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About the Publisher

One

| leaned over the glass counter, squinting &t the price of the high-grade redwood rods, safein their airtight
glass coffins like Snow White. The ends of my scarf dipped to block my view, and | tucked them behind
my short leather jacket. | had no call to be looking at wands. | didn’t have the money, but more
important, | wasn’t shopping for business today—I was shopping for pleasure.

“Rachd?’ my mom said from halfway acrossthe store, smiling as she fingered adisplay of packaged
organic herbs. “How about Dorothy? Make Jenks hairy, and he could be Toto.”

“Nofriggin’ way!” Jenks exclaimed, and | started when the pixy took off from my shoulder where he'd
been nestled in my scarf *swarmth. Gold dust sifted from him to make atemporary sunbeam on the
counter and brighten the drab evening. “I’'m not going to spend Halloween handing out candy as a dog!
And no Wendy and Tinker Bdll either. I’'m going asapiratel” Hiswings dowed as he settled atop the
counter next to the stand of |ow-grade redwood dowel s suitable for amulets. “ Coordinating costumesis
Supid.”

Normally I'd agree, but, silent, | drew back from the counter. I’ d never have enough disposable income
for awand. Besides, versatility waskey in my profession, and wands were one-spell wonders. “I’'m
going asthefemaelead in thelatest vampireflick,” | said to my mom. “The one where the vampire
hunter fdlsin lovewith the vamp?’

“Y ou're going as avampire hunter?” my mother asked.

Warming, | plucked an uninvoked amulet from avanity rack to size my chest up. | was hippy enough to
pass for the actress | wastrying to mimic, but my excuse of a chest wouldn’t match her spell-enhanced
bust. And it had to be spell enhanced. Naturally big-chested women don’t run like that. “ No, the
vampire,” | said, embarrassed. Ivy, my housemate, was going as the hunter, and despite my agreement
that coordinating costumes was stupid, | knew Ivy and | would stop conversation when we walked into
the party. And that was the point, wasn't it? Halloween was the only time doppel génger charms were
legd—and Inderland and the braver dice of humanity made the most of it.

My mother’ s face went serious, then cleared. “Oh! The black-haired one, right? In the dut outfit? Good
God, | don't know if my sewing machine can go through leather.”

“Mom!” | protested, though used to her language and lack of tact. If it cameinto her head, it came out of
her mouth. | glanced at the clerk with her, but she clearly knew my mother and wasn't fazed. Seeing a
woman in tasteful dacks and an angora swester swearing like asailor tended to throw people off.
Besides, | dready had the outfit in my closet.

Frowning, my mother fingered the charmsto change hair color. “Come over here, honey. Let’s seeif
they have anything that will touch your curls. Honestly, Rachdl. Y ou pick the hardest costumes. Why
can't you ever be anything easy, like atroll or fairy princess?’

Jenks snickered. *’ Cause that’ s not dutty enough,” he said loud enough for meto hear, but not my
mother.

| gave him alook, and he smpered as he hovered backward to arack of seeds. Though only about four
inchestall, he cut an attractive figure with his soft-soled boots and the red scarf Mataling, hiswife, had
knitted him wrapped about his neck. Last spring, I’ d used ademon curse to make him human-size, and
the memory of hiseghteen-year-old, athletic figure, with itstrim waist and broad, muscular shoulders
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meade strong from his dragonfly-like wings, was till very much in my memory. Hewas avery married
pixy, but perfection deserved attention.

Jenks made a darting path over my basket, and a package of fern seed for Matalina swing aches
thumped in. Catching sight of the bust enhancer, his expression turned positively devilish. “ Speaking of
dutty...” he started.

“Whell-endowed doesn't equa dutty, Jenks,” | said. “Grow up. It'sfor the costume.”

“Likethat’'ll do anything?’ Hisgrin wasinfuriating, and his hands were on his hipsin his best Peter Pan
pose. “Y ou need two or three to even make an impression. Fried eggs.”

“Shut up!”

From across the store came my mother’ s oblivious “ Solid black, right?’ | turned to see her hair color
shifting as she touched the invoked sample amulets. Her hair was exactly like mine. Sort of. | kept mine
long, thewild, frizzy red just past my shoulders, instead of in the close cut she used to tame hers. But our
eyeswere the same green, and | had her same skill in earth magic, fleshed out and given aprofessiona
stamp at one of theloca colleges. She had more education than | did, actualy, but had few opportunities
to useit. Halloween had aways been a chance for her to show off her considerable earth magic skillsto
the neighboring moms with amodest vengeance, and | think she appreciated me asking for her help this
year. She had been doing great these last few months, and | couldn’t help but wonder if she was doing
better because | was spending more time with her, or if she smply appeared more stable because |
wasn't seeing her just when she was having problems.

Guilt dithered through me, and giving Jenks aglare at his song about big-busted ladiestying their shoes, |
wove through the stands of herbs and racks sporting premade charms, each having adistinctive sticker
identifying who had madeit. Charm crafting was gill a cottage industry despite the high leve of
technology available to smooth out the rough spots, but one tightly regulated and vigoroudly licensed. The
owner of the store probably only crafted afew of the spells she sold.

At my mother’ sdirection, | held each sample amulet in turn so she could evaluate my appearance. The
clerk ooohed and ahhed, trying to push usinto making adecision, but my mom hadn’t helped me with my
costumein years, and we were going to make an evening out of it, ending with coffee and dessert at
some overpriced coffeehouse. It wasn't that | ignored my mom, but my lifetended to interfere. A lot. I'd
been making an effort over the last three months to spend more time with her, trying to ignore my own
ghosts and hoping that she wouldn't be so...fragile, and she hadn’t looked this good in awhile. Which
convinced me | was a crappy daughter.

Finding the right hair color was easy, and | nodded when my red curlsturned a black so deep they were
amost gunmetal-blue. Satisfied, | dropped a packaged, uninvoked amulet into the basket to hide the bust
enhancer.

“I’'veacharm a hometo straighten your hair,” my mother said brightly, and | turned wonderingly to her.
I"d found out in fourth grade that over-the-counter charms wouldn’t touch my curls. Why on earth did
she gtill have the difficult-to-make charms? | hadn't straightened my hair in ages.

The shop' s phone rang, and when the clerk excused hersalf, my mom sidied close, smiling as she touched
the braid Jenks skids had put my hair in thismorning. “ That charm took me your entire high school
career to perfect,” shesaid. “You think I’m not going to practice it?’

Worried now, | glanced at the woman on the phone—the one who obvioudy knew my mother. “Mom!”
| whispered. “You can't sell those! Y ou don't have alicense!”



Lips pressed tightly, she took my basket to the counter in a huff to check out.

Exhaling, my gaze went to Jenks Sitting on the rack, and he shrugged. | dowly followed in my mother’s
steps, wondering if I’ d neglected her more than | thought. She did the damnedest things sometimes. I'd
talk to her about it over coffee. Honestly, she should know better.

Streetlights had come on while we had shopped, and the pavement glowed with gold and purple holiday
lightsin the evening rain. It looked cold, and as | went to the register, | adjusted my scarf for Jenks.
“Thanks,” he muttered as he landed on my shoulder. Hiswings were shivering, and they brushed my
neck as he settled in. October wastoo cold for him to be out, but with the garden dormant and Mataina
in need of fern seeds, risking atrip in the rain to acharm shop had been his only recourse. He' d brave
anything for hiswife, | thought, as | rubbed my tickling nose.

“How about the coffeehouse down two blocks?” my mom suggested as the dull beep, beep of barcodes
being read clashed with the earthy smells of the shop.

“Grab someair, Jenks. I’'m going to sneeze,” | warned him, and muttering things | wasjust asglad not to
hear, he flew to my mom’ s shoulder.

It was amarvel ous sneeze, clearing out my lungs and earning a“blessyou” from the clerk. But it was
followed by another, and | hardly had timeto straighten when athird hit me. Breathing shdlowly to
forestd| the next, | looked at Jenksin dismay. There was only one reason why | would sneeze likethis.

“Damn,” | whispered, glancing out the huge front window—it was after sundown. “Double damn.” | spun
to the clerk, who was now shoving thingsinto abag. | didn't have my caling circle. | had cracked the
first one, and the new one was sandwiched between spell books under my kitchen counter. Damn, damn,
damn! | should have made one the size of acompact mirror.

“Maam?’ | warbled, then accepted the tissue my mom handed me from her purse. “Do you sdll caling
crcles?

The woman stared, clearly affronted. “ Absolutely not. Alice, you told me shedidn’t dedl in demons. Get
her out of my store!”

My mother let out ahuff of annoyance, then her face turned coaxing. “ Petricia,” she cgjoled. “Rachel
does not summon demons. The papers print what salls papers, that’sal.”

| sneezed again, thistime so hard it hurt. Crap. We had to get out of there.

“Heads up, Rachel,” Jenks called out, and | looked up to catch a cellophane-wrapped stick of magnetic
chak as he dropped it. Fumbling with the wrapper, | tried to remember the complex pentagram Ceri had
taught me. Minias was the only demon who knew | had adirect line to the ever-after, and if | didn’t
answer him, he might crossthelinesto find me.

Searing pain came from nowhere. Doubled over, | gasped at the assault and fell back from the counter.
What in hdl? It isn't supposed to hurt!

Jenks hit the celling, leaving behind acloud of silver dust like an octopusinking. My mother turned from
her friend. “Rachel?’ she questioned, her green eyeswide as | bent and clutched my wrist.

The chak dipped from me as my grip went numb. It felt like my wrist was on fire. “Get out!” | ydled,
and the two women stared at me asif | had gone insane.

Weadl jumped when the air pressure shifted violently. Earsringing, | looked up, my heart pounding and



my bresth held. He was here. | didn’t see the demon, but he was here. Somewhere. | could smell the
burnt amber.

Spotting the chalk, | scooped it up and picked at the cellophane, but my nails couldn’t find the seam. |
was torn between fear and anger. Minias had no business bothering me. | didn’t owe him, and hedidn’t
owe me. And why couldn’t | get the damned wrapper off the chalk!

“Rachel MarianaMorgan?’ came an elegant British accent I’ d expect from a Shakespearean play, and
my face went cold. “Where a-a-a-a-are you?” it drawled.

“Shit,” | whispered. It wasn't Minias. It was Al.

Panicked, | looked across the store to my mother. She stood with her friend, neat and tidy in her
autumn-colored outfit, her hair perfectly arranged, and the skin around her eyesjust starting to show a
few faint lines. She hadn’'t aclue. “Mom,” | whispered, gesturing frantically as | put space between us.
“Get into acircle. Both of you!” But they just stared. | didn’t havetimeto explain. Hell, | didn’t
understand it mysdlf. Thishad to be ajoke. Some perverted, twisted joke.

My eyes went to the darting clatter of Jenks as he cameto hover besde me. “It'sAl!” the pixy
whispered. “ Rache, you said he wasin demon prison!”

“Rachd MarianaMo-0-0-0-orga-a-a-a-an,” the demon sang, and | stiffened at the tap-thunk tap-thunk
of hisbooted feet coming from behind atal display of spdling books.

“Damn fool moss-wipe of apixy,” Jenks berated himsdlf. “It’' stoo cold to take my sword,” hesaidina
mocking fasetto. “1t’' Il freeze to my ass. It'sashopping trip, not arun.” His voice shifted, becoming
angry. “Tink save you, Rachedl. Can’t you even go shopping with your mom without caling up demons?’

“I didn’'t call him!” | protested, feding my palms start to swest.

“Yeah, well, he' shere” the pixy said, and | swallowed when the demon peeked from behind the display.
He had known exactly where| was.

Al was smiling with deep, taunting anger, hisred eyes, their pupils horizontd ditslikeagoat’s, peering
over apair of round smoked glasses. Dressed in hisusual frock coat of crushed green velvet, hewasa
picture of old European grace, the image of ayoung lord on the verge of greatness. Lace showed at his
cuffsand collar. Hisaristocratically chisded features, with a strong nose and chin, weretightened in bad
humor, and histhick teeth showed in an expression that anticipated dealing out pain.

| kept backing up, and he came out from behind the display. “Oh, | say. Thisissplendid!” hesaid in
delight. “Two Morgansfor the price of one.”

Oh, God. My mother. Terror snapped me out of my shock. “Y ou can’'t touch me or my family,” | said
whilel tried to get the cellophane off the magnetic chalk. If | could make acircle, | might be ableto trap
him. “Y ou promised!”

The tapping of his boots stopped as he posed to show off his elegant grace. My eyes measured the
distance between us. Eight feet. Not good. But if hewaslooking a me, he wasignoring my mom.

“I did, didn’t 17" he said, and when he sent his gaze to the celling, my shoulders eased.
“Rachel” Jenks ghilled.
Al lunged. Panicking, | backpedaled. Fear hit hard when he found my throat. | dug a hisfingers, my nails



gouging him as he picked me up to dangle me from his grip. His sculptured face grimaced at the pain, but
he only tightened hisfingers. My pulse pounded in my head and | went limp, praying he wanted to gloat a
little before he dragged me back to the ever-after to hopefully just kill me.

“You can't hurt me” | squeaked out, not sureif the sparkles at the edge of my vision were from lack of
oxygen or Jenks. | am dead. | am so dead.

A soft sound of satisfaction emanated from Al, along, low rumble of contentment. He effortlesdy pulled
me close until our breasths mingled. His eyes were red behind his glasses, and the scent of burnt amber
coursed through me. “I asked nicely for your testimony. Y ou refused. I’ ve no incentive to play by the
rulesanymore. Y ou can thank your own shortsghtednessfor that. Me gtting in atiny little cell.” He gave
me a shake to rattle my teeth. “ Stripped of my curses and naked but for what | can say or spell. But
someone summoned me out,” he said malicioudy. “And we have aded that’ s going to leave you dead
and me afree demon.”

“It wasn't my fault you went tojail,” | squesked. The pulsing adrenaine hurt my head. He couldn’t take
meto the ever-after unless| let him; he'd haveto drag meto aley line.

Somewherein my frazzled brain, something clicked. He couldn’t hold me and go misty at the sametime.
Grunting, | pulled my knee up, connecting right between hislegs.

Al grunted. Agony smacked into me as he flung me away and my back hit adisplay. | gagped for air,
holding my bruised throat as packets of freeze-dried herbs sfted over me with light thumps. Suckingin
the scent of amber as| coughed, | held up ahand to fend them off, angling my legs under me to stand.
Whereisthechak?

“Y ou sorry bitch of asuccubuswhore!” Al groaned, holding himself as he hunched over, and | smiled.
Minias had told methat as part of Al’s punishment for letting his old familiar go when she knew how to
gpindle line energy, he' d been purged of the accumulated charms, spells, and curses he had built up over
the millennia. It left him, while not helpless, a least reduced to alimited spell vocabulary. Obvioudy he'd
been in the kitchen recently, since his upper-crust Englishman personawas adisguise. | didn’t want to
know what he really looked like.

“What' sthe matter, Al?’ | mocked, wiping my mouth to find I’ d bitten my lip. “Not used to anyone
fighting back?’ Thiswasfresking greet. Here | wasin acharm shop, and nothing was invoked but vanity
charms and bust enhancers.

“Here, Rachd!” my mom cried out, and Al’ s head siwung around.
“Mom!” | shouted when she threw something a me. “ Get out!”

Al'seyestracked it. | iffened asashimmer of black ever-after coursed over him, healing whatever |
had damaged. But the magnetic chak thumped safely into my hand. | took abreath to yell at her to get
out again, and the shimmer of ablue-tinted ever-after circle rose up around her and the clerk behind the
counter. They were safe.

An odd, unexpected sensation of ice swept through me, and | tiffened. It felt like the chime of abell
ringing through my bones. Oblivious, Al let out aroar and lunged.

Y elping, | dropped to the floor and out of hisreach. From behind me came acrash as Al sailed over me
and fell into therack I’d knocked over. | had seconds. Arm extended, | sat on the floor and scribbled a
circle, rolling back and away as a premonition honed by years of martia arts told me he was reaching for
me



“Not thistime, witch,” he snarled.

Eyeswide, | spun on my butt. My foot came up to kick, but he moved with an inhuman quickness and
my boot struck hispam. | froze, lying on my back with my anklein hisgrip and my scarf in my face. One
good twist, and he' d break it. Shit.

Al had logt hisglasses. His eyes glinted mdicioudy as he smiled, but before he could move, an explosion
rocked through the store and blew out the windows. My handsjerked to my earsand | yanked my foot
out of Al’sgrip. The demon’s goatlike eyes were wide as he stumbled back, but his shock quickly
became anger.

Frightened, | scrabbled to knock over another display. Packaged amulets rained down. The shush of
tires against wet pavement became obvious as my hearing returned, the sound coming in through the
broken window along with the calls of people. What had my mom done?

“Jenks!” | shouted, feding theicy cool of adamp night. It wastoo cold. It might throw him into
hibernation!

“I'mfine!” he exclamed as he hovered in ared haze of dust. “Let’ s get the bastard.”

| gathered mysdlf to stand, then hesitated in a crouch when Jenks s gaze fixed on something over my
shoulder and the pixy went white.

“Uh, bastards,” he amended shakily, and anew fear settled in when | redlized Al wasn't moving anymore
ether, but watching whatever Jenks was. In the hush of ambient street noise, awave of burnt-amber,
tainted ozone flowed over me.

“Ther€ sanother demon behind me, is't there?” | whispered.
Jenks s eyesflicked to mineand away. “Two.”

Terrific. Jenks darted away, and | moved. | tripped on my scarf, then kicked backward when someone
grabbed my leg. Their hold faltered, and dropping back to the floor, | spun. A yellow-clad arm reached
for me. Gripping someone’ s shoulder, | swung my foot up asafulcrum and flung him over me.

There was no crash; whoever it was had gone misty. Three demons? What in hell isgoing on!

Ticked, | got to my feet only to sumble when ablur of red darted in front of me. My eyes went to my
mother. She was okay, fighting to get the clerk’ sarms off her as the woman panicked, safeinthecircle
asthe store was ripped apart.

“Y ou sent arent-a-cop after me?’ Al bellowed. “Nicetry!”

| covered my ears when a pressure shift pulsed against me and Al vanished. The demon in red that had
been headed for him skidded to astop. Cursing violently, he flung his scythein rage. It diced through a
metallic rack like it was cotton candy, and the display toppled as the clerk began sobbing.

Blinking, | stood and dowly backed away. Packets of amulets crunched under my feet. Holy crap, |
thought; the monster looked like death having atemper tantrum, and | jumped when Jenks landed on my
shoulder. The pixy had astraightened plastic-coated paper clip, and | found strength in that. So what if
there were dtill two demons here? | could do anything with Jenks watching my back.

“Follow him!” the last demon shouted, and | spun, fearing the worst. Please, not Newt. Anyone but
Newt.



“You!” | exclaimed, my breeth exploding out of mein that oneword. It was Minias.

“Yes, me” Minias snarled, and | jumped when the red demon with the scythe vanished. “Why, by the
bloody new moon, didn’t you answer me?’

“Because | don't dedl with demong!” | shouted, pointing to the shattered window asif | had any authority
over him. “ Get the hdl out of herel”

Minias s smooth, agel ess face creased in anger.

“Look out!” Jenks cried as he took off from my shoulder, but | wasway ahead of him. The demon was
sriding acrossthe store in hisyellow robe and funny hat, kicking charms and herbs out of theway. |
backed up, the criesfrom the sdewalk telling me how close | wasto the circle I’ d scribed earlier. My
pulse pounded and | felt mysdlf sweat. Thiswould be close.

Murderoudy slent, he came on, hisditted eyes ared so dark asto be aimost brown. His robes unfurled
as he moved, looking like a cross between a desert shelk’ s cloak and a kimono. Pace stilted, he reached
for me, thelight glinting on hisrings.

“Now!” Jenks shouted, and | dropped out from under the demon'’ s reach and rolled past the chalk line.

| was outsde the circle; Miniaswasin it. “Rhombus!” | exclamed, dapping my hand down on the chalk.
My awareness reached out to touch the nearest ley line. Power surged through me and | held my bresath,
eyeswatering asit flowed in unchecked, my desirefor aquick circle letting the ley line energy fill mewith
an unusud force.

It hurt, but | gritted my teeth and held on while the forces equalized in the time it takes for an eectron to
spin. Pulled by the trigger word, my will tapped the memory of hours of practice, consolidating a
five-minute prep and invocation into an eyeblink. | wasn't that good with most ley line magic, but this?
This| could do.

“Bloody hell and damn your dame!” Minias swore, and | couldn’t help but smile when the hem of his
yellow robe swung to a stop. It was blurry from the molecule-thin sheet of ever-after that rose to trap him
inmy crcle

My bresth dipped from me, and | sat back on my butt, my palms behind me on the hardwood floor and
my knees bent as| looked at the demon. | had him, and the fading adrenaline was arting to turn into the
shakes.

“Rachd!” my mother called, and | looked past Minias. She was frowning at the clerk. The woman
refused to take down her protective circle, sobbing and crying. Finaly my mother had enough, and with
her lips pursed in the temper we shared, she shoved the woman into her own bubble, causing her to
breek it.

