lonely on the mantel, so | had
bought ared and green knit one with abell on the toe, embracing any holiday that got me presents. lvy
had even hung alittle white stocking for Jenks that she had taken from her sster’ sdoll collection, but the
jar of honey wouldn't come closetofitting init.



Ivy’s Christmas tree glowed in the corner, looking etheredl. I’ d never had one before, and | felt honored
she had let me help her decorate it with tissue-paper-wrapped ornaments. We had made anight of it as
we listened to music and ate the popcorn that never made it onto astring.

There were only two things under it: one for me, onefor Ivy, both from Jenks. He was gone, but his
presents to us had been |eft behind in opposite bedrooms.

| reached for the handle of the new door, alump in my throat. We had opened them aready—neither
one of uswere good at waiting. Ivy had sat and stared at the Bite-me-Betty doll, her jaw clenched and
her bresthing dmost nonexistent. | hadn’t been much better, al but crying upon finding the pair of cell
phonesin their foam box. One was for me, the other, much smaler one, wasfor Jenks. According to the
recaipt fill in the box, he had activated it last month and even put himsdlf on speed did on mine.

Y anking open the door, | held it for David, my jaw clenched. I’ d get him to come back. If | had to hirea
pilot to write my gpology in the sky, | would get him to come back.

“David,” | said ashe passed. “If | give you something, will you takeit to Jenks?’
He glanced at me from thefirst step down. “Maybe,” he said warily.

| grimaced. “It’ sjust some seeds. | couldn’t find anything in my language of flowers book that said, *I'm
sorry. I’'man ass,” so | went with forget-me-nots.”

“Okay,” he said, sounding more sure. “1 can do that.”
“Thanks.” It was awhisper, but | was sure he heard me over thecdlsat hisarriva.

| took the heated wine from David and placed it near the fire. Howard |ooked content talking to Keadey
and Ceri, sneaking unsure glances at Takata lurking in the more-certain shadows of the oak tree. “Come
onover,” | saidto David as Kigten tried to get his attention. vy’ s Sster was prattling next to him, and he
looked exhausted. | want you to meet Takata.”

The midnight air was crigp, dmost painfully dry, and | smiled at Ivy when | saw her trying to explainto
Ceri the art of making as more. The puzzled df didn’t understand how layering chocolate between a
sugary grain product and spun confection could possibly taste good. Her words, not mine. | was sure her
opinion would change after she ate one.

| felt Kisten's eyes on me from around the lowering flamesand | stifled a shiver. The come-and-go light
played on hisface, not unattractively thinner after his stint in the hospital. My thoughts of Nick had waned
to asoft ache under the living vamp’ s attentions. Kist was here, and Nick wasn't. The redlity was, Nick
hadn’t truly been here for months. He hadn’t called or sent a solstice card, and he had intentionally left no
way for meto reach him. It wastime to move on.

Takata shifted his perch atop the picnic table in case we wanted to Sit. The concert earlier tonight had
gone off without a hitch, and since Lee wasn't around, vy and | watched from backstage. Takata had
dedicated “ Red Ribbons’ to our firm, and haf the crowd had waved their lightersin tribute thinking | was
dtill deed.

| had only been joking when | invited him to my bonfire, but | was glad he came. He seemed to relish
that no one was fawning over him as he sat contentedly in the background. | recognized that distant look
on hislined face from when Ivy was planning arun, and wondered if his next album might have asong



about sparks among the frost-blackened arms of an oak.

“Takata,” | said aswe approached, and he came back to himsdlf. “I’ d like you to meet David Hue. HE's
the insurance adjustor who hel ped me get to Sdladan.”

“David,” Takatasaid, taking off his glove before extending histhin long hand. * Nice to meet you. It
lookslike you escaped unscathed from Rachel’ slatest run.”

David smiled warmly without showing histeeth. “ Pretty much,” he said as he released his hand and
rocked back astep. “Though | wasn't sure when those handguns showed up.” Making amock shudder,
he shifted so hisfront would be warmed by the flames. “Too much for me,” he said softly.

| was glad he wasn't wide-eyed and Ssammering, or squealing and jumping up and down like Ericahad
done until Kisten collared her and dragged her away.

“David!” Kigten called when my thoughts pulled my eyesto him. “Can | talk to you about my boat?
How much do you think it would cost to insure her through you?’