Out of sght behind the counter, the frazzled woman hit the floor and wailed dl thelouder. | sat upright
when the phone was dragged from the counter to thunk on the floor. Beaming, my mother stepped
delicately around the scattered charms and spells, hands extended and pride flowing from her likea
wave,

“Areyou okay?’ | asked as | took her grip and she pulled me up.
“Fantabulous!” she exclaimed, eyesbright. “Hot damn, | love to watch you work!”

| had crushed herbs all over my jeans, and | dapped at them to get the flakes off. There was a crowd at



the broken window, and traffic had stopped. Jenks dropped to hover behind my mom, making the
“crazy” motion with hisfinger, and | frowned. My mom had been more than alittle off snce my dad had
died, but | had to admit this nonchalance at a three-demon attack was much easier to take than the
clerk’ snoisy hysterics.

“Get out!” thewoman yelled as she pulled hersdlf up. Her eyeswere red and her face was swollen.
“Alice, get out and don’t you ever come back! Y ou hear me? 'Y our daughter isamenace! She ought to
be locked up and shunned!”

My mother’ sjaw clenched. “ Shut your mouth,” she said hotly. “My daughter just saved your butt. She
drove off two demons and bound athird while you hid like a prissy girlie-girl who wouldn’t know the
right end of an amulet if it came out her ass.” Color high, she turned with a huff and looped her arm
through mine. The plastic bag of charmswasin her grip, and it thumped into me lightly. “Rachel, we're
leaving. Thisisthelast timel shop in this pee-stained hole.”

Jenkswas grinning as he hovered before us. “Have | told you lately how much | like you, Mrs. Morgan?’

“Mom...people can hear you,” | said, embarrassed. God! Her mouth was worse than Jenks's. And we
couldn’t leave. Miniaswas gill standing in my circle.

Hed s crunching on the merchandise, my mom dragged me to the door, her head high and her red curls
bobbing in the breeze from the busted window. A tired sigh lifted through me at thewail of sirens. Grest.
Just freaking great. They’ d want to haul me down to thel.S. tower tofill out areport. Demon summoning
wasn'tillegd, just redly stupid, but they’ d think of something, probably abad-faced lie.

Thel.S,, or Inderland Security, didn’t like me. Since having quit their lame-ass worldwide police force
last year, Ivy, Jenks, and | had been showing up the Cincinnati division with a plessant regularity. They
weren't idiots, but | attracted trouble that just begged meto best it into submission. It didn’t help that the
medialoved printing stuff about me ether, if only to feed peopl€e’ sanimosity and sl papers.

Minias cleared histhroat as we approached, and my mother halted in surprise. Clasping his hands
innocently before him, the demon smiled. From outside came an increase in conversation at the
approaching cruisers. Thejitters started, and Jenks dipped between me and my scarf with that paper clip
dill inhisgrip. He was shivering, too, but | knew it was from the cold, not fear.

“Banish your demon, Rachel, so we can get our coffee,” my mother said asif hewas anuisancelike
fariesin her garden. “It' samost six. Therewill bealineif wedon't hurry.”

The clerk steadied herself against a counter. “I called thel.S.! You can't go. Don't you let them go!” she
screamed at the watching people, but thankfully none camein. “You belonginjail! All of you! Look at
my shop. Look at my shop!”

“Put acork init, Patricial” my mother said. “Y ou haveinsurance.” Coyly touching her hair, she turned to
Minias. “Y ou're nice looking—for ademon.”

Minias blinked, and | sghed & his contriving smile and the bow that made my mom titter like aschoolgirl.
The conversations at the broken window shifted, and when | looked at the street and the sound of
approaching cruisers, someone' s camera phone flashed. Oooooh, better and better.

Licking my lips, | turned to Minias. “Demon, | demand that you depart—" | Started.

“Rachel MarianaMorgan,” Minias said, stepping so close to the edge of the barrier that smoke curled up
where hisrobe touched it, “you’ rein danger.”



“Tell us something we don’'t know, mosswipe,” Jenks muttered from my shoulder.

“I’'mindanger?’ | said sniddly, feding better now that the demon was behind acircle. “ Gee, you think?
Why isAl out of jail?Y ou told me he wasin custody! He attacked me!” | shouted, pointing to the
destroyed shop. “He broke our agreement! What are you going to do about it?’

Minias s eye twitched and the barest rasp gave away his dippers scuffing the floor. “ Someoneis
summoning him out of confinement. It sin your best interest to help us”

“Rache,” Jenks complained. “It'scold and the|.S. isdmogt here. Get rid of him before they make usfill
out paperwork until the sun goesnova.”

| rocked back on my hedls. Yeah. Like | was going to help ademon? My reputation was bad enough.

Seeing me ready to banish him, Minias shook his head. “We can't contain him without your help. He will
kill you, and with no one diveto fileacomplant, he'll get avay withit.”

A chill ran through me at the certainty in hisvoice. Worried, | glanced at the people at the window, then
looked over the store. Not much was standing. Outside, traffic began to move asthe amber and blue
lightsof an|.S. car started playing over the buildings. My gaze fell on my momand | cringed. | could
usualy keep the more letha aspects of my job from her, but thistime. ..

“Better listen,” she said, shocking the hdll out of me, then clacked her hedls smartly as she went to
intercept the clerk’ s dash to the strest.

A bad feding knotted my stomach. If Al wasn't playing by the rules anymore, he'd kill me. Probably
after making me watch him murder everyone | loved. It wasthat Smple. I'd been living on ingtinct for the
firgt twenty-five years of my life, and though it had gotten me out of alot of trouble, it had aso gotten me
into just as much. And killed my boyfriend. So though every fiber of my body said to banish him, | took a
dow breath, listened to my mother, and said, “ Okay. Tak.”

Minias pulled his attention from my mother. A sheet of ever-after cascaded over him, mdting the formal
yellow robe into apair of faded jeans, leather belt, boots, and ared silk shirt. My face went cold. It was
Kigten' sfavorite outfit, and Minias had probably picked it out of my thoughts like a cookie out of ajar.
Damnhim.

Kisten. The memory of his body propped up againgt his bed flashed through me. My jaw trembled, and |
clenched my teeth. | knew | had tried to save him. Or maybe he had tried to save me. | just didn't
remember it, and guilt dithered acrossmy soul. | had failed him, and Miniaswas using it. Son of abitch
demon.

“Freeme,” Minias said mockingly asif he knew hewas hurting me. “Thenwe |l talk.”

| held my right arm asiit throbbed with a phantom pain, remembering. “That' slikely,” | said bitterly, and
the clerk jerked from my moather, her shrill voice hurting my ears.

Miniaswasn't fazed, and he looked over hisnew attire with interest. A pair of modern, mirrored
sunglasses misted into existencein his grip, and he placed them on the bridge of his narrow nosewith a
meticulous careto hide hisdien eyes. He sniffed, and | felt sick at how much helooked like any guy on
the street. An attractive, university kind of guy, who' d fit in on any campus as agrad student, or maybe a
teacher still working for tenure. But his bearing was uncaring and dightly supercilious.

“The coffee your mother mentioned sounds equitable. | givemy word I'll be...good.”



My mother flicked her attention to the noisy street, and seeing her eyes glinting in approval, | wondered if
thiswaswhere| got my need to live for the thrill. But | was smarter now, and putting ahand on my hip, |
shook my head. My mother was nuts. He was a freaking demon.

The demon glanced over my shoulder at the sound of a car door shutting and apoliceradio. “Have
ever lied to you?’ he murmured so only | could hear. “Do | look like ademon? Tell them I'm awitch that
was helping you catch Al and | got inthe circle by mistake.”

My eyes narrowed. He wanted meto lie for him?

Minias|eaned s0 close to the barrier of ever-after that it buzzed aharsh warning. “If you don't, I’ll give
the public what they expect.” His eyes went to the people clustered at the window. “Proof that you dedl
in demons ought to do wondersfor your...sterling reputation.”

Mmmm. Thereisthat.

The door jingled open. With acry of relief, the clerk shoved my mother away and ran to the two officers.
Sobbing, she draped hersdlf over them, effectively preventing them from coming in any farther. | had
thirty seconds, tops, and then it would bethe|.S.’ s decision asto what happened with Minias, not mine.
No fresking way.

Minias saw my decison and smiled with an infuriating confidence. Demons never lied, but they never
seemed to tell the truth ether. I’ d dedlt with Minias before, finding that for al his considerable power, he
was anovice when dedling with people. He had been babysitting the ever-after’ s most powerful, insane
denizen for the last millennium. But clearly something had changed. And someone was summoning Al out
of containment and setting him freeto kill me.

Damn. Isit Nick? Stomach caving in, | put afist to my middle. I knew he had the skill, and we had
parted on very bad terms.

“Let meout,” Miniaswhispered. “1I'll hold mysdlf to your definition of right and wrong.”

| glanced across the demolished shop. One of the officers managed to disentangle himsalf when the clerk
pointed at us, amost gibbering. Other peoplein uniform werefiling in, and it was getting crowded. I’ d
never get abetter verba contract from Minias than that.

“Done,” | said, rubbing my foot acrossthe chalk lineto bresk the circle.

“Hey!” an incoming suit shouted as my bubble went down. The spare young man whipped a thin wand
from hisbelt and pointed it at us. “ Everybody down!”

The clerk screamed and collapsed. From outside came the sound of panic. | jumped in front of Minias,
hands up and spread wide. “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” | cried out. “I’'m Rache Morgan from Vampiric
Charms, Independent Runner Service. I’ ve got the Situation under control. We're cool! We' redl coal!
Point the wand up!”

Thetension eased, and in the new cam, my mouth dropped open when | recognized the |.S. officer.
“You!” | accused, then started when Jenks catapulted himsdlf from my shoulder.

“Jenks, no!” | shouted, and the room reacted. A unified protest rose, and ignoring the callsto halt, |
lunged to get in front of the man with the wand before Jenks could pix him and somehow land mewith an
assault charge.

“Y ou sorry-ass hunk of putrid fairy cragp!” Jenks shouted, darting erratically as| tried to stay between



them. “Nobody sucker punches me and gets away with it! Nobody!”

“Easy, Jenks,” | soothed, al the while trying to watch both him and Minias. “He s not worth it. HE s not
worthit!”

My words penetrated and, with hiswings clattering aggressively, Jenks accepted my shoulder when |
fluffed my scarf and turned to the 1.S. officer. | knew my face was as ugly as Jenks's. | hadn’t expected
to ever see Tom again—though who el se would they send out on acdl concerning demons but someone
from the Arcane Divison?

Thewitchwasamoleinthel.S,, working one of their most sensitive, highest-paying jobswhile
smultaneoudy laboring away as apeon in some fanatica black-arts cult. | knew because he had played
messenger boy last year and asked meto join them. Right after he stunned Jenks into unconsciousness
and left him to fry on my car’ s dashboard. What an ass.

“Hi, Tom,” | said dryly. “How’ sthe wand hanging?’

Thel.S. officer backed up with his eyes on Jenks. His face reddened when someone laughed at him for
being afraid of afour-inch pixy. Thetruth of it was, he should be. Something that small and winged could
beletha. And Tom knew it.

“Morgan,” Tom said, nose wrinkled as he breathed in the burnt-amber-tainted air. “1 am not surprised.
Summoning demonsin public?’ His gaze traveled over the trashed store, and amocking tsk-tsk came
from him. “Thisisgoing to cos you.”

My bresth quickened when | remembered Minias, and | spun. Trueto hisword, the demon was
behaving himsdlf, sanding il asevery incoming |.S. officer pointed their wegpons, both conventiond
and magic, a him.

My mother made a puff of noise, her high hedls clacking as she strode to him. “A demon? Areyou
insane?’ she said as she tucked our purchases under an arm to take Minias shand and pat it. | frozein
shock. Minias|ooked even more surprised.

“Do you honestly think my daughter is so stupid she'd let ademon out of acircle?’ she continued, her
smilebright. “In the middle of Cincinnati? Three days before Halloween? It'sa costume. Thiskind man
hel ped my daughter repel the demons and got caught in the crossfire.” She beamed up a him, and Minias
delicately removed his hand from hers, curling hisfingersinto atight fist. “Isn't that so, dear?’

Minias slently sdestepped away from my mother. | felt atug on my awareness as something was drawn
from the ever-after to this side of the lines, and Minias pulled awallet from hisback pocket.

“My papers...gentlemen,” the demon said, giving me a smirk before he passed Tom what looked like
one of those ID holders you see on cop shows.

The clerk dumped againgt the first officer, wailing. “ There were two of them in robesand onein agreen
costume! | think that’ sthe green one there. They trashed the store! They knew her name. That woman is
ablack witch and everyone knowsit! It' s been in the papers and the news. She' samenace! A freak and
amenace!”

Jenks bristled, but it was my mother who said, “ Get agrip, Pat. Shedidn't cdl them.”

“But the storel” Patriciainsisted, her fear turning to anger now that 1.S. officers surrounded her. “Who's
going to pay for this?’



“Look,” | said, feding Jenks shivering between me and the scarf. “ My partner is cold sensitive. Canwe
wrap thisup? | haven't broken thelaw asfar as| can see.”

Tom looked up from reading Minias s 1D. He squinted from the picture to Minias, then handed it to
someone far older standing behind him with acurt, “Pull it.”

Unease trickled through me, but Minias didn’t seem to be troubled. Jenks pinched my ear when Tom
moved to stand before me, and | jerked out of my reverie.

“Y ou shouldn’t have turned us down, Morgan,” thewitch said, so close | could smell awitch's
characterigtic redwood sméll ralling off of him. The more magic you practiced, the stronger you smelled,
and Tom reeked. | thought of Minias and felt amoment of worry. He might look like awitch, but he
would smell like ademon, and they’ d seen melet him out. Crap. Think, Rachel. Don't react, think!

“Somehow,” Tom said softly, thresteningly, “1 don't think your friend Miniasis going to have arecord.
Any record a al. Sort of like ademon?’

My thoughts scrambled, and | felt more than saw Minias ease up behind me,

“I"'m sure Mr. Bansen will find my papersarein order,” he said, and | shivered when achill ran through
me, pulled into existence from the draft of Jenks swings.

“Holy crgp! Minias smdllslikeawitch!” the pixy whispered.

| took adeep breath, my shoulders relaxing when | found Minias did indeed lack the characteristic
burnt-amber scent that clung to dl demons. | turned to him in surprise, and the demon shrugged, twisting
hishand. It was il in afist, and my lips parted when | realized he hadn’t opened hisfingers since my
mother had taken his hand.

Eyeswidening, | spun to my mother to find her beaming. She' d given him an amulet? My mother was
crazy, but she was crazy like afox.

“Canwego?’ | said, knowing Tom wastrying to get agood sniff of him aswell.
Tom'’seyes narrowed. Taking my ebow, he pulled me from Minias. “That isademon.”
“Proveit. And as you once told me, it’ s not againgt the law to summon demons.”
Hisface went ugly. “Maybe not, but you' re responsible for the damage they do.”

A groan dipped from Jenks, and | felt my face go Htiff.

“She destroyed my store!” the woman wailed. “Who's going to pay for thisl Who?”’

An 1S, officer gpproached with Minias' sID, and while Tom held up afinger for me to wait, hetaked to
him. My mother joined me, and the people outside complained as an officer sarted to make them move
on. Tom was frowning when the man left, and bolstered by his show of bad temper, | smiled cattily. |
was going to walk out of here. | knew it.

“Ms. Morgan,” hesaid ashedid hiswand away. “1 haveto et you go—"
“What about the store?” the woman wailed.

“Canit, Patricial” my mother said, and Tom grimaced asif he' d eaten a spider.



“Aslong as you agree that demons were here because of you,” he added, “and you agree to pay for
damages,” he finished, handing Minias hisID back.

“But it wasn't my fault.” My gaze scanned the broken shelves and scattered amulets as| tried to add up
the potentia cost. “Why should | haveto pay for it because someone sicced them on me? | didn’t
summon them!”

Tom smiled, and my mother squeezed my ebow. “Y ou’ re welcome to come down to the|.S. and filea
countercomplaint.”

Nice. “I'll accept the damages.” So much for the air conditioner fund. “Comeon,” | said, reaching for
Minias. “Let’sget out of here”

My hand passed right through him. | froze, but | didn’t think anyone had noticed. Glancing at hisirate
face, | gestured sourly for him to go before me. “After you,” | said, then hesitated. | wasn't going to do
this at the coffeehouse two blocks away. Not with the 1.S. buzzing like fairies around a sparrow nest.
“My car isabout five spots down. It’sthe red convertible, and you'reriding in back.”

Minias seyebrowsrose. “Asyou sgy...,” he murmured, rocking into motion.

Looking proud and satisfied, my mother snatched my purchases up, linked her arm in mine, and like
magic the crowd parted to show us the door.

“Y ou okay, Jenks?’ | questioned when the cool of the night hit us.

“Just get meinthecar,” hesaid, and | carefully wrapped my scarf about my neck once more to snuggle
himin.

Coffee with my mom and ademon. Y eah, that was agood idea.

Two

The coffeehouse was warm, smelling of biscotti and brewing beans. Jenks went to my mom'’ s shoulder
when | loosened my scarf, but | didn’t take it off, not knowing if my neck showed Al’ sfingerprints or
not. It sure hurt enough to. Al isout? How am | going to shut this down?

Gently rubbing my neck, | lingered at the door to watch Minias, Jenks, and my mother find their placein
line. The heavy-charm detection darm was glaring aharsh red—responding to Minias most likely—but
no onein the crowded place was paying it any mind. It was three days before Halloween, and everyone
wastrying out their spdlls.

The demon |ooked tall beside my mother as she fidgeted. Her cream-colored leather clutch purse
matched her shoesto perfection; | must have gotten my fashion sense from my dad. | knew | had gotten
my height from him, putting me saverd inchestaller than my mom and a shade shorter than Minias, even
inmy boots. And my athletic build had certainly come from my dad. Not that my mom was adouch, but
memories of afternoons at Eden Park and pictures from before he had died reassured methat | wasas
much my father’ s daughter as my mother’s. It made me fed good, thinking that apart of him lived on
though he' d been gone twelve years. He' d been agreat dad, and | till missed him when my life got out
of control. Which was more often than | liked to admit. Behind me, the irritating heavy-charm detector
gaveafina pulse and went dark.

Reieved, | eased up behind Minias, making his shoulders stiffen. He' d been markedly quiet in the car,
giving methe creeps as he sat rigidly behind me while my mother sat Sdewaysin her seat to watch him.
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She had disguised the scrutiny by trying to engage himin conversation whilel caled vy and left a
message for her to run acrossthe street and warn Ceri that Al was on the loose again. The demon’s
ex-familiar didn’t have a phone, which was getting tiresome.

| was hoping my mother’ slight banter had been aploy to ease the tension and not her usua
out-of-touch-with-redity mentaity. She and Minias were on afirst-name basis now, which | thought was
swll. Still, if he had wanted to cause problems, he could have done it half a dozen times between the
charm shop and here. Hewas biding histime, and | felt like abug on apin.

My mother and Jenks edged out of line to ogle the pagtries, and when the Were trio ahead of usfinished
ordering and moved off, Minias stepped forward, glancing indolently at the hanging menu. A manina
business suit behind us huffed impatiently, then went pale and backed up when the demon eyed him
through hisdark glasses.

Minias turned back to the counter attendant and smiled. “Latte grande, double espresso, Italian blend.
Light on the froth, extra cinnamon. Use whole milk. Not two percent or haf-and-half. Whole milk. Put it
inporcdan.”

“We can do that!” the kid behind the counter said enthusiagtically, and | looked up. His voice sounded
familiar. “ And for you, maam?’

“Uh,” | sumbled, “coffee. Black. That'sit.”

Minias looked askance at me, his surprise clear even through his dark glasses, and the kid behind the
counter blinked. “What kind?’ he asked.

“Doesn’'t matter.” | shifted from foot to foot. “Mom, what do you want?’

My mother cheerfully hustled back to the counter with Jenks on her shoulder. “I’ll havea Turkish
espresso and adice of that cheesecake if someone will shareit with me.”

“I will,” Jenks sang out, sartling the guy behind the register. He till had that paper clip sword with him,
and it made mefed better.

My mom glanced at me, and when | nodded that I’ d have some, too, she beamed. “1’ll have that, then.
With forksfor all of us.” She shyly looked to Minias, and the demon stepped back amost out of my
peripherd vison.

The kid snuck glances at Jenks as he punched that in, announcing, “Fourteen eighty-five.”

“We have one more person here,” | said, trying not to frown, and Jenks landed on the counter with his
hands on his hips. | hated it when people ignored him. And asking him to share Smply because he wasn't
going to eat much was patronizing.

“| want an espresso,” he said proudly. “Black. But give me the domestic blend. That Turkish crap gives
metherunsfor aweek.”

“TMI, Jenks,” | muttered while | yanked my shoulder bag forward. “Why don’t you find atable? Maybe
acorner without alot of people?’

“With your back to thewall. You got it,” he said, clearly doing better in the shop’smoit, balmy climate.
A sugtained temp below forty would send him into hibernation, and though Cincinnati was regularly hitting
that after dark, the sump he and his huge family lived in would retain enough heet to keep them warm
until amost mid-November. | was dready dreading his brood moving into the church vy and | lived in,



but they would not hibernate and risk Matdina, hisailing wife, dying of the cold. Jenkswaswhy | wore
the scarf; it was't for my comfort.

Glad for the warmth of the shop mysdlf, | unzipped my coat. | handed the kid a twenty, then dropped the
changeinto thetip jar, making the businessman wait while | scribbled “client meeting” on the receipt and
tucked it away.

Turning, | found my mother and Minias standing uneasily beside atable againgt thewall. Jenkswas on the
light fixture, the dust dipping from him rising in the bulb’ s heat. They werewaiting for meto St down
before choosing their seats, o grabbing some napkins, | headed over.

“Thislooks great, Jenks,” | said as | edged behind my mom to reach the chair againgt the wall.
Immediately my mother sat to my left, and Minias chose the chair to my right, shifting it afoot back
before stting down. Hewas aimost in the aide; apparently we both wanted our space. | took the
opportunity to remove my jacket, and my expression froze when the bracelet Kisten had given me
dipped to my wrist. Pain hit, dmost panic, and | didn’t look at anyone as| tucked it behind the deeve of
my Swegter.

| worethe bracelet because | had loved Kisten and still wasn't ready to let him go. Theonetimel’d
taken it off, | found mysdlf unableto tuck it away in my jewery box next to the sharp vampire capshe'd
given me. Maybeif | knew who had murdered him | could have moved on.

Ivy hadn’t had much luck tracking down the vampire Piscary had given Kisten to asalega blood gift. |
had been sure that Sam, one of Piscary’ slackeys, had known who it was, but he hadn’t. The human
polygraph test at the FIB, or Federal Inderland Bureau—the human-run version of the |.S—was pretty
good, but the witch charm | had around Sam'’ s neck when Ivy “asked” him about it was better. That was
thelast time | helped her question anyone, however. Theliving vampire scared me when she was pissed.

That Ivy wasn't getting results was unusud. Her investigative skillswere as good as my ability to get into
trouble. Since the “ Sam incident,” we had agreed to let her handle our search, and | was getting impatient
at her lack of progress, but my damming vampiresinto awal for information wasn't prudent. What made
it worse was that the answer was buried somewhere in my unconsciousness. Maybe | should have talked
to the FIB’ s psychologist to seeif he could pull something to light? But Ford made me uneasy. He could
sense emotions faster than vy could smell them.

Uncomfortable, | scanned the décor of the busy place. Behind my mother was one of those stupid
pictures with babies dressed up asfruit or flowers or something. My lips parted and | looked at Jenks,
then to the counter where the college-age kid managed the cusomerswith a professond polish. This
wasit! | thought in asurge of recognition. Thiswas the same coffeshouse where lvy, Jenks, and | had
agreed to quit the 1.S. and work as independent runners! But Junior looked like he knew what he was
doing now, sporting a manager tag on his red-and-white-stri ped gpron and with severa underlingsto
handle the nastier parts of running the place.

“Hey, Rache,” Jenks said as he dropped down to dust my sweater with gold. “Isn’t thisthe store we—"

“Yup,” | interrupted him, not wanting Miniasto be privy to more of my life than necessary. The demon
was unfolding a paper napkin and meticuloudy settling it across ajeans-clad knee asif it weresilk.
Unease flowed through me as | remembered the night | decided to leave the 1.S. Going cluelessinto an
independent bounty hunter/escort serviceljack-of-al-magica-trades runner service with avamp had been
one of the most stupid and best decisons of my life. It went dong with Ivy and Jenks sopinion that |
lived my life to find the edge of disaster so | could fed the rush of adrenaline.

Maybe | had once, but not anymore. Believing | had killed Jenks and Ivy with one of my stunts had



cured me one hundred percent, and Kisten' s death had dammed the lesson home, hard. And to proveit,
| wasn't going to work with Minias no matter what he offered. | wouldn't repesat the past. | could change
my patterns of behavior. | would. Starting here. Watch me,

“Coffee up!” the kid shouted, and Miniastook his ngpkin from hislap asif hewasgoing torise.
“I'll getit,” | said, wanting to minimize hisinteractionswith everyone.

Minias eased down without afuss. | gathered mysdlf to stand, then frowned. | didn’t want to leave him
with my mother ether.

“Oh, for God' s sake,” my mother said, standing to drop her purseloudly onthetable. “I'll get it.”

Miniastouched her arm, and | bristled. “If you would, Alice, bring the cinnamon with you?’ he asked,
and my mother nodded, dowly pulling from hisfingers. She was holding her arm when she walked away,
and | leaned toward Minias.

“Don’t touch my mother,” | threatened, feeling better when Jenks took an aggressive stance on the table,
hiswings dattering menacingly.

“ Someone needsto touch her,” Minias said dryly. * She hasn't been touched in twelve years.”

“She doesn't need to be touched by you.” | leaned back with my arms crossed over my middle. My gaze
went to my mother, who wasflirting in an old-lady way with the counter kid, and | paused. She hadn’t
remarried when Dad died, hadn’t even dated. | knew she intentionally dressed hersdlf to ook older than
shewasto keep men at adistance. With theright haircut and dress, we could pass asbig Sgter, little
ggter. Asawitch, her life span was agood hundred and sixty years, and while most witches waited until
they were sixty before starting afamily, she had had Robbie and me very early in her life, givingup a
promising career to raise usfirst. Maybe we were accidents. Passion babies.

That brought asmileto my face, and | forced it away when | noticed Minias watching me. | straightened
as my mom approached with a canister of cinnamon and her plate of cheesecake; the kid behind the
counter was following with the rest. “ Thank you, Mark,” she said as he placed everything on the table
and backed up astep. “Y ou're asweet boy.”

| smiled &t Mark’ ssigh. Clearly he wasn't happy with thetitle. He glanced a me, then Jenks, hiseyes
brightening. “Hey,” he said as he tucked the tray under hisarm. “I think I’ ve seen you somewhere....”

| cringed. Most times people recognized me, it was from the news clip of me being dragged on my ass
down the street by ademon. The loca news had incorporated it into their front credits. Sort of like that
guy on skis pinwheding over thefinish linein the agony of defest.

“No,” | said, unableto look at him as| pulled thelid off my cup of coffee. Ah, coffee.
“Yes” heingsted, weight on onefoot. “Y ou’ ve got that escort service. In the Hollows?’

| didn’t know if that was better or not, and | looked tiredly up at him. I’ d done escort service before, not
that kind of escort service, but real stuff, dangerous stuff. | had aboat blow up around me once. “Y eah,
that’sme.”

Minias|looked up from shaking cinnamon on his coffee. Jenks snickered, and | bumped my knee on the
underside of the table to make his espresso dop over. “Hey!” he shouted, rising up afew inches, then
settled back down, till laughing.



The front door jingled, and the kid shot off his glad-to-have-you-here spiel and left. Miniaswasthe only
oneligening.

My coffee was steaming, and | hunched over it while | watched the demon. Hislong fingerswere
interlaced about the white soup-bowl mug asif relishing itswarmth, and though | couldn’t tell for sure
because of the sunglasses, | think his eyes closed as he took the first sip. A look of blissso degp it
couldn’t have been faked dipped over him, easing hisfeatures and turning himinto avision of relaxed
pleasure.

“I'mligening,” | said, and amask of nothing fell between us.

My mother quietly ate her cheesecake, her eyesflicking uneasily between us. | had the distinct impression
she thought | was being rude.

“And I’m not happy,” | added, making her lips presstightly. “Y ou told me Al was contained.” | lifted my
coffee and blew across the top. “What are you going to do about him breaking his word and coming
after me?What do you think will happen when thisgetsout?’ | took asip, forgetting for amoment where
| waswhen it dipped down, easing my dight headache and relaxing my muscles. Jenks cleared histhroat,
bringing me back.

“Y ou won't have a chance of luring anyone into any agreementsagain,” | said asmy focus cleared. “No
more familiars. Won't that benice?’ | finished with asmpering smile.

Hiseyeson the delights of that fruit-baby picture, Minias spped his drink with his elbows on the table
and his mug propped up a mouth height. “ Thisis much better thisside of thelines” he said softly.

“Yeah,” Jenks said. His espresso cup came up to hiswais. “That burnt amber redly sticksin your throat,
doen'tit?’

A flicker of annoyance flashed across Minias, and athread of tension entered his stance of relaxed
idleness. | took adeep breath, smelling only coffee, cheesecake, and the characteristic redwood scent of
awitch. | was sure my mom had dipped him acharm, and | wasn't looking forward to finding the cost of
such an expensive amulet tacked on to the losses from the store. But if it kept him from smdlling like a
demon and causing apanic, | couldn’t complain.

“Well, what do youwant?’ | said, setting my cup down. “I don’'t have dl night.”

My mom frowned, but Miniastook it in Stride, easing back in his tiff chair and setting his giant mug
adde. “Al isbeing summoned out of confinement—"

“Wefigured that part out,” Jenks said snottily.

“Jenks...,” | murmured, and the pixy walked across the table with his makeshift sword to the
cheesecake.

“We ve never runinto thisbefore,” Minias said, hesitating as he took in Jenks s *“whatever” attitude.
“Because of hisextraordinary amount of contact with this sde of the lines, Al has arranged for someone
to summon him every sundown. They get what they want, then release him without the compulsion to
return to the ever-after. It sawin-win Stuation for both of them.”

And alose-lose for me. My thoughts flashed to my old boyfriend, Nick. Jenks eyed me over a chunk of
cheesecake as hig as hishead, clearly thinking the same thing. Nick was a thief who habitudly used
demons as asource of information. Thanksto Glenn at the FIB, | had a copy of hisfilein my dresser’s
bottom drawer. It was so thick amonster rubber band barely kept it shut. | didn’t like thinking about it.



“ Someone€ s freeing ademon without compulsion to return to the ever-after?” | managed, my eyes
lowered. “ That’ s not very responsible.”

“It' sextremely clever. For Al.” Minias s one ebow found the table as he took a draught.

| cringed, fully conscious of my mom listening quietly. “Y ou think someone sdoing thisto kill me?” |
findly asked.

Minias shrugged. “1 don’t know. Nor do | care, redly. | smply want it to stop.”

A reproachful huff came from my mother, and Minias pulled his ebow from the table. “We can regain
control of him after sunup,” the demon said, his eyes hidden behind his glasses. “When the lines close to
cross-raffic, he' s sngpped back to our sde. Finding him then isjust amatter of using his demon marks.”

| pulled my hands from atop the table, my fingers pushing aside Kisten's bracelet to fed the raised scar.
The demon mark had flared into pain just before Al showed up, and anew worry settled in beside the
old ones. That'show Al had found me. Crap. | didn't like fedling like atagged antel ope.

“Al doesn't have accessto alab whilein custody,” Minias said, drawing my attention back. “ So he only
has smple, easly performed curses, but he' s exceptionally adept at line jumping.”

“WEéll, he' sbeen in someone s kitchen. He looks like he dways does, and | know that’ s not his natural
form.” | don’'t want to know what helookslike. | redlly don't.

Minias's head moved up and down once, and he swallowed his coffee. “Yes,” he said softly as he leaned
back. “ Someone has been helping him. That he tried to take you tonight went along way toward
convincing meit wasn't you.”

“Me?’ | blurted. “You redly think I'd work with him?” Then my fingers, gripping my coffee, went wesk.
Appearance charms didn’t just happen in one night. That meant that Al...My eyesrose, and | wished
Minias would take off his glasses. “How long has Al been dipping your containment?’

Minias slipstwitched. “Thisisthethird night inarow.”
Fear jolted me, and Jenks rose from the table, red dust dipping from him.
“And you didn't think | might want to know that?" | exclaimed.

In asmooth motion, Miniastook off his glasses. Hisarm flat on the table, heleaned into me. “How much
effort do you expect meto exert?’ hesaidtightly, and | blinked at theirate emotion reflected in his
goat-ditted eyes. “Wedon't careif hekillsyou or not. I have no reason to help you.”

“But you did,” | said belligerently, thinking anger seemed better than fear. “Why?” Immediatdly Minias
backed down, and seeing there was something here he didn’t want to talk about, | decided | did.

“I wastracking Al,” the demon said. “ That you were there was merdly helpful.”

Jenks began laughing, and al eyesturned to him as he rose severa inches. *Y ou got sacked, didn’t you,”
he said, and Minias stiffened.

My first impulseto protest died at Minias s stoic face. “Y ou got fired?” The demon’sreach for his
oversze mug amost smacked Jenksin its quickness.

“Why esewould he betracking Al instead of watching TV with Newt?’ Jenks said, flitting to the safety
of my shoulder. “Y ou got canned. Outsourced. Pink-dipped. Handed your walking papers. Given the go



light. Sipped on the banana. Served the dead dug.”
Minias put his glasses back on. “I’ ve been reassigned,” he said tightly.

Suddenly | was afraid. Redlly afraid. “'Y ou aren’'t watching Newt?’ | whispered, and Minias |ooked
surprised by my fear.

“WhoisNewt?" my mother asked, dabbing anapkin at her lipsand diding thelast haf of the cheesecake
tome.

“She' sjust the most powerful demon they got over there,” Jenks boasted asif he had something to do
withit. “Miniaswas her babydtter. She' s more dangerous than amilitant fairy on Brimstone, and she's
the one who cursed the church last year before | bought it. Didn’t twitch awing. She’ sgot amajor burr
up her ass about Rachdl.”

Minias bit back a snort, and | wished Jenks would shut up. My mother hadn’t known about the
“blagphemy incident.”

“There are no female demons,” my mother said, fumbling in her purse to bring out acompact and her
lipstick. “Y our father was very clear on that.”

“Apparently hewas mistaken.” | picked up afork but immediately set it down. I'd lost my desire for
cheesecake about five surprises ago. Gut clenching, | turned to Minias. “ So who' swatching Newt?’

The demon’ sfacelogt dl its amusement. “ Some young punk,” he said sullenly, surprisng mewith the
modern phrase.

Jenks, though, was ddlighted. “Y ou lost Newt one too many times, and they replaced you with ayounger
demon. Oh, that’ s beautiful!”

Minias s hand quivered, hisfingers abruptly loosening on his mug when a soft crack rang out from the
porcdain.

“Stopit, Jenks,” | said, wondering how much of Miniaslosing hisjob was due to Newt dipping away on
hiswatch, and how much was from the demon’ sinability to make impartia decisonsregarding her
security. I’ d seen them together, and Minias clearly cared for her. Too much to lock her up when she
needed it, probably.

“How do they expect me to seduce her and maintain her adherence to the law smultaneoudy?’ he
snarled. “1t can’'t be done. Damned fool bureaucrats don’t know the first thing about love and
dominance.”

Seduce her? | arched my eyebrows, but an icy sensation rippled through me at the glimpse of his anger
and frudration. Silence, thick and uncomfortable, took over, making the surrounding conversation seem
louder. Seeing us staring, Miniasforced histension from him. His sigh was so soft, | wasn't sure |l hadn’t
imaginedit.

“Al can't bedlowed to flaunt therules,” he said, asif he hadn’t just shown usthe painin hissoul. “If |
can contain him, | can return to supervising Newt.”

“Rachd!” my mother exclaimed, and | turned to see afamiliar mask of lighthearted ignorance on her.
“He sarunner, just like you! Y ou should go out to amovie or something.”

“Mom, he sa—" | hesitated. “He' snot arunner,” | said, stopping just short of saying he was ademon.



“And he certainly isn't date materia.” Guilt hit me. I’d pushed her, and she was dipping into old patterns.
Cursing mysdf, | pulled my attention to Minias, just wanting to wrap this up and get out of here. “ Sorry,”
| said to gpologize for my mother.

Minias sface was still empty. “I don’t do witches.”

| had ahard time not finding offense in that, but Jenks saved me from making atota ass out of myself by
buzzing hiswingsto gain everyone s attention.

“So let me get thisstraight,” he said, hovering abreath above the sticky table with one hand on his hip,
the other pointing that plastic-coated paper clip at Minias. “ Y ou lost your cushy babystting job and are
now trying to gain control of a demon who haslimited power and resources. And you can't do it?’

“It' snot amatter of gaining control over him,” Minias protested indignantly. “We can catch him. We
amply can't contain him after sunset. As| told you, someone is summoning him out of confinement.”

“And you can't stop them?’ | questioned, thinking of the charmed zip-stripsthat the 1.S. used to keep ley
line practitioners from jumping out of custody viaaley line.

Minias shook his head and his glasses caught the light. “No. We catch him, confine him, and when the
sun goes down, he pops out, rested and fed. He' slaughing at us. Me.”

| disguised my shiver by taking asp of my coffee. “Any ideawho'sdoing it?" My thoughts went to Nick,
and the coffee turned to acid in my stomach.

“Not anymore.” His boots scraped againgt the gritty floor. “ Soon as| find out, they die.”
Nice. Fumbling for my mom’shand under thetable, | gave it a squeeze.

“Do you have any ideaasto who might be helping him?’ Minias asked next, and | forced mysdlf to keep
bresthing.

Nick, | thought, but | wouldn’t say it loud. Not even if he was sending Al to hurt me—becauseif it was
Nick, I’d take care of him mysdlf. | could fed Jenks s eyes on me, wanting meto say it, but | wouldn'’t.
“Why don't you just get rid of his summoning name?’ | said, looking for other options. *Y ou do that, and
he can’t be summoned out.”

The skin vishle past Minias s sunglassestightened. He knew | wasn't saying something. “Y ou can't
throw away a password. Once you have one, it'syours.” He hesitated, and | felt the gathering of trouble.
“Y ou can exchange it with someone els€'s, though.”

The ribbon of tension around my chest squeezed, and al my warning flags went up.

“If someone exchanged names with him,” Minias drawled into the conversation-rich air, “we could
contain him. Unfortunately, because of hisjob, he's been very lax with his summoning name. Therearean
astounding number of people on thisside of the lineswho know it, and no demon will willingly takeit.”
Minias stared at me. “They have no reason to.”

My fingerstightened on my waxed paper cup, sure now | knew why Miniaswas Sitting at atable sSipping
coffee with me. | had a password. | had areason to trade. | had amajor problem.

“So what doesthat have to do with my daughter?” my mother said, her voice thick with warning. Fear
caused her to drop the scattered-thoughts image she used as a buffer to hide the damage my dad’ s death
had wrought.



Minias adjusted his glassesto give himsdlf time to weigh the emotions at our table. “I want your daughter
to exchange passwords with Al.”

“Nofary-crap way.” The dust dipping from Jenks was ared so deep that it seemed black.
“Absolutely not,” | echoed. | scowled and did my chair back.
Unperturbed, Minias shook more cinnamon into his coffee. “Then he'll kill you. | don't care.”

“Obvioudy you do or you wouldn't be here,” | said sharply. “Y ou can’'t hold him without my name. Y ou
don't careif | liveor die. It'syou you' reworried about.”

My mom sat giff and miserable. “Will you remove her demon marksif she doesthis? All of them?’
“Mom!” | exclamed, not aware that she even knew about my demon marks.

Green eyesfull of pain, shetook my cold fingersin hers. “Y our auraisfilthy, honey. And | do watch the
news. If this demon can remove your marks and purge your aura, then you should at least find out what
the consequences or possible side effects are.”

“Mom, it'snot just apassword, it'sasummoning name!”

Minias gazed a my mother with anew interest. “I1t' sasummoning name that has no pull onyou,” he said.
“The most that will likely happen isyou fielding afew months of redirected calsto Al.”

| took my hand from my mother’s, not believing thiswas happening. “Y ou said | had to pick aname no
one could figure out, that if someone did, they could make my life miserable. Do you know how many
people know Al’sname?1 don't, but it’' s more than know mine.” Done with this, | pushed mysdlf from
thetable. The chair scraped, and the vibration went al the way up my spine and made me shiver.

“That' sthe point, witch,” Minias said, making theword an insult. “If you don’t, you' re going to die. |
intervened tonight in the hope you’ d be willing to come to an arrangement, but | won't do it again. |
smply don't care.”

Fear, or maybe adrenaline, sparked through me. Arrangement? He meant aded. A deal with ademon.
My mother’ s eyes pleaded with me, and Jenks lifted his poker, bristling. “Isthat athreat? he snarled, his
wings going red with hisincreased circulation.

“A statement of odds.” Minias set his cup down with a sense of finality. The nagpkin was next, folded and
laid flat besdeit. “Yesor no.”

“Pick someonedse” | said. “ There are millions of witches. Someone has got to be more stupid than me
and say yes. Give them aname and exchangeit with Al.”

Helooked at me from over his shades. “Y ou' re one of two witchesthis side of the lineswhose blood is
capable of making a strong enough bond. Yesor no?’

Oh, back to the demon magic thing. Swell. “SouseLee,” | sad bitterly. “He' sstupid.” Aswdll as
aggressive, ambitious, and now abasket case from having been Al’ sfamiliar for acouple of months
before | rescued him. Sort of. God, no wonder Al hated me.

Minias sighed and crossed hisarms over hischest. A faint whiff of Brimstone tickled my nose. “He has
too closeatieto Al,” he said, his gaze on the ceramic mug cradled in hishands. “Hewouldn't do it. |
asked. Themanisacoward.”



My neck gtiffened. “And if common sense makes me say no, then I’ m acoward, too?’
“You can't be summoned,” he said, asif | was being obstinate. “Why are you baking?’
“Al would know my name.” Just the thought made my pulse quicken.