A sound of pain dipped from David. “The price of being ininsurance,” he said softly.

My eyebrowsrose. “| think he just wants to get someone between him and Erica. The girl doesnot shut
up.”

David pushed himsdf into mation. “'Y ou won't leave me aone too long will you?’

I grinned. “Isthat one of my responsbilities asamember of your pack?’ | said, and Takata seyes
widened.

“Asamatter of fact, itis.” Raisng his hand to Kisten, he ambled to him, stopping to nudge alog back
into the flames with the toe of his boot as he went. Howard was laughing a him from acrossthefire, his

green eyesglinting.
| looked to find Takata s thick eyebrows high. “Member of hispack?’ he questioned.

Nodding, | sat beside Takata on top of the picnic table. “For insurance purposes.” Setting my spiced
cider down, | put my elbows on my knees and sighed. | loved the solstice, and not just for the food and
parties. Cincinnati dropped dl of itslights from midnight until sunrise, and it wasthe only time | ever saw
the night sky as it was supposed to be. Anyone thieving during the blackout was dedlt with hard,
curtailing any problems.

“How areyou doing?’ Takatasaid, surprisng me. | had amost forgotten he wasthere. “I heard you
were hospitdized.”

| smiled sheepishly, knowing | was starting to look tired after screaming for two-plus hoursat Takata's
concert. “I’m okay. They weren't ready to release me, but Kisten was just down the hall, and after they
caught us, ah, experimenting with the controlsfor the bed, they decided we both were well enough to be
on the gtreets.” Crabby old night nurse. By the amount of fuss she made, one would have thought we
were committing somekind of kinky—uwell, crabby old night nurse, anyway.

Takataeyed meas| flushed and pulled my knit hat down lower over my ears. “ There' salimo out
front,” | said to change the subject. “Want meto tell them to go away?’



His gaze went up into the black branches. “ They can wait. They havefood in there.”

Nodding, | relaxed. “Y ou want some warm wine?’

He started, his wide eyes|ooking shocked. “No. No thanks.”

“More spiced cider, then?’ | offered. “Here. | haven't had any of mine.”

“Jugt put aswvalow inthere)” he said, extending hisempty cup, and | poured haf of my drink into his. |
fdt kindagpecid, Stting next to Takatawith haf my drink in hismug, but | iffened asafant twang
reverted through me. | froze, not knowing what it was, and Takata s eyes met mine.

“You fdtittoo?’ hesaid, and | nodded, feding uneasy and alittle worried.

“What wasit?’

Takata' swide mouth turned into ahuge smile as he laughed a me. “The circle at Fountain Square.
Happy Solstice.” Heraised his cup, and | automaticaly touched mineto it.

“Happy Solstice,” | echoed, thinking it odd that | had fdt it. | never had before. But then, maybe having
closad it mysdlf once made me sengitivetoit.

Feding asif dl wasright with theworld, | Spped my cider, finding David' s eyes pleading with me over
the rim of my mug. Erica s mouth was going nonstop, and Kisten was gripping his shoulder, trying to
have a conversation around her. “Excuseme,” | said as| did from thetable. “ David needs rescuing.”

Takatachuckled, and | made my unhurried way past the fire. Though he never stopped talking to David,
Kisten'seyeswere on me, and | felt awarm spot start in my middle.

“Erica,” | said, coming even with them. “ Takatawantsto play a song for you.”

Takatajerked upright, giving me a panicked ook when the young woman squealed. Both Kisten and
David dumped in relief as she darted around the fireto him. “Thank God,” Kisten whispered, and | sat
down in her spot. “That girl never shutsup.”

Snorting, | eased closer, pushing into histhigh, hinting. He curved an arm around me, as | wanted, pulling
me close. Kisten exhaed softly, and ashiver rippled over me. | knew hefelt it when my scar started
tingling. “Stopit,” 1 whispered, embarrassed, and his grip tightened.

“I can't helpit,” he said on an intake of breeth. “When is everyone going to be leaving?’

“Sunup,” | said, setting my drink down. * Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

“It'snot my heart that missesyou,” he breathed, and a second shiver passed through me.

“So,” Kigten said loudly when David started to look uncomfortable. “ Rachel tells me you asked her to
be your absent partner so you could get two salaries and she could get a good rate on her insurance.”