“Y ou know his”

For one brief moment | considered it. Then the thought of Kisten flashed through me. | couldn’t take the
chance. Not again. Thiswasn't agame, and there was no reset button. “No,” | said abruptly. “We're
done here”

My mother’ s shoulders eased and Jenks sfeet touched the table. | was wire tight, wondering if thistruce
would last now that | had said no, whereupon he' d return to anormal demonic frame of mind and trash
the place dong with what was | eft of my reputation. But Miniasfinished his coffeein afina swallow,
raising his hand and motioning for the clerk to make one more to go. Herose, and my held breath
escaped. “Asyou want it,” Minias said as he picked up the cinnamon and stood. “1 won't be
conveniently coming to save you asecond time.”

| was about to tell him where he could shove his convenience, but Al was going to show up again, and if |
could call Miniasto collect him, my chances of survival would increase—I thought. | didn’'t have to take
Minias up on his offer, just survive until | figured out who was summoning Al and ded with him or her
mysdlf. Demon summoning wasn't illegd, but my foot in their gut acouple of times might convince themiit
wasaredly bad idea. And if it was Nick? Well, that would be areal pleasure.

“What if | think about it?’ | said, and my mother gave me anervous smile and apat on my arm. See, |
can use my brain, too.

Minias smirked asif he saw right through me. “Don'’t think too long,” he said, accepting the paper cup
Junior was extending to him. “I’ ve gotten word that they caught him on the West Coast trying to ride the
shadow of night into tomorrow. The pattern-shift indicates he has everything he needs and dl that’ sleft is
implementing it.”

| refused to show my fear, not swallowing though my mouth was dry.

Minias|eaned close, the scent of burnt amber high in my imagination as his breath shifted my hair.
“Y ou're safe until the sun goes down tomorrow, Rachel MarianaMorgan. Hunt fast.”

Jenks rose up on his dragonfly wings, clearly frustrated as he stayed just out of the demon’ s easy reach.
“Why don't you just kill Al?’

Tucking the entire container of cinnamon into ajacket pocket, Minias shrugged. “Because we haven't
had ademon birth in five thousand years.” He hesitated, then shook hisarm to cause an amulet to dip
from hisdeeve and fdl into hisfingers. “ Thank you, Alice, for the use of your amulet. If your daughter is
haf as skilled in the kitchen as you, she would make afine familiar.”

Mom had made it hersdf? 1 thought. Not smply invoked a pilfered one?

The cloying scent of burnt amber rolled over me, and my mother blushed. It was obvious by the protests
of the surrounding people that they had noticed the stench aswell, and Minias smiled an empty smile
behind the mirrored black glasses. “If you would banish me?’

I’d totally forgotten. “Oh. Sure,” | mumbled as the people behind him turned with their hands over their
nosesin complaint. “Ah, demon, | demand that you depart here and return directly to the ever-after to



not bother usagain thisnight.”
And with anod, Minias vanished.

The people behind him gasped, and | waved. “University professor late for aclass,” | lied, and they
turned, laughing at ther fear and dismissing the stench as an early Haloween prank.

“Lord hep you, Rachd,” my mother said sourly. “If that’s how you trest men, it's no wonder you can't
keep aboyfriend.”

“Mom, he/ snot aman. He sademon!” | protested softly, pausing as she pocketed that charm. Clearly
hair straighteners weren't the only thing she was trading to Patricia. Scent amulets weren't hard to make,
but one strong enough to block out ademon’s stench was highly unusua. Talk about your niche market.
Maybe she was specializing in charms no one el se bothered with to avoid competition—and thus
lawsuits—from annoyed, licensed charm makers.

Eyeson my coffee, | said, “Mom, about those amulets you' ve been making for Patricia.”

Jenkstook to the air, and my mother huffed. “Y ou're never going to find Mr. Right if you don’t start
playing with Mr. Right Now,” she said, gathering everything up on her plate. “Miniasisobvioudy Mr.
Never, but you could have been alittle nicer.”

Jenks shrugged, and | sighed.
“I noticed he didn't offer to get the tab, though, did he?” my mother finished.

| took another swallow of my coffee and gathered mysdlf to rise. | wanted to get home to my sanctified
church before any more demons popped into my life with nasty solicitations. Not to mention | had to talk
to Ceri. Make sure Ivy had told her Al was out.

As| dowly followed Jenks and my mom to the trash and then the door, my thoughts swung back to what
Minias had said about no new demons being born for the last five thousand years. Hewas &t least five
thousand years old and had been assigned to monitor and seduce afemae demon? And why no new
demons? Wasit because there were so few female demons | eft, or because having sex with one could be
deadly?

Three

| set the stack of unopened desk organizers |’ d bought last month on the scratched hardwood floor of
the sanctuary, wincing at the high-pitched squeal of pixy children asthey swarmed into the nook of my
desk that | had just opened up. They weren't moving in for the winter yet, but Matalinawas getting a
jump on prepping my desk. | couldn’t blame her for thefal cleaning. I didn’t use my desk much, and
there was more dust gathering than work done at it.

The urge to sneeze took me, and | held my breath, eyeswatering until the fegling evaporated. Thank you,
God. | glanced at Jenks at the front of the church, where he was keegping afair number of hisyounger
kids busy, and out of the way, with decorating the sanctuary for Halloween. He was agood dad, a part
of him that was easy to overlook when he was out busting bad guys with me. | hoped | found half as
good aman when | wasready to start afamily.

The memory of Kisten—blue eyes smiling—swam up, and my heart seemed to clench. It had been
months, but reminders of him gill came fast and hard. And | didn’t even know where the thought of
children had come from. There wouldn’t have been any with Kisten, unlesswe fell back on the age-old
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tradition of borrowing agirlfriend’ s brother or husband for anight, practices born long before the Turn,
when to be awitch would sign your death warrant. But now even that hope was gone.

Jenks met my eyes, and agentle dusting of gold contentment dipped from him as he watched Matalina
His pretty wife looked grest. She had been fine dl this summer, but | knew Jenks was watching her like
the proverbia hawk with the onset of the cold. Matdinabarely looked eighteen, but pixy life spanswere
ameretwenty years, and it made me heartsick that it was only amatter of time before we' d be doing this
with Jenksaswell. A secureterritory and steady food supply could do only so much in lengthening their
lives. We were hoping that by removing the need for them to hibernate they al would benefit, but there
was alimit to what good living, willow bark, and fern seed could do.

Turning away before Jenks could see my misery, | put my hands on my hipsand stared a my cluttered
desk.

“’Scuseme,” | said, pitching my voice high as| edged my hands among the darting shapes of Matdina' s
eldest daughters. They were chatting so fast that it sounded like they were speaking another language.
“Let me get those magazines out of your way.”

“Thank you, Ms. Morgan!” one hollered cheerfully, and | carefully pulled out the stack of Modern
Witcheraft for Today’s Y oung Woman out from under her as sherose up. | never read them, but |
hadn’t been able to turn down the kid on my doorstep. | hesitated with the stack in my arms, not
knowing if | should throw them out or put them next to my bed to someday read, maybe, finally dumping
them on the swive chair to dedl with later.

A fluttering of black paper rose up as Jenksflew into the rafters with asmall paper bat trailing after him
by athin thread. The smdl of rubber cement mixed with the spicy scent of chili dow-cookinginthe
Crock-Pot vy had bought at ayard sale, and Jenks taped the string to a beam before dropping down
for another. The swirl of silk and four-part harmony pulled my attention back to my desk, now barren,
making the tiny nooks and drawers a pixy paradise donein oak. “All set, Mataina?’ | asked, and thetiny
woman smiled with aduster made from the fluff of adandelionin her hand.

“Thisiswonderful,” she said, her wingsablur of nothing. “Y ou are too generous, Rachel. | know how
much of abother wedl are.”

“I likeyou staying with us,” | said, knowing I’ d find pixy tea partiesin my spice drawer before the week
was through. *'Y ou make everything more dive.”

“Noisy, rather,” she said, sighing as shelooked to the front of the church and the papers Ivy had spread
to protect the hardwood floor from the arts and crafts. Pixiesliving in the church was a bloody nuisance,
but I’d do anything to put off the inevitable another year. If therewasacham or spell, I'd useitina
heartbeat, regardless of its legality. But therewas't. | had looked. Severa times. Pixy life spans sucked.

| smiled wigtfully at Matalinaand her daughters asthey set up housekeeping, and after rolling the top of
the desk down to leave the now-traditiona one-inch gap, | grabbed my clipboard and looked for
somewhereto st. On it wasagrowing list of waysto detect ademon summoning. Inthe marginwasa
short list of people who might want me dead. But there were safer waysto kill someone than sending a
demon after them, and | was betting the first list would get me closer to who was summoning Al than the
second. After | exhausted theloca stuff, I'd look out of state.

Thelights were high and the heat was on againgt the hint of chill in theair, turning the autumn night to a
noon summer. The church’s sanctuary was't much of a sanctuary anymore; the pews and dtar had been
removed even before | had moved in, leaving awonderfully open space with narrow stained-glass
windows stretching from knee height to thetall celling. My desk was atop the shdlow stage up front, to



the right of where the altar had been.

Back by the dark foyer was Ivy’ s seldom-played baby grand piano, and tucked into the front corner
across from my desk was anew clugter of furniture to give us somewhere to interview prospective clients
without dragging them dl the way through the church to our private living room at the back. Ivy had a
plate of crackers, cheese, and pickled herring arranged on the low coffee table, but it was the pool table
my gaze lingered on. It had been Kisten's, and | knew that the reason | was drawn to it was because |
missed him.

Ivy and Jenks had given the table to me on my birthday. It wasthe only piece of him Ivy had taken
besides his ashes and her memories. | think she’ d given it to me as an unspoken statement that he' d been
important to both of us. He had been my boyfriend, but he had been vy’ s onetime live-in and confidant,
and probably the only person who truly understood the warped hell that their master vampire, Piscary,
had put them through with hisversion of love.

Things had changed radicdly in the three months since vy’ sformer girlfriend, Skimmer, had killed
Piscary and landed hersdlf injail under awrongful-death charge. Instead of the expected turf war, with
Cincy’ s secondary vampires struggling to assert thelr dominance, anew master vampire had stepped in
from out of state, one so charismatic that no one roseto chalenge him. I'd since learned that bringing in
new blood was commonplace, and there were provisons set up in Cincinnati’ s charter to ded with the
sudden absence of acity power.

What was unusua, though, was that the new master vampire had taken in every single one of Piscary’s
displaced vampsinstead of bringing his own camarilla. The smal bit of kindness cut short an ugly mess of
vampire misery that would have put me and my roommeate in serious jeopardy. That the incoming
vampire was Rynn Cormel, the very man who had run the country during the Turn, probably had alot to
do with Ivy’ s quick acceptance. Respect usually came dowly from her, but it was hard not to admire
someone who had written avampire sex guide that sold more copies than a post-Turn bible, and had
been president.

| had yet to actualy meet the man, but Ivy said that he was quiet and formal, and that she was enjoying
getting to know him better. If he was her master vampire, they were going to have ablood tryst at some
point. Euwie. | didn’t think they had yet, but vy was private about that sort of thing, despite her
well-earned reputation. | suppose | should have been thankful he hadn’t taken Ivy as his scion and made
my life hel. Rynn had brought his own scion, and the woman was just about the only living vamp to come
with him from Washington.

So after Kisten died, Ivy got anew master vampire, and | got apool table in my front room. I’d known
that a blood-chaste witch and aliving vampire could never makeit work in thelong run. Regardiess, |
had loved him, and the day | found out who Piscary had given Kisten to like a thank-you card, | was
going to sharpen my stakes and go for avigt. Ivy wasworking on it, but Piscary’ s hold on her had been
30 heavy thelast few days of his existence that she didn’t remember much. At least she no longer
believed she had killed Kigten in ablind, jealousrage.

| eased mysdlf up to St on the edge of the table, smelling the scents of vampireincense and old cigarette
smoke rise from the green felt like abam. It mixed with the odor of tomato paste and the sound of
melancholy jazz filtering in from the back of the church, bringing to mind my early mornings spent in the
loft of Kisten’ s dance club, inexpertly knocking pool balls around while | waited for him to finish closing

up.

Closing my eyesagaing the lump in my throat, | pulled my knees up to prop my heels against the bumper
and wrapped my arms around my shins. The heat coming from the long Tiffany lamp Ivy had ingtdled



over the table beat on the top of my head, hot and close.

My eyes started tofill, and | pushed the pain down. | missed Kisten. His amile, his steady presence, just
being with him. | didn’t need aman to fed good about myself, but the shared fedlings between two
people were worth suffering for. Maybe it was time to stop saying no to every guy that tried to ask me
out. It had been three months. Did Kisten mean that little to you? came an accusing thought, and | held
my bresth.

“Get off thefdt,” came Ivy’ svoice out of my swirl of emotions, and my eyesflashed open. | found her at
the top of the hallway leading to the rest of the church, aplate of crackers and pickled herring in one
hand, two bottled watersin the other.

“I’'mnot going to tear it,” | said as| dropped my kneesto Sit cross-legged, loath to move since the only
other placeto it was across from her. It was easier to keep our distance than deal with the building
pressure of vy wanting to sink her teeth and my wanting her to, both of us knowing it would be abad
idea. We'd tried it once and it hadn’t worked out well, but | was a get-back-on-the-horse kind of
girl—even when | knew better.

Almost of their own accord, my fingers rose to my neck and the nearly unnoticeable bumps of scar tissue
marring my otherwise absolutely pristine skin. Seeing my hand whereit was, 1vy folded hersalf gracefully
into achair behind the plate of crackers. She shook her head a me, making the gold tips of her short,
sn-black, luscioudy straight hair glimmer, frowning at me like aticked-off cat.

| pulled my hand down and pretended to read the clipboard now propped in my lap. Despite her grimace
Ivy seemed relaxed as she eased into the black lesather, looking pleasantly exhausted from her workout
this afternoon. She was wearing along, gray, shapel ess swesater over her tight exercise outfit, but it
couldn’t hide her trim, athletic build. Her ova face dtill carried the glow of exertion, and | could fedl her
brown eyes watching me as she worked to quell the mild blood lust stirred by the spike of surprisethat |
had given off when she had gartled me.

Ivy wasaliving vampire, thelast living heir of the Tamwood estate, admired by her living vampire kin and
envied by her undead ones. Like al high-blood living vampires, she had agood portion of the undead's
strengths but none of the drawbacks of light vulnerability or theinability to tolerate sanctified ground or
artifacts—she lived in achurch to irritate her undead mother. Concelved as avampire, she'd become an
undead in the blink of an eyeif she died without any damage for the vampire virusto repair. Only the
low-born, or ghouls, needed further attention to make the jump to adamned immortality.

Moved by scent and pheromones, it was an ongoing ballet between us of want and need, desire and will.
But | needed protection from the undead who would take advantage of me and my unclaimed scar, and
she needed someone who was't out for her blood and had the will to say no to the ecstasy avampire
bite could bring. Plus, we were friends. We had been since working together in thel.S., an experienced
runner showing anewbie the ropes. I’ d, um, been the newbie.

Ivy’sblood lust was very redl, but at least she didn’t need blood to survive as the undead did. | wasfine
with her sating her urges with anyone she wanted, seeing as Piscary had warped her such that she
couldn’t separate love from blood or sex. vy wasbi, so it wasn't abig dedl to her. | was straight—|ast
time | checked. But after getting ataste of how good a blood tryst felt, everything was doubly confusing.

It had taken ayear, but | finadly admitted that | not only respected Ivy but loved her, too—somehow. But
| wasn't going to deep with her just to have her Sink her teeth in me unless | wastruly attracted to her
and not just to the way she could set my blood burning, aching to fill the hole Piscary had carved into her
soul, year by year, bite by bite....



Our relationship had gotten complicated. Either | had to deep with her to safely share blood, or we could
try to keep it to ablood exchange adone and run the risk that she would lose control and I’d have to dam
her against thewall to get her to stop before she killed me. In Ivy’ swords, we could share blood without
hurt if there was love, or we could share blood without loveif | hurt her. There was no middle ground.
How nice wasthat?

Ivy cleared her throat. It wasasmall sound, but the pixieswent slent. “'Y ou’ re going to damage the felt,”
sheamost growled.

My eyebrowsrose, and | turned to look at the table, aready knowing its surface like the pam of my
hand. “Likeit’ sin such good shape?’ | asked dryly. “1 can’'t makeit any worse. There sadent inthe
date the size of an elbow by the front Ieft pocket, and it looks like someone stitched up nail gouges there
inthemiddle”

Ivy reddened, picking up an old issue of Vamp Vixen that she had out for clients. “Oh, my God,” | said,
untwisting my legs and jumping off as | imagined just how gouges likethat could get there. “1I'll never be
ableto play onit again. Thanksahdl of alot.”

Jenks laughed to sound like wind chimes, and he joined me as | headed over for some of the pickled
herring. The puff of leether was soothing as | flopped into the couch across from lvy, dropping my
clipboard beside me and reaching for the crackers.

“The blood came right out,” she muttered.

“I don’'t want to know!” | shouted, and she hid behind her magazine. The cover story was SIX WAY S
TO LEAVE YOUR SHADOW BEGGING AND BREATHING. Nice.

Silence dipped between us, but it was a comfortable one, which | filled by shoving pickled herring into
my mouth. Thetart vinegar reminded me of my dad—he had been the one who' d gotten me hooked on
the stuff—and | settled back with acracker and my clipboard.

“What have you come up with so far?’ vy asked, clearly looking for ashift in topics.

| pulled the pencil from behind my ear. “The usua suspects. Mr. Ray, Mrs. Sarong. Trent.” Beloved
city’ s son, playboy, murdering dicker-than-a-frog-in-a-rainstorm bastard Trent. But | doubted it was
him. Trent hated Al morethan | did, having run into him once before to come away with abroken arm
and probably arecurring nightmare. Besides, he had cheaper waysto knock me off, and if he did, his
secret biolabs would hit the front page.

Jenks was jabbing the point of his sword into the holes of the crackersto break them into pixy-size
pieces. “What about the Withons? Y ou did bust up their plansto marry off their daughter.”

“Nah...,” | said, not believing anyone could hold agrudge for that. Besides, they were elves. They
wouldn’'t use ademon to kill me. They hated demons more than they hated me. Right?

Jenks swings blurred and the table was cleared of the crumbs he had made. Eyebrowsraised at my
doubt, he started layering herring bits on histiny crackers, each the size of a peppercorn. “How about
Lee?’ hesad. “Miniassaid hedidn’'t trust him.”

| set the arches of my feet on the edge of the coffee table. “Whichiswhy | do.” | had gotten the man
away from Al. One would think that would be worth something, especidly when Lee had taken over
Cincy’ sgambling when Piscary died. “Maybe | should talk to him.”

Ivy frowned a me over her magazine. “I think it'sthe |.S. They’ d love to see you dead.”



My pencil scraiched againgt the yellow tablet. “ Inderland Security,” | said, feding aping of fear drop
through me as| added them to thelist. Crap, if it wasthel.S., | had abig problem.

Jenks swings hummed as he exchanged alook with Ivy. “There sNick.”
| unclenched my jaw dmost asfast asit tightened up.

“You know it'shim,” the pixy said, hands on hiships as vy peered at me over the magazine, her pupils
dowly dilating. “Why didn’'t you tel Miniasright there?Y ou had him, Rachd. Miniaswould have taken
careof it. And you didn’'t say athing!”

Lipspressed tight, | calculated the odds of me hitting him with the pencil if | threw it at him. “I don't
know it'sNick, and evenif it was, | wouldn’t give him to the demons. I’ d take care of it mysdlf,” | said
bitterly. Think with your head, Rachel, not your heart. “But maybe I’ ll givethe cookieacdl.”

Ivy made asmall noise and went back to her magazine. “Nick’ s not that smart. He' d be demon fodder
by now.”

Hewasthat smart, but | wasn't going to start awitch hunt. Or stupid-human hunt, rather. My blood
pressure, though, had gone back down at her low opinion of him, and | reluctantly added his nameto the
list. “It'snot Nick,” | said. “It' snot his style. Demon summoning leavestraces, ether in collecting the
materiadsto do it, the damage done while he' sthere, or the increase in educated young witches dying of
unnatura causes. I’ m going to check with the FIB and seeif they’ ve found anything odd the last few

days”
Ivy leaned forward, knees crossed as she took a cracker. “Don't forget the tabloids,” she offered.
“Yeah, thanks,” | said, adding that to thelist. A “Demons Took My Baby” story could very well betrue.

Propping thetip of hismeta sword on the table, Jenks leaned against the wooden hilt and let out a
piercing chirp by rubbing hiswingstogether. Hiskidsflew up in anoisy flurry by the door, and | held my
bresth, fearing they were al going to descend on us, but only three came to a swirling, wing-clattering
stop, their fresh faces smiling and their innocence beguiling. They were cgpable of murder, al of them.
Down to hisyoungest daughter.

“Here,” he said, handing a cracker to one of hissons. “ Seethat your mom getsthis.”

“’Kay, Papa,” he said, and was gone, hisfeet never having touched the table. The other two ferried the
rest of the portions out in awell-organized display of pixy efficiency. Ivy blinked at the normaly
nectarivorous pixies descending on the pickled herring like it was maple syrup. They’ d eaten an entirefish
last year for an extraboost of protein before their hibernation, and though they weren't going to hibernate
aganthisyear, the urgewas ill there.

Sourly contemplating my new and improved list, | cracked the bottled water vy had brought me. |
thought about heading into the kitchen for aglass of wine, but after glancing at Ivy, | decided to make do
with what | had. The pheromones she was kicking out were enough to relax me as much as a shot of
whiskey, and if | added toiit, I’ d probably fall adeep before two in the morning. Asit was, | wasfeding
pretty damn good, and | wasn't going to fed at dl guilty that most of it semmed from her. It wasa
thousand years of evolution to make finding prey easy, but | felt | deserved it for putting up with al the
crap living with avampire brought. Not that | wasthat easy to live with ether.

| tapped the eraser against my teeth and looked at my list. The Weres were probably out, and Lee. |
couldn’t imagine the Withons would be that ticked, even if | had busted up their daughter’ s marriage to



Trent. Trent might be angry, though, seeing as 1’ d gotten him jailed for dl of three hours. A sigh lifted
through me. I'd built up alot of animosity with some pretty big people in aremarkably short time. My
gpecid taent. | should concentrate on finding traces of demon summoning and go from there, rather than
investigating people who might hold agrudge.

Thedinner bl Ivy and | used as adoorbell bonged, startling us. A jolt of adrenaine pulsed through me,
and Ivy’ seyesdilated to athin rim of brown.

“I'll getit,” Jenks said as he flew up from the coffee table, hisvoice amost lost in the commotion hiskids
were making from the front corner of the newspaper-plastered sanctuary.

Aslvy went to turn down the music coming in from the back room, | wiped my mouth of cracker crumbs
and did aquick tidy at the table. Ivy might take ajob two days before Halloween, but if they were
looking for me, they were going to be sadly disappointed.

Jenks worked the el aborate pulley system we' d rigged for him, and as soon as the door cracked, an
orange cat streaked in. “Cat!” the pixy shrilled as the tabby headed right for hiskids.

| bolted upright, breath catching as every pixy in the sanctuary was abruptly eight feet higher. Shrieks and
calls echoed, and suddenly the air wasfull of little black paper bats dangling enticingly from thin strings.

“Rex!” Jenks shouted, darting to land right before the black-eyed animal, which was entranced and
frozen by the overwheming sensory input of twenty-plus dangling bits of paper. “Bad cat! Y ou scared
thefairy-loving crap out of me!” His gaze went to the rafters. “ Everyone up there?’

A shrill round of “Yes, Dad,” made my eyeballs hurt, and Matalina came out of the desk. Hands on her
hips, shewhistled sharply. A chorus of disgppointed complaints rose and the batsfell. A flow of pixies
vanished ingde the desk, leaving three older kidsto St and dangle their feet from the rafters as casua
sentries. One of them had Jenks s straightened paper clip, and | smiled. Jenks s cat patted one of the
falen paper bats and ignored her tiny master.

“Jenks...,” Madinasaidinwarning. “We had an agreement.”

“Ho-0-0-oney,” Jenkswhined. “It’s cold out. She' s been an inside cat Sncewe got her. It'snot fair to
make her stay outside just because we' reinsde now.”

Her tiny, angelic face tight, Matalina disappeared into the desk. Jenks streaked in after her, amix of
young man and mature father. Grinning, | snagged Rex on my way to the door and the two shadows
gtanding hesitantly in my threshold. | had no idea how we were going to handle this new wrinkle. Maybe
| could learn how to make award to let people through but keep felines out. It was just amodified ley
linecircle. I'd seen someone do it by memory once, and Lee had put award up across Trent’ s great
window. How hard could it be?

My smile widened when the light from the Sign over the door illuminated who wasthere. It wasn't a
potentid client. “David!” | exclamed when | saw him next to avaguely familiar man. “I told you | was
okay earlier. You didn't have to come over.”

“I know how you downplay things,” the younger of the two men said, hisface easing into afew amile
wrinkles as Rex struggled to get away fromme. ““Fine’ can be anything from abruise to dmost
comatose. And when | get acal from the|.S. about my alphafemale, I'm not going to take that at face
vaue”

Hiseyeslingered on the faint mark on my neck where Al had gripped me. Dropping the wildly wiggling



ca, | gave him aquick hug. The complicated scent of Werefilled my senses, wild, rich, and full of exotic
undertones of earth and moon that most Weres lacked. | drew back, my hands <till on his upper arms,
peering into hiseyesto evaluate his state of being. David had taken a curse for me, and though he said he
liked thefocus, | worried that one day, the sentient spell would risk my anger and take him over.

David' sjaw clenched as he reigned in an urge to flee that semmed from the curse, not himsdlf, then
amiled. The thing wasterrified of me.

“Stll gotit?’ | said, letting him go, and he nodded.

“Stll loving it,” he said, dropping his head briefly to hide the need to run shimmering behind hisdark eyes.
He turned to the man beside him. “Y ou remember Howard?”’

My head bobbed. “Oh, yes! From last year’ swinter solstice,” | said, wiggling my foot at Rex so she
wouldn’t comein and reaching to shake the older man’s hand. His grip was cold from the night and
probably poor circulation. “How you been doing?’

“I'mtrying to stay busy,” he said, thetips of hisgray hair moving as he exhaed heavily. “I never should
have taken that early retirement.”

David scuffed his boots, muttering aquiet “| told you.”

“Wadl, comeonin,” | said, waving my foot at the disgusted cat so she’ d go away. “Quick, before Rex
followsyou.”

“Wecan't say.” David hotfooted it insde, hisold business partner quick on his hed's despite his
accumulated years. “We' re on our way to pick up Serenaand Kally. Howard isdriving us out to
Bowman Park and we re going to run the Licking River trail. Can | leave my car here until morning?’

| nodded. The long stretch of railroad track between Cincy and Bowman Park had been converted to a
safe running surface shortly after the Turn. Thistime of year, you'd only find Wereson it a night, and the
raills-to-trails path ran fairly close to the church before it crossed the river into Cincinnati. David had used
the church as an endpoint before, but thiswasthe first time he had the ladieswith him. | wondered if it
wasthar first long fal run. If so, they werein for atreat. To run full out and not get hot was exquisite.

| shut the door and ushered the men from the unlit foyer into the sanctuary. David' s duster brushed his
worn boot tops, and he took off his hat as he entered, clearly uncomfortable on the holy ground. Asa
witch, Howard didn’t care, and he smiled and waved at the tiny hellos from the ceiling. | probably owed
Howard a big thank-you—it had been hisideathat David should take me as his new business partner.

David set hisworn leather hat on the piano and rocked from hedl to toe, looking every inch the dpha
male, dbeit an uncomfortable one. Thefant hint of musk rose from the sturdy but graceful man, and his
hand nervoudy ran across the hint of stubble the amaost-full moon was causing. Hewasn't tall for aman,
standing almost eye to eye with me, but he made up for it in sheer presence. “ Sinewy” would bethe
word I’ d use to describe him. Or maybe “yummy,” if hewerein hisrunning tights. But like Minias, David
hed a problem with the different-species thing.

He d been forced to assume thetitle of phamalefor real when he accidentaly turned two human
women into Weres. It wasn't supposed to be possible, but he had been in possession of avery powerful
Were artifact at the time. Watching David accept his responsibility Ieft me both proud and guilty, sinceit
was partly my fault. Okay, mostly my fault.

It would be ayear come the winter solstice since David had started a pack with me, pressured into it by



his boss and obstinately choosing awitch instead of a Were female so he wouldn't have to take on any
new responsibilities. It was awin-win situation: David got to keep hisjob, | got my insurance cheap. But
now hewas an alphafor real, and | was proud of him for accepting it with so much grace. He went out
of hisway to make the two women he had turned with the focus fed wanted, needed, and welcome,
taking every chance he could to help them explore their new Stuation with joyous abandonment.

But | wasmost proud of hisrefusa to show the guilt he lived with, knowing that if they knew how bad he
felt for changing their lives without their consent, they might fed that what they had become was wrong.
He had gone on to prove his nobility by taking the Were curse from me to save my sanity. The curse
would have killed me by thefirst full moon. David said heliked it. | believed him, though it worried me. |
gppreciated David for everything he was and who he was becoming.

“Hi, David, Howard,” Ivy said from the top of the hall, her hair freshly brushed and shoes now on her
feet. “ Can you stay for dinner? We have adow cooker full of chili, so there splenty.” vy, however, just
wanted to get in David' s pants.

David had started at her voice. Shifting hislong coat closed, he took astep back as he turned. “ Thanks,
but no,” he said, eyes down. “1’m going for arun with the ladies. Howard might want to come back after
dropping us off, though.”

Howard mumbled something about a meeting, and lvy turned to the stained-glass window and the moon,
just shy of full but hidden behind clouds. Weres could change anytime, but the three days of afull moon
werethe only timeit was legal to roam the city’ s streets on four paws, tradition turned to law by paranoid
humans. What Weres did in their own houses, though, was their own business. The moonlit trail would be

busy tonight.

Ivy’ sfoot twitched like acat’ stal as she sat, turning her magazine over to hide the headline. | had to
work to keep agtraight face. It wasn't often that she was smitten enough by anyoneto look like ahigh
schooler with acrush. And it wasn't that she was obvious about it, but she was so closed with her
emotionsthat any indication of attraction was as clear asfinding love notes strewn on her bedroom floor.
She' d probably recognized the sound of his car and had goneto tidy up, using the excuse of lowering the
musiC.

“Y ou should have caled me when the demon showed,” David said, edging to the door.

Jenks swings clattered as he darted from the desk to the center of the room. “1 was there to save her
ass” he sad belligerently, then added abelated, “Hi, David. Who' syour friend?’

“ThisisHoward, my old partner,” David said, and Jenks' s head bobbed up and down.
“Oh, yeah. Y ou gtink for awitch. Whatcha been doing?’

Howard laughed, the sound echoing into the rafters and setting the pixies giggling. “ Some fregance work.
Thank you, Mr. Jenks. I'll take that as a compliment.”

“It'sjust Jenks,” the pixy muttered, giving Howard an unusua, cautious look as he landed on my
shoulder.

Ivy was making eyes at David from over the crackers, and the small man started edging toward the door
inearnest. “ Do you want meto stay until sunup? Just in case?’

“Good God, no!” | exclaimed. “I’'m on holy ground. I'm as safe here asif | wasin my mother’ sarms.”

“We vemet your mother,” vy said lightly. “ That does’t indtill any confidence.”



“What isthis, pick-on-Rachd night?’ | said, tired of it. “| can take care of mysdf.”

No one said anything, the silence broken by a gtifled laugh from the rafters. | looked up, but the pixies
had hidden themsdlves.

“Guess what she' sdoing tonight?’ Jenks said, leaving me to escort aquickly retreating David and
Howard to the door. “Making alist of people who want to kill her, followed by waysto detect demon
summoning.”

“Shetold me.” David retied his coat closed and headed for the door. “Don’t forget to put Nick on
there”

“Got him,” | said, flopping into my chair and scowling at Ivy. She chased David away amogt every time.
“Thanks, Jenks,” | shot at the pixy, but he wasn't listening as he opened the door for David and rose up
out of the cold draft.

David turned & the threshold. Behind him, Howard was heading down the stepsto an unfamiliar Sation
wagon. Parked by the curb was David’ sgray sportscar. “’Bye, Rachel,” David said, the light over the
door glinting on hisblack hair. “Cal metomorrow if | don’t see you. Summoning demons usudly results
inaclam or two being filed. When | get back to the office, I’ [l seeif anything unusua has comein.”

My eyebrowsrose, and | made amenta note to add insurance clamsto thelist. David worked at one of
the largest on-paper insurance companies in the United States and had access to just about everything,
giventime. Actudly, maybe!’d cal Glenn at the FIB to seeif they had any complaints recently. They
kept gresat records to compensate for their utter lack of Inderlander talents.

“Thanks, I'll dothat,” | said as David followed his old partner out and shut the door.

Ivy frowned at the dark foyer, Sipping her drink as one foot bobbed up and down. Seeing me track the
motion, sheforced it ill. | jumped at the high-pitched burst of noise from my desk, eyeswidening as
four stresks of slver raced out from it and into the back of the church. A crash brought me around in my
sedt, and | wondered what had just falen off the overhead rack in the kitchen.

And soit begins....

“Jack!” came Matdind s shrill cry, and she zipped out of the desk after them. Jenks intercepted her, and
the two had arapid high-pitched discussion in the hallway punctuated by bursts of ultrasonic sound that
made my head hurt.

“Honey,” Jenks coaxed when she dowed enough that we could hear them again. “Boyswill be boys. I'll
talk to them and make them apologize.”

“What if they had done that when your cat camein!” she shrilled. “What then?’
“But they didn’t,” he soothed. “ They waited until she was secure.”

Hand shaking as she pointed to the back of the church, shetook a bregath to Sart in again, gulping it back
when Jenks kissed her soundly, wrapping her dim form in hisarms and body, their wings somehow not
tangling asthey hovered in the hdlway.

“I'll take care of it, love,” he said when they parted, his emotion so earnest that | dropped my eyes,
embarrassed. Matalinafled to the desk in adusting of mortified red, and after grinning at usin some
masculine display of ... masculinity, Jenks flew to the back of the church.



“Jack!” he shouted, the dust dipping from him abrilliant gold. *Y ou know better than that. Get your
brothers and get out here. If | haveto dig you out, I’m going to clip your wings!”

“Huh.” Ivy’slong fingers carefully picked up acracker. “I'll havetotry that.”
“What?' | asked, shifting to prop my clipboard up on my knees.
Ivy blinked dowly. “Kissing someone from agitation into bliss”

Her smile widened to show adip of teeth, and adiver of ice dropped down my spine. Fear mixed with
anticipation, as unstoppable as jerking my hand from aflame. And vy could senseit aseasly asshe
could see my embarrassed flush.

Pulling hersalf upright, she stood. | blinked up at her as she stretched, and brushing past mein awave of
vampire incense, she headed for the door asthe doorbell rang.

“I gotit,” she said, her pace provocative. “ David left hishat.”

My exhded breath was dow and long. Damn it, | was not an adrendinejunkie. And vy knew we
weren't going to shift our relationship in ether direction. Still...the potential wasthere, and | hated that
she could flip switchesin me as easily as| could flip themin her. Just ’ cause you can do something,
doesn’'t mean you should, right?

Exasperated with mysdlf, | grabbed the empty cracker plate and headed for the kitchen. Maybe | needed
amidnight run mysdf to clear my head of al the vamp pheromonesin there.

“Catinthehouse!” camelvy’scdl, and then adifferent voicefiltered in, stopping me cold.

“Hi, I’'m Marshd.”

If the mellow, attractive voice hadn’t jerked meto a hdt, the name would have, and | spun in the hallway.
“Youmust belvy,” theman added. “IsRache in?’

Four

“Marshd?’ | exclamed as my thoughts redligned and | figured out who was standing in our threshold.
“What are you doing here?’ | added as | headed back.

He shrugged and smiled, and the cracker plate dangled from my hand as| pushed past abelligerent Ivy
to give him aone-armed hug. Dropping back a step, | warmed, but damn, it was good to see him. | had
felt redly guilty watching him swim back to hisboat last spring, having to go on hearsay that he made it
back dl right and that the Mackinaw Weres were leaving him aone. But not contacting him had been the
best thing to ensure his anonymity and safety.

Thetdl, wide-shouldered man continued to grin. “ Jenks left his hat on my boat,” he said, extending the
red leather cap to me.

“Y ou did not come al the way down herefor that,” | said as| took it, then squinted at the dark shadow
of an infant beard on him. “Y ou’'ve got hair! When did you get hair?’

Taking off hisknitted cap, he ducked his head to show itsfuzz. “Last week. | brought the boat in for the
season, and when I’ m not wearing awet suit, | can let it al grow back.” Hisbrown eyes pinched in mock
agony. “l itch like crazy. Everywhere.”
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Ivy had moved back a step, and setting the cracker plate on the table beside the door, | took hisarm and
pulled him in. The scent of his short wool coat was strong, and | breathed it in, thinking | could smell gas
fumes mixing with the sirong redwood smell that meant witch. “Comeonin,” | said, waiting for himto
finish wiping his boots on the mat before he followed me into the sanctuary.

“Ivy, thisisMarshd,” | said, seeing her with her arms crossed over her middle and David' s hat in her
grip. “The guy who got me out to theidand a Mackinaw and let me run off with hisdiving gear.
Remember?’ It sounded stupid, but she hadn’t said anything yet, and | was getting nervous.

Ivy’seyetwitched. “ Of course. But Jenksand | didn’t see him at the high school pool when we returned
his stuff, so | never met him. It sapleasure.” Dropping David' s hat on the smdll table beside the door,
she extended her hand, and Marsha took it. He was till smiling, but it was growing thin.

“Wadll, thisisit,” | said, gesturing to the sanctuary and the rest of the unseen church. “Proof that I’ m not
crazy. Y ou want to St down? Y ou don't have to leave right away, do you? Jenkswill want to say hi.” |
was babbling, but Ivy wasn't being nice, and she d aready driven one man out of the church tonight.

“Sure. | can tay for aminute.” Marsha took his coat off as he followed me to the furniture clustered in
the corner. | watched him take a deep breath of the chili-scented air, and | wondered if he'd stay if |
asked. Plopping mysdf down in my chair, | gave him aonce-over as Marshd eased hislean svimmer’s
body down to the edge of the couch. Clearly not yet ready to relax, the tall man sat on the edge with his
amsflat on hislegs.

Marsha was wearing jeans and adark green pullover that had a backwoods ook to it, the color going
well with his honey-colored skin. He looked great Sitting there, even if his eyebrows weren't grown in yet
and he d nicked himself shaving. | remembered how utterly in control he had looked on his boat, dressed
inaswimsuit and an unzipped red windbresker that showed skin so smooth it glistened and beautiful,
beautiful abs. God, he had had nice abs. Must be from dl the swvimming.

Suddenly shocked, | froze. Guilt turned my skin cold, and | settled into my chair, heartache riding high
where enthusiasm had just flowed. | had loved Kigten. | till loved him. That I’ d forgotten for even an
instant was both asurprise and apain. I’ d been listening to Ivy and Jenkslong enough to know thiswas
part of my pattern of getting hurt and then finding someone to hide the pain with, but | wasn't going to be
that person anymore. | couldn’t afford to be. And if | saw it, | could stop it.

But it wasredly good to see Marshd. Hewas proof that | didn’t kill everyone | camein contact with,
and that was awelcome relief.

“Uh,” | sammered when | redized no onewastaking. “1 think my old boyfriend stole some of your gear
before he went off the bridge. Sorry.”

Marsha’ swandering attention lighted briefly on the bruise on my neck beforerising to my eyes. | think he
recognized something had shifted, but he wasn't going to ask. “ The FIB found my stuff on the shorea
week |ater. No problem.”

“I didn’t have aclue hewasgoing to do that,” | said. “I’'mredly sorry.”
Hesmiled faintly. “I know. | saw the news. Y ou look good in cuffs”

Ivy leaned against the wdll by the hallway where she could see both of us. Shelooked |eft out, but that
was her own fault. She could sit down and join us. | flashed her aglance, which sheignored, then turned
to Marshd. “You didn't redly drive al theway down hereto give Jenks his hat, did you?’



“No...” Marshd dropped his head. “I’'m herefor an interview at the university, and | wanted to seeif
you were jerking me around or if you really did have ajob where you thought you could take on an entire
Were pack aone.”

“I wasn't done” | sad, flustered. “ Jenks was with me.”

Ivy uncrossed her ankles and pushed herself away from thewall an instant before Jenks zipped in, wings
clattering. “Marshd!” the exuberant pixy shouted, dust dipping from him to make a sunbeam on the floor.
“Holy crap! What the hell are you doing here?’

Marshal’ sjaw dropped. For an ingtant, | thought he was going to stand up, but then hefell al the way
back into the couch. “ Jenks?’ He ssammered. His eyes were wide as he looked at me and | nodded. “I
thought you were kidding about him being a pixy.”

“Nope,” | said, enjoying Marshd’ sdisbelief.
“What you doin’ here, old dog!” the pixy said, darting from one side of him to the other.

Marshal gestured helplesdy. “1 don’t know what to do. Y ou were six feet tdl the last time | saw you. |
can't shake your hand.”

“Jugt gtick your hand out,” vy said dryly. “Let him land oniit.”

“Anything to get him to stop flying around,” | said loudly, and Jenks settled on the table, hiswings going
sofast | could fed adraft.

“It'sgreat to seeyou!” Jenks said again, making me wonder just why we were so glad to see Marshal.
Maybe it was because he had hel ped us when we redly needed it at great risk to himself when he owed
usnothing. “Crap on my daises,” Jenks said, rising up and settling back down. “Ivy, you should have
seen hisface when Rachd told him we were going to rescue her ex-boyfriend from an idand full of
militant Weres. | ill can't believe hedidit.”

Marshd smiled. “Neither can |. She looked like she could use some help was all.”

Ivy made aquestioning face at me, and | shrugged. Okay, seeing mein atight rubber suit might have
swayed hisdecision, but it wasn't asif | had dressed up to romance help out of him.

Marshd'’ s eyes darted to Ivy when she pushed herself into motion. Sleek and predatory, she eased onto
the couch beside him, angling hersdlf so her back was to the armrest, one knee pulled up to her chin, the
other draped over the edge of the couch. Her magazine did to the floor when she bumped it, and she
pointedly set it on the table between us with the headlines showing. Shewas acting like ajedous
girlfriend, and | didn’t likeiit.

“Huh,” Jenks said, asmile on him as helooked at me stting with my hands clasped primly in my lap and
that unusua amount of space between Marsha and myself. “1 guess you can teach ayoung witch new
tricks”

“Jenkd” | exclaimed, knowing he was talking about me distancing mysalf from Marshd, but the poor
witch didn’t have aclue. Thank God. Incensed, | made a snatch for the pixy, and the laughing four-inch
man settled himsdf on Marshd’ s shoulder. Marshd gtiffened but didn’t move but for tilting hishead and
trying to see Jenks.