“Ah, yes...” David sammered, looking down so his hat hid hiseyes. “ About thet...”



| jumped as Kisten's cold hand worked its way under my coat and touched the skin at my waist. “1 like
that,” he murmured, not talking about how hisfingersweretracing smdl circlesto warm my middle.
“Inventive. My kind of man.”

David' shead came up. “Would you excuse me,” he muttered, sending aquick hand to fiddle with his
glasses. “I haven't said hello to Ceri and Keadey yet.”

| chuckled, and Kisten pulled me closer. “Y ou do that, Mr. Peabody,” Kisten said.

The short Were jerked to a stop, gave him awarning frown, then continued, stopping to get aglass of
hiswine on the way.

My smile dowly faded. The scent of leather became obvious, mixing with the hard aroma of burning ash,
and | snuggled closer into Kisten. “Hey,” | said softly, my gaze fixed on thefire. “David wants meto sign
apaper. Make me part of his pack.”

His breath caught. “Y ou’re kidding,” he said, pushing me away so he could focus on me. Hisblue eyes
were wide and hisface surprised and wondering.

Looking a my cold fingers, | dipped them into his. “I’d like you to witnessit.”
“Oh.” His gaze went to the fire and he shifted hisarm to lean asmidgen away.

| grinned in understanding and laughed. “No, you idiot,” | said, pushing on hisarm. “It’ sapack
membership, not an interspecies bond. I’m not marrying the guy, for the Turn’ s sake. It' sonly alega
agreement so | can get my insurance through him and his company won't firehim. He' d ask aWere
woman, but he doesn’'t want a pack, and that’ swhat he' d get if he asked one.”

Kisten exhded long and dow, and | could fed the softnessreturn to hisgrip. “Good,” he said, pulling me
closer. * "Cause you' re my aphabitch, babe, and no onedse's”

| gave him atelling ook, which was hard to do seeing as| wasamost in hislap. “Babe?’ | said dryly.
“Y ou know what | did to the last guy who called me that?’

Kisten jerked me closer. “Maybe later, love,” he whispered to start addicioustinglein me. “Wedon't
want to shock your friends,” he added, and | followed his gaze to where Howard and Keadey were
laughing while Ceri tried to eat her s more without getting messy.

“Will you witness the paper for me?’ | asked.

“Sure” Hisgrip around metightened. “1 think making tiesisagood thing.” Hisarm dipped from me, and
| followed hisgazeto seelvy glaring a us. “Ivy might not, though.”

Suddenly concerned, | pulled away. vy got to her feet, and with steps quick and long, she strode up the
porch steps and into the church. The back door shut hard enough to make the wreath fall off.

Not noticing, Ericasprang into aflurry of motion to move abench closer to thefire. The conversation
grew excited, and Keadey and Ceri drifted over when Takatafinaly pulled out the guitar he brought with
him but had been ignoring. He settled himself, long fingers moving dowly from the cold as he strummed.
It was nice. Redlly nice. The only thing missing was Jenks swiseass remarks and a sprinkling of pixy
dust.



| Sghed, and Kisten'slips brushed my ear. “You'll get him back,” he breathed.
Surprised he knew where my thoughts were, | said, “ Are you sure?’

| felt him nod. “ Come springtime and he can get out again, he'll be back. He thinks too much of you to
not listen once his pride startsto heal. But | know all about big egos, Rachd. Y ou’re going to haveto
grove.”

“I candothat,” | saddinasmall voice.

“Hethinksit’shisfault,” Kisten continued.

“I'll convince him otherwise”

His bresth was a puff behind my ear. “That’smy girl.”

| amiled at the firring of fedingshewasindtilling in me. My gaze went to the shadow of Ivy inthe
kitchen, then back to the impromptu music. One down. Two moreto go. And they were likely going to
be the hardest ones. It wasn't asif | could ask Ceri or Keadey. There was a spot on that form for a
Socia Security number. Ceri didn’t have one, and | knew without asking Keadey wouldn't want to put
hisdown. | had a suspicion by the lack of government checks that he was playing dead.