“You said you were herefor aninterview?’ lvy said pleasantly, but | didn’t trust her mood asfar as|
could throw her. Which was about three feet on agood day.



Moving carefully asif Jenks might leave, Marshd eased into the cushions and away from her. “ At the
univerdity,” he said, showing signs of nervousness.

“What' sthejob?’ vy questioned, and | could amost hear her think “Janitor?” Though not saying one
crossword, shewasn't being nice, like I’ d asked him to come over to betray Kisten's memory.

Marshal must have picked up onit, too, for he shifted hiswide shoulders and tilted hishead to crack his
neck, clearly anervoustick. “I’d be coaching the swim team, but once I’'m on the payrall, | can put infor
ared teaching pogtion.”

“Teachingwhat?" Jenks asked suspicioudly.

At that, Marshd smiled. “Minor ley line manipulations. More of ahigh school course than anything ese.
A primer to bring deficient students up for the hundred-level classes”

Clearly vy wasn't impressed. But she probably didn’t know that he had to be a afour-hundred level to
ingruct anyonein anything. | had no ideawhere my ley line proficiency put me, seeing as| waspicking it
up as | went aong, learning what | had to when | needed it, not what was safe or prudent in a steadly,
progressive pace.

“Cincinnati doesn’'t haveaswim team,” lvy said. “ Sounds like quite ajob to build one.”

Marsha’ s head bobbed, and the stubble on it caught the light. “It will be. Normally | wouldn't even try
for the position, but | earned my bachelor’ s here, and coming back feelsright.”

“Hey!” Jenksexclaimed, and | shivered in the draft from hiswings. “Y ou’rea Cincy boy! What year did
you graduate?’

“Class of 2001,” he said proudly.
“Holy crap, you're dmost thirty?” the pixy said. “ Damn, you look good!”

“Almogt?No, I'm pagtit,” he said, clearly unwilling to divulge just how much. But since he was awitch, it
didn’t realy matter. “It' sthe swimming,” he said softly, then looked at Ivy asif he knew she was going to
look up hisrecords. “I mgjored in business management, and | used my degreeto start Marshd’s
Mackinaw Wrecks.” Disappointment flickered over him. “But that’ s not going to work anymore, so here
| am.”

“Too cold?” Jenks said, ether ignoring that we were likely the reason it wasn't working anymore or
trying to makelight of it. “God, | froze my nuggie plums off in that water.”

| winced, thinking Jenks s mouth was getting steadily worse. Almost asif he had to prove he wasaman
infront of Marshal, and the way to do it was to be as raunchy as he could. But | had heard the hint of
blamein Marshd’swords.

“The Mackinaw Weres found out you had something to do with me getting onto theidand, didn’t they,” |
said, knowing | was right when he looked at his water-stained yellow leather boots. Shit. “I'm sorry,
Marshd,” | said, wishing now I’ d just knocked him on his head and stolen his stuff. At least he'd il
have hisbusiness. I'd done theright thing, and it had hurt him in the long run. Wherewasthejudticein
thet?

His smile was tight when he pulled his head up, and even Ivy |ooked apologetic. “Don’'t worry about it,”
hesad. “1 didn't lose anything that mattered in thefire.”



“Fire?’ | whispered, appalled, and he nodded.

“It wastime for meto come back,” he said, one shoulder risnginashrug. “I only started the diving
busnessso | could build the capita to get my master’s.”

Ivy’sfingers, drumming on the couch, went still. “Y ou' refinishing your degree?’

Saying nothing, Marshd ran his gaze over her asif estimating how great a threet she was and nodded.
“Hey, | haveto go. I’ ve got a couple of gpartments I’ m looking at tonight, and if | don’'t show on time,
the Redltor will probably figure it was a Halloween prank and leave.”

He stood, and | found mysdlf rising aswell. Jenks darted into the air, grumbling about not having anything
comfortable to put hisass on in the entire church before he landed on my shoulder. | wanted to go with
Marsha so the Redltor wouldn't convince him to take arattrap that would be noisy with humans after
sunup, but he probably knew Cincinnati aswell as| did. Not much changed fast, despite the Sze of the
city. Besdes, | didn’t want to give him thewrong idea.

Ivy stood as Marsha shrugged into his coat. “Nice to meet you, Marsha,” she said, then turned her back
on him as she walked out. Five seconds later, | heard her taking the lid off the dow cooker, and anew
wave of tomato, beans, and spices wafted out.

“Canyou gay for dinner?’ | found mysalf asking, not knowing why, except that he had helped Jenks and
me, and | owed him. “We actualy cooked tonight. Chili.”

Marshal’ s eyes went to the top of the dark halway. “No, but thank you. I’'m having dinner with acouple
of guysfrom schooal. | just wanted to bring Jenks his hat and say hi.”

“Oh, okay.” Of course he’ d have friends here. | was being stupid.

| followed him to the door to see him out, my eyeslanding on Jenks sleather cap, back after months of
being with Marshd. | was glad to see him, and | wished he could stay, but it was tinged with depression
from the guilt thet | even wanted him to.

Glowing ahot gold, Jenks hovered at eye-height beside Marsha as| reached to open the door. “It’'s
good to seeyou, Marsh-man,” hesaid. “If it waswarmer, I’d show you my stump.”

Theway he said it dmost sounded like athreat, and | could see Marshd thinking about it as he dowly
buttoned his coat, probably trying to decide if he was serious or not. | wanted to talk to Marshal aone
for amoment, but Jenks wasn't leaving.

Jenks suddenly noticed that neither of uswastaking, and when | made aface at him, he dropped in
height. “If you want meto go, you just haveto say s0,” he said sullenly, then darted off to leave afading
sprinkling of pixy dust to glow on the floor for amoment. My blood pressure dropped, and | smiled a
Marshd.

“That was the most excellent charm I’ ve ever seen,” Marshal said softly, hiseyes dark to takein the
limited light in the foyer, “ making him human-sze, then smdl again.”

“It'snot half as excdlent as the person who actualy madeit for me,” 1 said, thinking that Ceri should get
her just dues. “1 just invoked it.”

Marshal took his hat out of hiswide pocket and put it on. | felt atwinge of relief when he reached for the
door, then guilt that I’ d enjoyed seeing him again. God, how long will | haveto live like this? Marsha
hestated. Turning back, he searched my face. | slently waited, not knowing what might come out of his



mouth.
“I, ah—1"m not interfering in something, am 17’ he asked. “With your roommate?’

| grimaced, cursing both Ivy for her jeal ousness and Jenksfor his protective nature. God hel p them, were
they that obvious?

“No,” | said quickly, then dropped my gaze. “It’ snot that. My boyfriend...” | took abreath and lowered
my voice 0 it wouldn't break. “1 just lost my boyfriend, and they both think Il jJump into bed with the
first guy to comeinto the church ssmply to fill the ache heleft behind.” A fear that is both understandable
and at the same time unnecessary.

Marshd shifted hisweight back. “The guy that went over the bridge?’ he asked quizzicaly. 1 thought
you didn't likehim.”

“Not him,” | said, flicking my eyesto hisand away. “My boyfriend after him. Kisten was. ..important to
both vy and me. He died to prevent an undead vampire from binding meto him...I don’t remember it,
but | know hedid. And | fill...” | closed my eyes, alump in my throat. “1 fill misshim,” | said
miserably.

| looked at Marsha, needing to see what he thought. His face was carefully blank of expression. “He
died?’ he said, and | nodded, looking away.

“I think I understand,” he said as he reached to touch my shoulder, and guilt tweaked through me as|
soaked in the support radiating from him. “1’m really sorry about your boyfriend. Um...1 didn’t know. |
should have cdled before coming over. I'll just, uh, go.”

His hand dipped away, and my head came up. “Marshd,” | said, reaching to take hisdeeve, and he
stopped. | |et go, then glanced behind me at the empty church, then back to him. | loved Kisten, but |
hed to try to start living again. The pain would ebb only if | pushed it out with something good. Marshdl
patiently waited, and | took a deep breath.

“I'd liketo seeyou again,” | said, miserable. “If you want. | mean, | redly can’'t handle having a
boyfriend right now, but I’ ve got to get out of this church. Do something.” His eyeswidened, and |
blurted, “Never mind.”

“No, no!” hesaid. “That’scool.” He heditated, then shrugged. “To be honest, I’'m not looking for a
girlfriend either.”

| kind of doubted that, but | nodded, grateful he pretended to understand.
“There used to be a place by the waterfront that had really good pizza,” he offered.

“Piscary’s?” | dmogt panicked. Not Kisten'sold dance club. “Uh, it'sclosed,” | said, which wasthe
truth. The e aborate apartments underground were now the property of Rynn Cormel. And since he
wasn't apartier, he had gutted the upper rooms and turned them into aday residencefor hisliving guests
and staff. But it till had one hell of akitchen. Or so Ivy said.

Weight shifting to one foot, Marshd frowned in thought. “ Don’t the Howlers have an exhibition gamethis
week? | haven't seen them play in years”

“I’'m banned,” | said, and he looked a me asif he thought | was joking.

“From the Howlers?' he said. “Maybe we could just have lunch or something.”



“Okay,” | said dowly, not knowing if | could actudly do this.

His smile widened and he opened the door. “I have that interview tomorrow, but | was going to go look
at some apartments before that. If | treat you to coffee, will you tell me which ones are overcharging me?
Unlessyou' reworking...”

“Two days before Halloween?” | clasped my arms about me in the sudden chill. | hadn’t expected to do
anything this soon, and now | was having second thoughts. | thought of backing out on the excuse of
needing to track down a demon summoner before sundown tomorrow, but | had to give my sourcestime
to work. | stunk at research, and | knew enough people who enjoyed it to passit off onthem. “Sure,” |
reluctantly said. It was coffee. How bad could it be?

“Perfect,” he said, and | froze when he eased forward. Before it could become a hug, or worse, akiss, |
stuck out my hand. Marshal tried to make his shift to my hand naturd, but it was kind of obvious, and his
fingers dipped from mine dmost immediately. Embarrassed by my guilt and misery, | looked down.

“I'msorry you're il hurting,” he said sincerdly as he stepped back onto the stoop. The light from the
sgn above the door made shadows on him. His eyes, when | met them, held a soft emotion, black from
the low light, nothing more. “I’ [l see you tomorrow. About noon?’

| nodded as| tried to think of something to say—but my mind was empty. Marshal smiled onelast time
before taking the steps lightly and heading for the new-model, chrome-plated sport utility at the curb.
Numb, | backed up into the church, my shoulder thumping painfully into the doorjamb and gartling me
back into redity. Heartache swelled as | shut the door and leaned back against it to stareinto the
sanctuary.

| had to gtart living again, even if it killed me.

Five

The soft click of teeth on the knob of my bedroom door stirred me, but it wasn't until awet nose snuffled
inmy ear that | truly woke up, with apulse of adrenaline that was better than chugging three cups of
coffee.

“David!” | exclaimed, jerking upright and scooting back to the headboard, my covers pulled to my neck.
“How did you get in here?’” Pulse hammering, my panic subsided, turning to irritation when | saw his
pricked ears and hisdoggy smile. My gaze did to my clock. Eleven? Damnit, | had agood hour left
before the darm was going to ring. Irritated, | flicked the aarm off. No way would | get back to deep
now. Not after aWere sverson of awet willy.

“What' sthe matter? Y our car not starting?’ | asked the large, gangly wolf, but he only sat on his
haunches and let histongue loll as he stared at me with hisluscious brown eyes. “Get out of my room. |
haveto get up. I’m meeting someone for coffee,” | said, making shooing motions with one hand.

At that, David snuffed anegation, and | hesitated.

“I’'m not meeting someone for coffee?’ | said, ready to believe him. “Is vy okay?Isit Jenks?’ Worried,
| swung my feet to thefloor.

David put hisfront paws, each asbig as a saucer, to either side of me to keep me sitting. His breath was
warm, and he gave me acomforting lick. He wouldn't get thisclosein his people skin, but wearing fur
seemed to bring out the softer side of most Weres.
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| eased back, deciding everything was okay. He didn’t look worried. “ Talking to youisliketakingto a
fish,” I complained, and David huffed, his claws clicking on the hardwood floor as he got off my bed.

“Y ou want some clothes?’ | asked, seeing as he probably hadn’t woken me up for the hell of it. If it
wasn't car problems, maybe he had forgotten to bring something to changeinto. “Y ou might fitin Jenks's
old suff.”

David bobbed his head, and after a brief thought of my amost-nakedness, | got out of bed and snagged
my robe from the back of achair. “| kept apair of hisswesats,” | said as| shrugged into the blue terry
cloth and tied it closed with an abrupt, embarrassed haste, but David had turned to the hallway, the
perfect gentleman. Feding awkward, | dragged abox down from my closet shelf and dropped it on my
bed. Not that we had alot of naked men in our church, but | wasn’t going to throw out Jenks' s old
clothes from when he had been people-size.

The scent of Queen Ann€e' slace came to me when | wrestled the box open. Fingers searching through
the cool fabric, my dight headache eased and the smdll of growing things and sunshine rose high. Jenks
smdlled good, and it hadn’t washed out.

“Hereyou go,” | said when | found the sweats and extended them to him.

His brown eyes sheepish, David carefully took them in his mouth before padding to the dim hallway, the
oak floorboards glowing with morning sun reflecting in from the living room and kitchen. Shuffling to the
bathroom, | decided he had probably locked himsalf out of his car and change of clothes—which left me
curious as to where the ladieswere. David didn’t seem to be distressed, and | knew he would beif either
one of them had aproblem.

Wondering how David knew | didn’'t have a coffee date when | hadn’t even told him | had one to begin
with, | shuffled into the bathroom and quietly shut the door to keep everyone who was degping, deeping.
It was nearing the golden hour of noon when the church went silent—Ivy and me adeep and the pixies
just settling down for their four-hour na.

Hanging on the back of the door, my costume thumped, and | quieted it, listening for the hum of pixy
wings. | fingered the supple leather in the silence, hoping | would get a chance to weer it. | was pretty
much church-bound after dark until | nailed whoever was sending Al after me. And Haloween wasn't a
holiday to be missed.

Since the Turn—the nightmarish three years following the supernatural species coming out of the
closst—the holiday had been gaining strength until now it was celébrated for an entire week, becoming
the unofficia celebration for the Turnitself.

The Turn actudly began in the late summer of sixty-six when humanity began dying of avirus carried by a
bioengineered tomato that was supposed to feed the growing populations of the third-world countries,
but it was on Halloween that we celebrated it. That was the day Inderland had decided to come out of
the closet before humanity found us by way of the “why aren’t these people dying?’ question. It had been
thought that Halloween might ease the panic, and it had. Mogt of the surviving human population thought
it was ajoke, easing the chaosfor aday or two until they redized that we hadn’t eaten them yesterday,
so0 why would we today?

They il threw abloody-hdll tantrum, but at least it had been aimed at the bioengineers who designed the
accidentally lethd fruit instead of us. No one had been o tactless asto make the holiday officia, but
everyone took the week off. Human bosses didn’t say, er, boo when their Inderland employees called in
sick, and no one even mentioned the Turn. We did throw tomatoes instead of eggs, though, put peeled
onesin bowlsand called them eyeballs, stacked them up on our porches aong with carved pumpkins,



and generdly tried to gross-out the human population that wouldn'’t touch the no-longer-lethal red fruit.
If I was stuck in my church for the night, | was going to be ticked.

By thetime | finished aquick morning prep and was headed for the kitchen, David was changed and a
the table, with coffee brewing and two empty mugs waiting. The hat he had forgotten yesterday was
beside him, and he looked good sitting there with athick black stubble heavy on him and hislong black
hair loose and flowing. I’ d never seen him so casua before, and it was nice.

“’Morning,” | said around ayawn, and he turned to acknowledge me. “Did you and the ladieshave a

good run?’

He was smiling, his brown eyes showing his pleasure. “Mmmm. They headed home from here on paws,
confident enough without me. That’swhy I’'m here, actudly.”

| sat at my spot at the table, the bright sun and the scent of coffee making my head hurt. Therewasa
stack of late-night newspapers opened to the obituaries that I’ d gone through before bed. There had
been nothing obvious, but Glenn, my FIB contact, was running the three young witches I’ d found there
through their database to seeif they were known acquaintances. One had died of a heart attack at age
thirty, another of abrain aneurism, and the third of sudden appendicitis—which had once been a
common, pre-Turn expression for amagic misfire. Soon as| got thismorning’ s edition, I’d pass any
more likely candidates on to Glenn. He was working Halloween since he was a human and didn’t
celebrateit; he policed it.

“I thought you' d locked yourself out of your car,” | said, and he chuckled.
“No. | would have just run the rest of theway homeif | had. | wanted to ask you about a pack tattoo.”

My eyebrowsrose. “Oh?’ Most Were packs had aregistered tattoo, but | hadn’t seen the need, and
David was used to standing alone.

Seeing my reluctance, David shrugged. “It’ stime. Serenaand Kaly are confident enough to be on their
owninfur, and if they don’t have asign of pack recognition, someone might think they’re curs.” He
hestated. “ Serenaespecidly is getting cocky. And there' s nothing wrong with that. She has every right,
but unless she has an obvious way to show her status and affiliation, someone will chalenge her.”

The coffeemaker finished with ahiss. | got up, eager for the distraction. I’ d never given it much thought,
but the tattoos that Weres decorated themsel ves with had ared and significant purpose. They probably
prevented hundreds of skirmishes and potentid injuries, alowing the multitude of packsthat lived in
Cincy to get dong with minimd friction.

“Okay,” | said dowly, pouring out the coffee into his mug first. “What were you thinking of 7’ | don't
want atattoo. The damn things hurt!

Clearly pleased, David took amug when | came back and offered it. “ They’ ve put their heads together
and came up with something with you in mind.”

Images of broomsticks and crescent moons danced in my head, and | cringed.

The Were leaned forward, the pleasant scent of musk giving avay his eagerness. “ A dandelion, but with
black fluff instead of white.”

Oh, coal, | thought, and seeing my reaction, David smiled with one side of his mouth. “I takeit that's
okay, then?’ he asked, blowing across his coffee.



“I suppose | ought to get one, too?” | asked, worried.

“Unlessyou want to berude,” he admonished gently. “ They put alot of thought into it. It would mean a
lot to themif youwould.”

A breath of guilt wafted through me, and | hid it behind agulp of scalding coffee. | hadn’t done much
with Serenaand Kally. Maybe we could get our tattoos together. Oh, God, I’m going to be a hundred
and sixty with aflower on my ass.

“You, ah, said | don't have acoffee date?’ | said, changing the subject. “What do you know that |
don't?’

David nodded to ascrap of paper in the middle of thetable, and | pulled it closer. “ Jenkslet mein before
he headed off for hisnap,” hesaid. “Matdina...”

Hiswords drifted to nothing, and | looked up from Jenks s note. “What about her?’

“She'sfine” he said, easing my worry. “But she was going to bed early, and there was no need for him
to stay up to man the door if | was here, so | told himto go.”

| nodded and turned my attention back to the note, uneasy about Mataina, but glad that Ivy and | had
broken Jenks of answering the phone without taking a message. According to the note, Marshd’s
interview had been moved from tonight to this morning, and he wanted to know if we could get together
at about three ingtead. Plenty of time to do something before Al started gunning for me after sundown.
Therewas anumber, and | couldn’t help but smile. Below it was another number with the cryptic
message JOB, and Jenks sreminder that rent was due on Thursday thefirst, not Friday the second or
Monday thefifth.

“I should get home,” David said softly as he rose and took another gulp from hismug. Hat in hand, he
sad, “Thanksfor the coffee. I'll let Serenaand Kaly know you like their idea.”

“Um, David,” | said, and | saw his brow crease at the sound of vy moving about. “ Do you think they’d
mind if | went with them when they got their tattoos?’

His sun-darkened face broke into asmile, the faint wrinkles about his eyes degpening in pleasure. “| think
they'd likethat. I'll ask them.”

“Thanks,” | said, and he jumped at a bumping sound from Ivy’sroom. “Y ou’ d better get going unless
you want to be here when she gets up.”

Hewas slent ashisface reddened. “I’ll lope in to work later and check out the recent clamsfor possible
demon damage. Therewon’t be anyonein two days before Halloween, so | won't haveto explain
mysdf.”

“Thisign'tillegd, isit?’ | asked suddenly. “I’ ve gotten you in enough trouble asit is.”

David ssmile was easy and abit devilish. “No,” he said, shrugging with one shoulder. “But why draw
attention to yoursdf? Don't worry about it. If someonein Cincy issummoning demons, any claimswill be
odd enough to be flagged for investigation. At least you'll know then if it'saloca threat. Help you
narrow your suspects.”

| drew my coffee closer and dumped into the hard chair. “ Thanks, David. | appreciateit. If | can shut
down the guy summoning Al, then | won’'t have to take Minias up on hisoffer.” | didn’t want ademon’s
summoning name, especidly Al's. Unusable or not.