“Could you excuseme?’ | murmured as Ivy’ s shadow behind the glass was eclipsed by aswirl of mist
from the hot water she was running into the sink. Kisten's hold loosened. Takata s blue eyes met mine
before | turned away, an unknown emotion in them.

| paused to put the cedar wreath back on its hook before | went in. The warmth of the church hit me,
and | took my hat off and tossed it to the black hearth. | entered the kitchen to find vy leaning against the
counter, her head down and her hands gripping her elbows.

“Hi,” | said, hegitating in the threshold.
“Let me seethe contract,” she said, extending her hand and her head coming up.

My lips parted. “How did...” | sammered.
A faint, sour smile crossed her and was gone. “ Sound carrieswell over flame.”

Embarrassed, | pulled it out of my pocket, fedling it both cold from the night and warm from my body.
Shetook it, her brow furrowed. Turning her back on me, she unfolded it. | fidgeted. “Um, | need three
witnesses” | sad. “I'd like you to be one of them.”

“Why?

Shedidn’t turn around and her shoulders were tense. “David doesn't have apack,” | said. “It’s harder
to fire him if he does. He getsto keep hisjob working solo, and | can get my insurance through him. It's
only two hundred amonth, Ivy. He' s not looking for anything more than that or he would have asked a

Werewoman.”

“I know. My question iswhy do you wantmy signature?’ Paper in hand, she turned, the empty look on



her face making me uncomfortable. “Why isit important to you thatl Sgnit?’

| opened my mouth, then shut it. My thoughts touched on what Newt had said. Home hadn’t been a
strong enough pull, but Ivy was. “ Because you're my partner,” | said, warming. “Because what | do
affectsyou.”

Ivy slently plucked a pen from her pencil cup and clicked it open. | suddenly felt avkward, redizing that
David'slittle paper granted him something she wanted: a recognizable connection with me.

“I did abackground check on him when you were in the hospital,” she said. “He' s not hooking up with
you to help him out with apreexisting problem.”

My eyebrowsrose. | hadn’t thought about that. “He said thiswas a no-strings-attached affair.” |
hesitated. “Ivy, | livewith you,” | said, trying to reassure her that our friendship didn’t need a paper or
signature to be real, and both our names were above the door. Both of them.

Shewasdlent, her face empty of emotion, her brown eyes ill. “Y ou trust him?’

| nodded. | had to go with my gut feeling here.

The barest smile appeared on her. “Metoo.” Pushing aplate of cookies aside, she wrote her name on
thefirg linein acareful but dmost illegible Sgnature.

“Thanks,” | said, and she handed it back. My gaze went past her as the back door opened. Ivy looked
up, and | recognized a softening in her gaze when Kisten' sfamiliar footsteps thumped on the rug beside
the door, knocking off the snow. He cameinto the kitchen, David on his hedls.

“Arewe sgning the paper or not?’ Kisten said, thetension in hisvoice telling me he was ready to argue
with Ivy if shewasbaking.

Ivy clicked her pen open and shut so fast that it hummed. “| already did. Y our turn.”

He sguared his shoulders, grinning as he took the pen when she extended it, adding his masculine
signature under hers. His Socia Security number was next, and he handed the pen to David.

David edged between them, looking small besidetheir tal grace. | could see hisrelief ashewrote hisfull
name. My pulse increased and | took the pen, pulling the paper closer.

“So,” Kigten said when | signed it. “Who are you going to ask to be the third witness?’
“Jenks,” Ivy and | said together, and | looked up. Our eyes met and | clicked the pen closed.
“Will you ask himfor me?’ | said to David.

The Were picked up the paper, carefully folding it and tucking it away in an inner coat pocket. “You
don’t want to ask someone else? He might not.”

| glanced at Ivy and straightened, tucking acurl of hair behind my ear. “He' samember of thisfirm,” |
sad. “If hewantsto spend the winter sulking in aWere' s basement, that’ s fine with me, but he had better
get hislittle pixy butt back here when the weather breaks or I'm going to be royally pissed.” | took a
deep bregath, adding, “ And maybe thiswill convince him he' savaued member of the team and that I'm



sorry.”
Kisten took a shuffling step back.
“I'll ask him,” David said.

The back door opened and Ericatumbled in, her cheeks red and her eyes snapping. “Hey! Come on!
He' sready to play! God save you, he' swarmed up and ready to play, and you' re inside eating? Get
your asses out herel”

Ivy’ s attention went from the snow she had tracked in to my eyes. David lurched into motion, pushing
the flighty goth vamp out before him. Kisten followed, the noise of their conversation heady with the
sound of companionship. Takata's music rose, and my eyes widened when Ceri’ s etheredl voice was set
to acarol older than even she. Sheindeed sang in Latin. My eyebrowsrose and | looked at Ivy.