A diver of worry dipped between my thought and reason, and | forced my smileto be light, but David
saw it. Coming closer, he put asmal but powerful hand on my shoulder. “We Il get him. Don't do
anything with that demon. Promise?’

| winced, and David sighed when | didn’t say anything. There was a soft cresk of adoor opening, and
David garted like adeer. “I'll, uh, bring Jenks s swesats back later, okay?’ he muttered, then grabbed his
hat and almost ran for the back door, red faced, as| chuckled.

Still smiling, | stretched for the phone and brought Jenks s note with the number for the potentia job
closer. | wasn't going to work until after Halloween, but it would be nice to have something lined up for
thefirgt of the month. Besides, | didn’t have anything eseto do this afternoon but surf the Net for loca
demon sghtings and bug Glenn for hisfindings.

And that, | thought as | reached for the phone, would only dow him down.

Six

The muffled thump, thump, thump of the rubber sedl of the revolving door overtook the street noise and
turned into the echoing sound of sporadic voicesas| entered Carew Tower. It had grownwarm, sol’d
left my coat in the car, deeming jeans and a sweater would be enough until the sun went down—and I’d

be back in my church by then. Hoping | didn’t lose my signdl, | tried to catch what Marsha was saying
as| held my phone to my ear and waited for my eyesto adjust to the dimmer light.

“I'mredly sorry, Rachel,” Marshal said, sounding embarrassed. “ They asked me to comein early when
someone canceled, and it wasn't like | could say no.”

“No, it'sokay,” | said, glad | was my own boss, even if my boss was an idiot sometimes. Stepping
ingde, | shifted out of the foot traffic and took my sunglasses off. “1 had an errand come up, so thismight
work out better anyway. Y ou want to grab a coffee a Fountain Square?’ Threeisgood. Not breakfast,
not lunch. A nice, safe hour with no expectations attached. “The only thing is| have to be back on
hallowed ground by sunset,” | added, remembering. “I’ ve got ademon gunning for me until | can figure
out who's sending him to kill me and knock some senseinto him or her.”

Assoonas| sadit, | couldn’t help but wonder if | wastrying to drive him away. But Marshd laughed,
quickly sobering when heredlized | was serious. “Uh, how are your interviews going?’ | asked to break
the uncomfortable slence.

“Ask mein afew hours.” He groaned softly. “I’ ve got two more people to meet. | haven't kissed so
much asssince | accidentaly knocked acustomer off the dock.”

| chuckled, my gaze rising across the busy Iobby to the signs directing people to the devators. My smile
ended with aflash of guilt, then | got mad at mysdlf. | could laugh, damn it. Laughing was not saying | had
cared for Kisten less. He had loved to make me laugh.

“Maybe we should try tomorrow instead,” Marshd said softly, asif he knew why | was suddenly silent.

Tucking my shadesinto my bag, | headed for the express levators. | was meeting aMr. Doemoe at the
observation deck. Some people just love the cloak and dagger. “ There' sa coffee cart at Fountain
Square,” | suggested with abitter resolve. | can do this, damnit. It wasright next to a hot dog cart.
Kisten had liked hot dogs. A memory hit me—an image of Kisten in his snappy pin-striped work suit,
leaning casualy next to me againgt the huge planters at Fountain Square, smiling as he caught adrop of
mustard from the corner of his mouth, the wind ruffling his hair and him squinting from the sun. | felt my
stomach cave. God, | can’t do this!
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Marshd’ svoice intruded. “ Sounds grest. First one there buys. | take agrande with three sugarsand a
hint of cream.”

“Black, straight up,” | said, dmost numb. Hiding in my church because of heartache was worse than
hiding there because of ademon, and | didn’t want to be that person.

“Fountain Squareitis” Marshd sad. “I'll seeyou then.”

“Yougotit,” | replied as| passed the security desk. “And good luck!” | added, remembering what he
was doing today.

“Thanks, Rachd. 'Bye.”

| waited until | heard the phone disconnect, then whispered, “’ Bye,” before shutting the phone and
tucking it away. Thiswas harder than | had thought it would be.

My meancholy trailed behind me like a shadow as| went down the short hall, my thoughts dowly turning
to the upcoming client meeting. Theroof, | thought, rolling my eyes. Honestly, Mr. Doemoe had sounded
like amouse of aman when | called him earlier to set thisup. He d refused to come to the church, and |
hadn’t been ableto tell by phoneif he was nervous because he was a human asking awitch for help or if
he was just worried that someone was out to get him. Whatever. Thejob couldn’t be that bad. | had told
Jenksto stay home since it was ssimply an interview. Besides, | was running errands, and dragging Jenks
around when | went to the post office and FIB building was a mgjor waste of histime.

My trip to the FIB had been productive, and | now had information on my origind three witches plusan
additiona one from thismorning’ s obituaries. Apparently two of the recently dead witches knew each
other, seeing asthey had joint prior arrests for the crime of grave robbing. | thought it interesting that the
arresting 1.S. officer had been Tom Bansen, the same nagty little twerp who had tried to arrest me
yesterday.

Thiswaslooking easier dl thetime. Tom had dl the motive he needed to call ademon to take me
out—seeing as |’ d told him to shove hislittle demon-summoning club last year. He also had the
knowledgeto doit, being high upinthel.S.’ s Arcane Divison. That initself would make his
demon-summoning hobby harder to trace and recruitment easy ashe' d runinto al sorts of black-art
witches eager to make adeal. David was still checking recent claims for me, and if any of them pointed
to Tom, thel.S. officer and | were going to have a chat. We might have a chat anyway.

| redly didn't think it was Nick sending Al after me. | mean, | had migudged his character badly, but
actively sending ademon to kill me? My gaze unfocused in the memory of our last conversation, and as|
turned the corner, | saw one of the express elevator doors closing. Maybe | shouldn’t have been so
bitchy with him. He had sounded desperate.

Jogging forward, | called out for whoever wasin the elevator to hold it. A weathered, sturdy hand
gripped the door at the last moment to wedge it open. | darted inside the otherwise empty lift, turning to
the man to give him abreathless“ Thanks.” But my words caught in my throat and | froze.

“Quen!” | snapped, seeing the plague-scarred df standing in the corner. He smiled without showing his
teeth, and at the hint of amusement in hiseyes, it al fdl into place.

“Oh, hdll no,” | said, looking for the elevator panel for a button to push, but he was standing in front of it.
“You're Mr. Doemoe? Forget it. I'm not working for Trent.”

The older man hit the highest button, adjusted hisweight, and clasped his hands before him. “I wanted to



talk to you. Thiswasthe essest way.”

“Y ou mean thisisthe only way, ’ cause you know I’ d tell Trent he can shove his problem up an orifice,” |
sad.

“Asprofessond asdways, Ms. Morgan.”

His gravelly voice was mocking, and knowing | was trapped here until we reached the upper floors, |
dumped in the corner, not caring if | looked sullen for the cameras. | was sullen. | wasn't going totap a
line. You don't pull agun unlessyou're going to use it—and you don't tap alinein front of amaster of
ley line magic unless you want to be dammed up againgt the wall.

Quen’ssmilefaded. He appeared innocuousin hislong-deeved shirt and matching black pants, which
looked vaguely like auniform. Y eah, he was innocuous. Like black mamba innocuous. The man stood
only afew inchestdler than mein hisflat, soft-soled shoes, but he moved with aliquid grace that put me
on edge, asif hewas able to see mereact before | actually did. | wastrapped in atiny metal box with an
ef skilled in martid artsand black ley line magic. Maybe | should be nice. At least until the doors open.

His complexion was marred by the scars afew Inderlanders had come away with from the Turn, and his
roughened, dark skin only added to his presence. A vampire bite marked his neck, most of the white
scar tissue hidden by hishigh black collar. Piscary had given the scar to him in anger, and | wondered
how Quen was handling the new problem of having an unclaimed vampire bite, now that Piscary was
truly dead. | had one, too, but Ivy would kill any vampire who broke my skin, and dl of Cincy knew it.
Quen didn't have any such protection. Perhaps the bite was why he wanted to talk to me—if thiswasn't
about arun for Trent.

Quen was Trent Kalamack’ s eminently skilled security officer, one hundred percent deedly, though I'd
trust him with my lifeif he said he' d watch my back. Trent was just as dangerous without having earned
my trust, but he did his damage with words, not actions—a stinking politician at his best, amurderer at
hisworst. The financialy successful, attractive, charismatic hunk of man flesh efficiently ran most of
Cincinnati’ s underworld and the northern hemisphere sillega Brimstone trade. But what Trent could go
tojail for besdes being amurdering bastard—for which I’ d gotten him incarcerated for al of three hours
afew months ago—was hisworldwidetradeinillega biodrugs. What redlly stuck in my craw wasthet |
was dive because of them.

I”d been born with afairly common genetic defect among witches, Rosawood syndrome, where my
mitochondriakicked out an enzyme my body determined was an invader, the result being that | should
have died before the age of two. Because my dad had secretly been working closaly with Trent’ s dad
trying to save his species at thetime, Trent's dad had tinkered with the genetic makeup of my
mitochondria, modifying something just enough that the enzyme would beignored. | truly believe that he
hadn’t known the enzyme was what allowed my blood to kindle demon magic, and | thanked God the
only people who knew it were me and my friends. And Trent. And afew demons. And whatever
demonsthey told. And whomever Trent told. And Lee, of course, the only other witch Trent’s dad had
fixed.

Okay, so maybe it wasn't that good a secret anymore.

Trent and | were currently at an impasse, with metrying to put himinjal and him trying to buy my
services or kill me—depending on his mood—and while | could bring the house down on him if | went
public about hisillega biodrugs, I"d probably end up in medical confinement in Siberia—or, worse yet,
surrounded by salt water like Alcatraz—and he’ d be back on the streets and campaigning for redection
inlesstimethan it takes a pixy to sneeze. That’ sjust the kind of persona power the man had.



Anditisredly irritating, | thought, shifting my weight to my other foot asthe eevator dinged and the
doors did open.

Immediately | got out and jabbed at the “down” button. No way was | going to go through the hdlsto
the closet-sze secondary eevator and up to the roof with Quen. | wasimpulsive, not stupid. Quen
ghosted out as well, looking like abodyguard as he stood in front of the elevator doors until they closed
agan.

My eyeswent to the camerain the corner, itsfriendly red light blinking. I’ d stay there until another car
arrived. “Don’'t touch me,” | muttered. “ Thereisn’'t enough money in the world for meto work for Trent

again. He' samanipulative, power-hungry, spoiled only-child who thinks he' sabove thelaw. And hekills
people like ahomeless man opens a can of beans.”

Quen shrugged. “He saso loya to those who have earned histrugt, intelligent, and generous to those he
cares about.”

“And those he doesn't care about don't matter.” Hip cocked, | sllently waited, getting more annoyed.
Wherein hdl isthe devator?

“I wish you' d reconsider,” Quen said, and | jerked back when he pulled an amulet from his deeve. After
giving me a high-eyebrow look, he turned adow circuit, attention lightly fixed on the redwood disk
glowing afaint green. It was probably adetection amulet of somekind. | had onethat would tell meif
there were any deadly spellsin my vicinity, but I’d quit wearing it when it kept triggering the anti-theft
wardsinthemall.

Apparently satisfied, Quen did the amulet away. “I need you to go into the ever-after to retrieve an even
sample”

| laughed at that, and anger flickered over the older man. “ Trent just got Ceri’ssample,” | said, pulling
my shoulder bag tight to me. “I’ d think that would keep him busy for awhile. Besides, you couldn’t pay
me enough to go into the ever-after. Especidly not for a chunk of two-thousand-year-old deed elf.”

One of the devators behind me dinged, and | backed up to it, ready to make my escape.

“We know where atissue sampleis. We just need to get it,” Quen said, his gaze flicking behind me as
the doors opened.

| backed into it, standing so he couldn’t follow me. “How?’ | said, feding secure.
“Ceri,” hesad smply, fear flashing in the back of hiseyes.

The doors started to close, and | hit the“open” button. “Ceri?’ | questioned, wondering if thiswaswhy |
hadn’t seen much of her lately. She knew | hated Trent, but she was an €f and he was an ef—and seeing
as she had been born into royalty and he was azillionaire, it would be foolish to think that they hadn’t had
some contact the last few months, whether they liked each other or not.

Seeing my interest, Quen took amore confident stance. * She and Trent have been having tea every
Thursday,” he said softly, sneaking aguilty glance at the halway. “Y ou should thank her. He s absolutely
obsessad with her even as her demon smut terrifieshim. | think that’ s part of the attraction, actualy. But
he' s starting to consider that demon smut might not equal abad person. She saved my relationship with
him. Sheisavery wise woman.”

She ought to be, seeing as she had over athousand years of servitude to ademon. The doors started
closing again, and | hit the button for afew more seconds. “ Everything went to hell when Trent found out



you use black magic to protect him, eh?’
Quen didn’t shift, even maintaining his sedate breething, but hisvery tillnesstold me | wasright.
“S0?7’ | sad bdligerently.

“So he' sstarting to entertain the thought that you might be trustworthy, too. Will you at least consider it?
We need the sample.”

The reminder of my own demon-smut-laced soul bothered me, and | jabbed at the “close” button. No
freaking way. “ Get back to me later, Quen. Like ahundred years later.”

“We don't have ahundred years,” Quen said, desperation entering his voice. “We have eight months.”
Oh, shit.

| pushed mysdlf into motion, my shoulder bag catching on the doorsas | shoved my way past them.
Quen had moved back. Hislipsweretightly pressed, asif he wished he hadn’t had to say that to get me
to listen. “What do you mean, eight months? Asin one lessthan nine?’

Quen sad nothing. Didn't even look at me. And | didn’t dare touch him.

“Hegot her pregnant?’ | exclaimed, not caring who heard me. “The son of abitch! The stinking son of a
bitch!”

| was s0 angry, | was amost laughing. Quen’s jaw had clenched so tight his pox scars stood out white
and gark. “Will youdo it?’ he sad tiffly.

“l want to talk to Trent,” | said. No wonder Ceri was avoiding me. The woman was recovering from a
thousand years of demon servitude, and Trent goes and gets her pregnant! “Whereis he?’

“Shopping.”
My eyes narrowed. “Where?’
“Acrossthe street.”

Hewas shopping. A hundred to one it wasn't for baby booties or a car seat. Remembering Marsha and
our coffee date, | glanced out the cloudy window to estimate the time. It couldn’t be much past one

0 clock. Plenty of time. Unlessthiswas aruse and Trent was going to try to kill me—in which casel
might run alittlelate.

| hit the“down” button hard, and the elevator doors opened immediately. Shopping? He was shopping?
“After you,” | said, and followed Quen into the lift.

Seven

The thin heat from the sdewalk vanished when | turned the corner and entered the shadow of tall
buildings. “Whereishe?’ | said, holding my hair out of my face when | looked to Quen. He was beside
and alittle behind me, and it gave me the creeps.

The quiet, powerful man pointed with his eyes across the street, and when | followed hisgaze, | felt a
wash of gpprehension. OTHER EARTHLINGS COSTUMER, INC. Holy crap, Trent was picking out
aHalloween costume?
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| pushed mysdlf into motion and headed for the exclusive costumer. Well, why not? Trent had partiesto
goto like anyone el se. Probably more of them. But Other Earthlings? Y ou needed an appointment just to
walk in, especidly in October.

Hestating at the curb, | felt Quen’s presence dide up behind me. “Will you stop guarding me?” |
muttered, and Quen made alittle Sart.

“Sorry,” he said, then hastened to catch up when | crossed in the middle of the street. | caught him
glancing at the crosswalk and snickered. Y eah, me bad.

After amoment’s hesitation at the brassBY APPOINTMENT ONLY sign, | reached for the door only
to have someone from inside pull it open. The doorman looked serioudly brain-dead when | entered, but
before | could say anything, an older woman in acrisp peach skirt and jacket click-clacked to us, the
sound of her heels muffled when they found the thick white carpet. “I’ m sorry. We're closed to
wak-ins” thewoman said, her face amix of cool professionalism and polite disdain at my jeansand
swesater. “Would you like to make an gppointment for next year?’

My pulse quickened and | cocked my hip at her obvious but unspoken opinion that hell would freeze
over before I’ d ever have enough money to buy even acomplexion charm from them. | took a breath to
demand to seetheir hair straighteners, knowing their claim to be able to straighten any hair wouldn’t be
able to touch mine, when Quen settled in behind me, too close for my comfort.

“Oh! You'rewith Mr. Kdamack?’ she said, only the faintest blush marring the aged whiteness of her
complexion.

| glanced at Quen. “Not redly. I'm Rachel Morgan, and I’ ve got something to say to Mr. Kalamack. |
understand he' shere?’

The woman’ s mouth dropped open, and she came forward to take my hands. “You' re Alice's
daughter?’ she said breathlesdy. “Oh, | should have known. Y ou look just like her, or you would if she
wouldn't spell hersalf down. It is such a pleasure to meet you!”

Excuse me? She was pumping my arm up and down enthusiastically, and when | looked at Quen, he
seemed as mystified asme.

“We don't have any openingstoday, sweetheart,” she said, and | blinked at her familiarity. “But let me
talk to Renfold. He Il stay late for you. Y our mother’ s straightening charms have saved our reputation too

many times.”

“My mother’shair sraighteners?” | managed, grabbing her wrist and extraditing my hand from hers. |
was going to haveto talk to my mother. Thiswas so not-good. Just how long had she been making
bootleg charms?

The woman, Sylvia, according to aname tag outlined in green pearls, smiled and winked at me asif we
were grand friends. “Y ou don't think you' re the only person who has difficult-to-charm hair?” she said,
then reached to touch my hair fondly asif it were athing of beauty, not a constant bother. 1 will never
understand why no oneis satisfied with what nature givesthem. | think it'swonderful that you appreciate
yours”

“Appreciate’ wasn't the right word, but | didn’t want to stand here and discuss hair. “Uh, | need to
speak to Trent. HE s il here, right?”

Thewoman' ssurprisethat | was on afirg-name basis with the eminently eligible bachelor flashed across



her face. She glanced at Quen, who nodded, and with asoft “ Thisway, please,” she led usthrough the
store.

| felt better now that we were moving, even if the staff was whispering as Sylvialed us dong awandering
path through racks of scrumptious clothing. The store smelled wonderfully of expensive fabrics and exotic
perfumes, plus the snap of ozone that said ley line charms were made and invoked here. Other Earthlings
was an al-encompassing costumer, supplying the clothes, prosthetics as needed, and charmsto make
anyone into anyone ese. They weren't online, and the only way you could get their productswasto
make an appointment. | couldn’t help but wonder what Trent was going for, costumewise.

Quen was behind me again, and Sylvialed us past asmall back counter and to ashort hal with four
doors. They were set back like the entries to high-class hotel rooms, and from behind thelast, | could
hear Trent’svoice.

The soft murmur of it went right to my middle and twisted something. God, he had abeautiful voice: low,
resonant, and rich with unexplored undertones—Ilike shadowed mossin the sun-dappled woods. | was
certain his voice contributed to how well hedid in the city eections—if the generous donationsto
underprivileged children and hospitals weren't enough.

Clearly not hearing anything in Trent’ s voice but words, Sylviaknocked smartly on the door and entered
without waiting for an invitation. | hung back and let Quen go in ahead of me. | didn’t like being burst in
upon by rude slespeople, and they did sdll clothes here. And while seeing Trent in histighty-whities
would make my decade, I’ d found out long ago that | couldn’t stay mad at a man wearing nothing but
underwear. They looked so charmingly vulnerable.

Therich smdll of wool and leather struck deeper as| entered. Thelights were low at the perimeter of the
comfortably warm, low-cellinged room, helping to hide the open cupboards filled with racks of costumes,
hats, feathers, wings, and even tails—thingsthat ley line charms couldn’t easily cregte. To my right in the
shadows was alow table holding wine and cheese, to my left atal screen. Smack in the middle and
under can lights was an ankle-high round stage cradled in the lee of atrifold mirror. Low racks of amulets
surrounded it, the wood structures having the smoothness and color of hundred-year-old ash. And in the
center of it al was Trent.

Hewasn't aware | wasin the room, clearly trying to fend off the overenthusiastic attentions of the witch
helping him try on ley line amulets. Beside him was Jon, hisfreskishly tal lackey, and | bristled,
remembering him tormenting me when | had been amink trapped in Trent’ s office.

Trent frowned at his reflection and handed the clerk an amulet. Hishair flashed back to its usua
trangparent whiteness that some children have, and the witch began babbling, deducing that he wasn't
doing well. Trent was clean shaven and comfortably tan, with a smooth brow, green eyes, that gorgeous
voice, and acultivated laugh. A palitician through and through. He wasn't much taler than mewhen |
wasin heds, wearing his thousand-dollar silk-and-linen suit with the VOTE FOR KALAMACK pin
well. It accented histrim form, making me believe he actualy got out and rode his race-winning horses
more than once every new moon when he played The Huntsman in hisfenced-in, old-growth planned
forest.

He gave the witch aprofessond smile as he refused another amulet, his unworked hands gesturing
smoothly. There were no rings on hisfingers, and seeing as| broke up hiswedding by arresting him, it
waslikely it would stay that way, unless he was going to make an honest woman of Ceri, which |
doubted. Trent lived by appearances, and him publicly joining with ademon’ s ex-familiar covered in smut
any witch could see with their second sight probably didn't fit into his political agenda. He hadn’t seemed
to have a problem knocking her up, though.



Trent ran hisfingers over his carefully styled hair to flatten afew floating strands as Sylvia approached.
Shifting my shoulder bag forward, | said loudly, “ That suit would look better with a burping pad.”