Ivy zipped her coat up and got her mittens from the counter. “Y ou redlly okay with this?” | asked her.

She nodded. “ Asking Jenksto sign that paper might be the only way to hammer it into histhick skull that
weneed him.”

| made aface and went before her as| tried to come up with away to convey to Jenks how wrong |
had been to not trust him. | had dipped Algdiarept’ s snare, managing to not only get rid of one of my
demon marks but also break my familiar bond with Nick, too—not that it mattered now. | had gone out
on adate with the city’ s most powerful bachelor and had breskfast with him. | had rescued a
thousand-yearold €f, learned how to be my own familiar, and discovered | could throw amean craps
game. Not to mention | found you could have sex with avampire and not get bitten. Why did | havethe
fedling that getting Jenksto talk to me was going to be harder than al that put together?

“Well get him back,” 1vy murmured behind me. “Wewill get him back.”

Thumping down the snow-covered stairs and going into the music and star-filled night, | sworewe
would.

About the Author
Born and raised in Tornado Alley, Kim Harrison now residesin more sultry climates. The author of Dead

Witch Waking andThe Good, the Bad, and the Undead , sherollsavery good game of dice, hangs out
with aguy inleather, and ishard a work on the next novel of the hollows.

Don’t missthe next book by your favorite author. Sign up now for Author Tracker by visiting
www.AuthorTracker.com.

rassir K |M HARRISON’ s
reiocsRACNE M Or gannowes
DEAD WITCH WALKING
and



THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE
UNDEAD

“Afun-far ride through afascinating version of our world.”
Charlaine Harris, bestsdlling author of Dead to the World

“Iwas absolutely floored.. .. Fascinating concept, great setup, believable setting, gripping characters, and
afast-paced plot that doesn't let up for asingle page. ... For those who like urban fantasy, for fans of
Hamilton, Butcher, Charlaine Harris's Sookie Stackhouse novels, and for those who like agood blend of
magic and action.”

SF Site

“Awonderfully fun romp through the supernatural world, aspellbinding blend of sharp wit and vivid
imagination.”

Keley Armstrong

“Filled with magicad mayhem.... A protagonist that blendsthe best qudities of AnitaBlakeand
Stephanie Flum.”

Jm Butcher, author of Death Masks
“For agood scare...enter [these] pages.”

Syracuse Post-Standard

Books by Kim Harrison

EVERY WHICHWAY BUTDEAD
THEGOOD, THEBAD, AND THEUNDEAD

DEADWITCHWALKING
Copyright
Thisisawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actud events, locales, organizations, or persons,
living or dead, isentirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

EVERY WHICH WAY BUT DEAD. Copyright © 2005 by Kim Harrison. All rights reserved under
Internationa and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been
granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen.
No part of thistext may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or
stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieva system, in any form or by any means,

whether eectronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written
permission of PerfectBound™.



PerfectBound™ and the PerfectBound™ logo are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.
Microsoft Reader June 2005 ISBN 0-06-085531-2

10987654321

!pnrfn:rhmmr_

About the Publisher

Audrdia

HarperCollins Publishers (Austradia) Pty. Ltd.
25 Ryde Road (PO Box 321)

Pymble, NSW 2073, Audtralia

http:/Avww.perfectbound.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

55 Avenue Road, Suite 2900
Toronto, ON, M5R, 3L 2, Canada

http:/Aww.perfectbound.ca

New Zedand

HarperCollinsPublishers (New Zedand) Limited
P.O.Box 1

Auckland, New Zedland

http:/AMnww.harpercallins.co.nz

United Kingdom
HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

77-85 Fulham Palace Road


http://www.perfectbound.com.au
http://www.perfectbound.ca
http://www.harpercollins.co.nz

London, W6 8JB, UK

http:/Avww.uk.perfectbound.com

United States

HarperCollins PublishersInc.
10 East 53rd Street

New York, NY 10022

http://mww.perfectbound.com


http://www.uk.perfectbound.com
http://www.perfectbound.com