Trent stiffened. His eyesflicking to the mirror, he searched the shadows for me. At hisside, Jon pulled
himsdlf upright, the distasteful man holding athin hand to his eyesto see through the glare. The witch at
hisfeet fel back, and Sylviamurmured an apology, flustered, as her most valuable client and the daughter
of one of her suppliersglared at each other.

“Quen,” Trent findly said, hisvoice now hard but no less beautiful. “1 don’t doubt you have an
explanation for this”

Quen took adow breath before he sarted forward. “Y ou weren't listening, Sa han. | had to try another
method to bring you to see reason.”

Trent waved the clerk away, and Jon strode across the room to flick on the main lights. | squinted aslight
blossomed, then smiled cattily at Trent. He had regained his composure remarkably fast, with only the
dight tightening of the skin around hiseyes giving avay hisannoyance. “1 wasligening,” he sad, turning.
“I chooseto think other than you.”

Stepping from the stage, the multimillionaire shook his deeves down. It was anervous reaction he had yet
to break himsdf of. Or maybe his jacket wastoo tight. “Ms. Morgan,” he said lightly, not meeting my
gaze. “Y our sarvices are not required. Y ou have my apologiesfor my security officer wasting your time.
Tel mewhat | owe you, and Jon will draft you a check.”

That was kind of insulting, and | couldn’t help my snort. “I don’t chargeif | don’t dotherun,” | said.
“Unlike some people.” | held my arms over my chest asaflicker of annoyance crossed Trent’ sface and
vanished. “And | didn’'t come here to work for you,” | added. “1 came because | wanted to tell you to
your face that you' re alowlife, manipulative bastard. | told you if you hurt Ceri that I’ d be ticked.
Consder yourself warned.” Angry was good. The pain from losing Kisten disappeared when | was
angry, and right now, | was pissed.

The witch who had been helping him gasped, and Sylvia started for me, rocking to a halt when Trent
lifted his hand to stop her. God, | hated that—as if he had given me permission to cal him names.
Ticked, I tilted my head, waiting for hisresponse.

“Isthat athreat?” Trent asked softly.

My gaze went to Jon, who was grinning asif my saying yeswould please him immensdy. Quen's
expression had gone dark. He was mad, but what had he really expected meto do? Still, | did want to
get out of here on my own power and not at the end of an |.S. leash, arrested for harassment....or
whatever Trent wanted. He might own the |.S. now that Piscary was gone.

“Takeit any way you want,” | said. “Y ou are scum. Absolute scum, and the world would be better
without you.” | wasn't surel truly believed that, but it felt good saying it.

Trent thought for al of three seconds. “ Sylvia, if we might have theroom?’
| stood, smug, asthe room emptied with soft murmurs of apologies given and reassurances offered.
“Jon,” he added as Sylvia headed out, “ see that we are not disturbed.”

Sylviahesitated by the open door, then vanished into the halway to leave the door open. The older
man'’s craggy face went pale. He was being gotten rid of, and he knew it.



“Sa han,” he started, cutting it short when Trent’ s eyes narrowed. What a Sissy-pants.

Jon’ s thin, long hands clenched as he shot me alook and left. The door shut softly behind him, and |
turned to Trent, ready to blast him. | wasn't about to air Ceri’ sdirty laundry where it might get into the
tabloids, but now, | could redlly say what | thought.

“I can't believe you knocked Ceri up. God, Trent! You are unbdlievable!” | said, gesturing. “ Sheisjust
gtarting to rebuild herself. She doesn’'t need thisemotiona crap!”

Trent glanced at Quen. The security officer had taken awide-footed stance before the closed door, his
amsloose at his sides and hisface lacking emotion. Seeing his nonchaance, Trent stepped back onto
the stage and began sifting through the charms. “None of thisisyour business, Morgan.”

“It became my business when you romanced information from my friend, knocked her up, then asked me
to do something you'reafraid to,” | said, taking offense at his cavaier attitude.

Trent bent over the metdlic ley line charms as he watched me through the mirror. “ And what havel
asked you to do?’ hesaid, hisvoicerisng and fdling likeagust of rain.

My blood pressure spiked, and | stepped forward, halting when Quen cleared histhroat. “Y ou are
despicable,” | said. *Y ou know the chancesthat I’ d go into the ever-after to help Ceri are ahundred
times better than me going to help you. I’ d hate you for that if nothing €lse. How cowardly isthat?
Manipulating someone into doing something you' re afraid to do yoursdlf. A stinking coward, not willing
to help your kin except for when you' re safe and secure in your little underground labs. Y ou’' re amouse
burger.”

Trent straightened, surprised. “Mouse burger?’

“Mouse burger,” | stated again, ams crossed and hip cocked. “ A weenie little man with the courage of a
mouse.”

A faint smile quirked the corner of hislips. “ That sounds funny coming from awoman who dated arat.”
“Hewasn't arat when we dated,” | shot back, face flaming.

Trent’ s attention went to hisimage in the mirror, and he pulled the pin on the ley line charm to invokeit.
A shimmer flared through hisaura, making it visible for an instant astheilluson took over. | snorted;
Trent now looked like he had gained twenty pounds of muscle, his coat seeming to bulge with theillusion.
“I didn’t ask for your help with retrieving asample of eventissue,” he said, turning Sdewaysto see
himsdlf and frowning a the result.

Behind me, Quen shifted uneadlly. It wasasmal mation, but it rang through me like agunshot. The
request for help could have been Quen acting on his own. He' d done so before.

“Wdl, Quen did, then,” | said, knowing | was right when Trent’ s attention flicked to the security officer
through the mirror.

“Apparently,” Trent said dryly. “But | didn’t.” Grimacing, hefelt hisface. It looked like he' d been
pumping iron, bulgy and ugly. “I don’t need your help. | will go into the ever-after myself and retrieve the
sample. Ceri’schild will be hedthy.”

| couldn’t stop my laugh at the mental image of Trent standing in the ever-after, and the man reddened.
Relaxing, | dumped into one of the cushy chairs by the wine and cheese and sat with my feet spread
wide. “I can seewhy you cameto me,” | said to Quen. “Y ou think you can handle the ever-after?” This



was directed a Trent. “Y ou wouldn’t last aminute. Not afresking minute.” | eyed the cheese. | hadn’t
eaten anything since this morning, and my mouth started to water a the sharp scent. “ Thewind might
mussup your hair,” | said lightly.

Quen stepped from the door. “So you'll go in his stead?’

Reaching for acracker, | hesitated until Trent grimaced. But he hadn't said | couldn’t haveit, so|
snapped the cracker intwo and ate half. “No.”

Looking like a steroid poster boy, Trent frowned at Quen. “Morgan doesn’t need to beinvolved in this”
His gaze went to me. “Rachel. Leave.”

Asif | ever do anything hetellsmeto do?

Trent’ sfingers sfted through adisplay of amulets, choosing one that added eight inchesto hisheight. The
fake bulk thinned alittle, but not much. | could fed thetenson rise as| stayed where | was. Quen would
have to work to get me out of here, and | knew he' d rather wait until | was ready. “Lowlife Romeo,” |
said, taking another cracker and adding a piece of cheese. “Slime of the earth. | knew you were a
murderer, but knocking up Ceri and abandoning her? That' s pathetic, Trent. Even for you.”

At that, Trent turned. “I did nothing of thekind,” he said, hisvoicerising. “ Sheis getting thefinest care.
Her child will have every opportunity.”

| smiled. It wasn't often | could get him to lose his professiona edge and act his age. He wasn't much
older than me, but he got precious little chance to enjoy hiswealthy youth.

“I'll bet,” 1 said, egging him on. “Who are you trying to be here?’ | asked, gesturing to the charms.
“Frankenstein’ smongter?’

His neck went red, and Trent took off the height and weight charms. “Y ou’ re embarrassing yoursdlf, not
me,” he said, once again hisusud sze and shape. “| offered to move her into my compound. | offered to
put her anywhere she liked from the Alpsto Zimbabwe. She chose to stay with Mr. Bairn, and wheress|
might object—"

“Barn?’ | gasped, jerking upright, my fake indolence vanishing. “Y ou mean Keadey?’ | sared into
Trent’ smocking green eyes. “Leon Bairn? But he' s dead!”

Trent was positively smug. Showing me hisback, herifled through arack of earth charms and watched
his hair shift color. “ And whereas | might otherwise object—"

“Bairn did theinvestigation on your parents deaths,” | interrupted, thoughts scrambling. “And my dad’'s.”
Bairn is supposed to be dead. Why is he across the road pretending to be akind old man named
Keadey? And how did Trent know who he was?

His hair now an authoritative gray, Trent frowned. “ And whereas | might otherwise object,” hetried
again, “Quen assures me that between Bairn and two pixies—"

“Two!” | blurted. “ Jih took a husband?’
“Damnit, Rachd, will you shut up?’

My attention fixed on him, and | hesitated. Trent’ sface was longer, kind of creepy. He had the
bulking-up charm on again, but with the extra height, the roundness had been lost. | blinked at him, then
closed my mouth. Trent was giving meinformation. That didn’t happen very often. Maybe | should shut



up.

| forced mysdf to reclinein the chair, pantomiming zipping my mouth shut. But my foot wasjiggling. Trent
watched it for amoment, then turned to the mirror.

“Quen assures me that Ceridwen isas safein that nasty little hole of ahouse as she would be with me.
She' sagreed to receive medica attention at my expense, and if she' slacking anything, it's because she
has stubbornly refused to accept it.”

Thelast was sad rather dryly, and | couldn’t help my rueful smile as Trent studied hisreflection, clearly
not pleased with what he saw. | understood completely. Though mild mannered most times, when Ceri
set her mind to something, she was quietly adamant, then aggressively soif shedidn’t get her way. She
had been born into roydty, and | had afeding that apart from having to be submissive to Al when she
was hisfamiliar, she had pretty much ruled the rest of his household. Until her mind had broken and she
logt thewill to do anything a all.

Trent was watching mewhen | met his gaze, clearly bewildered a my fond smile. Shrugging, | ate
another cracker. “What are her chancesfor aheathy baby?’ | asked, wondering how guilty | was going
to haveto fed about my refusal to go into the ever-after.

A silver-haired Trent went back to the ley line charms. Hewas silent, and | imagined he was weighing his
words carefully. “If she had a child with someone from her own period, chances would be good that her
child would be hedthy with aminima amount of genetic intervention,” hefinaly said. Choosing another
ley line charm, heinvoked it. A shimmer cascaded over him, and hisheight grew by dmost threeinches.
Tossing theinvocation pin aside, he kept the charm.

Hisfingers among the shards of metal, he dmost whispered, “Having a child with someone of our
generation, the chances of ahedthy child are only margindly better than anyone ese swithout
intervention. Though some of the repairs my father and | have managed are hooked into mitochondrial
DNA and therefore passed from mother to child, most aren’t, and we are limited by the health of the egg
and sperm at the time of conception. Ceri’ s reproductive capabilities are excdlent.” Hiseyes met mine,
every drop of emotion gone. “It’ sthose of uswho are left that arefailing her.”

| wouldn’t look away, though guilt smacked me agood one. Trent’ sfather had kept me dive by
modifying my mitochondria. Evenif | conceived achild with aman who carried Rosewood syndrome,
our child would survive, free of the genetic aberration that had been killing thousands of witchesin infancy
for millennia. My attention rose from the half-eaten cracker in my hands. It seemed unfair that elven
efforts could save awitch but not the elves themselves.

Trent smiled knowingly, and | dropped my gaze. He had to guess where my thoughts were, and it made
me uncomfortable that we were starting to understand what drove each of us, evenif wedidn’t agreeon
each other’ smethods. Life had been easier when | had been able to pretend | couldn’t see shades of

gay.

“Who areyou trying to be?’ | said suddenly, trying to change the subject and gesturing at the amulets so
he knew what | was talking abouit.

Quen shifted into amore comfortable position, and Trent sighed, going from successful business
executive to embarrassed young man in an ingtant. “Rynn Cormdl,” he said hesitantly.

“It' sawful,” | said, and Trent nodded as he looked at his reflection.

“Yes itis. | think | should try for someone else. Something less...ominous.”



He started taking off charms, and gathering mysdlf, I lurched out of the chair and brushed my swesater
free of crackers. Leaving my shoulder bag on thetable, | headed to the open closets. “Here,” | said,
giving him an oversize black suit coat.

“That' stoo big,” he said, but he took it. The only charm he still had was the earth charm that turned his
hair gray, and the slver gave him amore distinguished look.

“It' ssupposed to be big. Just put it on,” | griped, watching as he shuffled out of hislinen coat and handed
itto me. A puff of scent roseas| took it, and | breathed deeply. Sort of amix of mint and
cinnamon...with alittle bit of crushed leaves and, oh, wasthat ahint of leather from the stables? Damn,
he smelled good.

Trying not to be obvious about my sniffing, | draped it over one of the amulet racks and turned to find
Trent wearing the coat. The deeves covered his hands but for hisfingertips, it was clearly too long. The
starkness of the black fabric looked bad with his complexion, but when | was done with him, it would be

perfect.

Trent moved to takeit off, and | waved for him to wait. “Try this” | said, handing him aley line charm to
add about six inches of height. He could make up the rest with his shoes and it wouldn’t cost him
beaucoup bucks. The usud rate was athousand dollars an inch, but here it was probably more.

He put the charm on, but | didn’t wait to see the result, aready back among the amulets and the more
familiar earth charms. “Longer, longer...,” | muttered. “Don’t they havethesein any order? Ah. Hereiit
is” Pleased, | turned, amaost smacking into him. Trent backed up, and | extended the charm. “Thiswill
add afew inchesto your hair. Hold on.” | shuffled through the clutter, found afinger stick, pricked my
finger, and while Trent watched, invoked the amulet with three drops of my blood.

“Now try it,” | said.

Trent took it, hisslver-enhanced hair growing the instant his fingers encircled the redwood disk. Unlike
ley magic charms, earth magic needed to be touching the skin, not just within aperson’saura

“Okay...you don't want abulk-up amulet,” | directed. “Y ou don’t need muscles, you need mass.” |
turned with the proper ley line charm. “ Try this,” | said, and he silently took it, hisweight seeming to grow
to match hisnew height. | smiled as| eyed my efforts. It was addlicate balancing act, onel’d practiced
with my mom for the better part of two decades before I’d moved out. And having thismuch variety at
my fingertips madeit ared pleasure.

“Rynn Cormd’sfacid structureiskind of spare,” | murmured, fingers dancing through theley line
charms. “We don’t want to messwith your weight-to-height ratio, o if we add afew yearswith an age
amulet, and then add acomplexion charm to remove thewrinkles...” | quickly chosetheageley line
charm, then hegitated. If it were me, I d spring for the earth magic complexion amulet rather than aley
line spell of illusion in case someone touched my face. Then | shrugged. Like anyone would be touching
Trent’ sface at aparty? And asecond ley line charm joined the pile.

“Your chin needsto belonger...,” | murmured, rifling through the labeled ley line charms. “ Get rid of the
tan. A wider brow, thicker eyebrows. Shorter eyelashes. And ears...” | hesitated, my focus blurring as|
brought the undead vampire s face to mind. “His ears don’t have much of alobe and areround.” |
glanced at Trent. “Yoursarekind of pointy at the top.”

He cleared histhroat in warning.

“Here,” | said, invoking the charms | had sdlected as | dropped them one by one into his hand. “Now



let’s see what you look like.”

Trent dipped them into apocket, and | turned to the mirror. Sowly | smiled. Trent said nothing, but
Quen swore softly, his steps unheard on the carpet as he came forward.

| went to adrawer marked GLASSES and, after shuffling around, pulled out apair of modern wire-rims.
| gave them to Trent, and when he put them on, Quen whistled low and long. “Morgan,” Quen said,
shooting me awary but impressed glance. “ Thet isfantadtic. | an going to ingtal afew more charm
monitorsin the halways.”

“Thank you,” | said modestly, beaming. | stood beside Trent and admired my handiwork. “Y ou need
teeth, yet,” | said, and Trent nodded dowly, asif worried he might break the spell if he moved too fast.
“Areyou going with caps or acharm?’ | asked.

“Charm,” Trent said absently, turning his head to get a better glimpse of himsdlf.

“Capsaremorefun,” | said, inordinately pleased. There was an entire bin of teeth charms, and | went
ahead and invoked the ley line spell and dropped it into his pocket.

“And you would know that how?” Trent asked dyly.

“Because| haveapair,” | sad, refusing to show any pain about Kisten in front of Trent, but | couldn’t
meet hiseyes.

Done, | stood beside Trent as he smiled at theillusion of longer teeth. Somewhere dong theline, I'd
joined him on the stage. Not wanting to get down and look subservient, | quieted my sudden nervousness
at how close we were. And neither of uswastrying to kill or arrest the other. Huh. How about that?

“What do you think?" | asked, since | had yet to hear Trent’ s opinion.

Standing beside me, Trent, who now had distinguished gray hair, athin, amost hollowed face, sx more
inches, and fifty more pounds, shook his head, looking nothing like himself and everything like Rynn
Corme. Damn, | should have gone into showhbiz.

“| look jugt like him,” he said, dlearly impressed.

“Almost.” More pleased than | wanted to be by his approvad, | invoked and handed him onelast ley line
charm.

Trent took it, and my breath caught. His eyes had gone pupil black. Hungry vampire black. A shiver rose
through me. “Holy crap,” | said, pleased. “Can | play dress-up, or what?’

“Thisis...impressive,” Trent said, and | got off the stage.

“You' rewelcome,” | said. “Don't let them overcharge you. There are only thirteen charmsthere, and
only thetwo for your hair are earth magic and not pureillusion.” | glanced at the plush surroundings,
deciding that they wouldn't sdll temporary ley line spellswith areduced life. “Maybe sixteen grand for the
entire outfit if they put it dl in two charms. Y ou can triple that considering who you' re buying them from.”
Doppelganger charmswere legd on Halloween, not chegp.

Trent smiled, atruly vampiric smile, charismatic, dangerous, and oh-so-seductive. Oh, God. | had to get
out of there. He was hitting al my buttons, and | think he knew it.

“Ms. Morgan,” Trent said, his suit rustling as he followed me off the stage. “1 do believe you're betraying



yoursdlf.”

Swell. Hetotaly knew it. “Don't forget to pick up acharm to change your scent,” | said as| went to get
my shoulder bag. “Y ou won't be able to match Cormel’ sindividua smell, but a generic scent charm
ought to fool everyone.” | plucked my bag up, then turned, taking onelast look a him. Damn. * Everyone
except those who know his scent, of course.”

Trent glanced a Quen, who was gill saring in disbelief. “1'll keep that in mind,” Trent muttered.
| headed for the door, my pace faltering when Quen said, “Rachdl, please reconsder?’

My good mood crashed, and | stopped two feet from the door with my head bowed. Quen was asking,
but I knew he was asking for Trent. | thought of Ceri and the happiness a hedthy child would bring her,
the hedling that could come of it. “ Trent, | can’'t. Therisk—"

“What would you risk for your child to be hedthy?’ Trent interrupted, and | turned around, surprised at
the question. “What would any parents do?’

Tenson pulled me stiff, and hearing the accusation of cowardicein hisvoice, | hated him morethan | ever
had before. I’ d never thought about children much until | met Kisten, and then it had aways been with a
melancholy sadnessthat they wouldn't have his beautiful eyes. But if | had achild? And that child was
auffering as| hadinmy past? Yeah. I'drisk it dl.

Trent seemed to seeitin my eyesand ahint of victory quirked hislips. But then | thought of Al. I'd been
hisfamiliar once. Sort of. And it was hell on earth. That was assuming he wouldn't outright kill me. |
wouldn’'t chanceit. | was going to think with my head thistime and not be goaded into a stupid decison
by Trent pushing my buttons—and | wasn’t going to fed guilty about it either.

A shiver lifted through me and was gone. Lifting my chin, | stared until the disgust | directed a him made
hiseyetwitch. “No,” | said, my voice shaking. “I won't. | go in the ever-after, and Al will pick meup
three seconds after | tap aline. After that, I’ m dead. It’ sthat Smple. Y ou can save your own damn
Species.”

“Wedon't need Morgan’shelp,” Trent said, hisvoicetight. But | noticed he' d waited until | refused

before he said it. Ceri wasn't the only stubborn elf, and | wondered if Trent’ s new desireto prove his
worth came from histrying to impress her.

“Thisisn't my problem,” | muttered, hiking my shoulder bag up. “I haveto go.”

Fedling ugly, | opened the door and walked out, bumping Jon in his gut with my elbow when hedidn’t
get out of my way quick enough. | had never cared about Trent’s grand plan to save the elves before, but
thiswasn't gtting well with me.

| consoled mysdlf that Ceri’ s child would survive whether they had athousand-year-old sample from her
or atwo-thousand-year-old sample from the ever-after. The only difference was the amount of tinkering
that they would have to do to the child.

My mouth twisted into agrimace as | remembered my three summers spent at Trent’ sfather's
Make-A-Wish camp for dying children. It would be stupid to believe that al the children there were on
the roster to save. They were aliving camouflage for the few that had the money to pay for a Kaamack
cure. And | would give anything to have escaped the pain of making friends with children who were going
todie.

The chatter of the people up front changed when they caught sight of me, and | waved so they’d leave



me alone. | stormed to the door, not caring if Jon thought his boss had gotten the best of me. | didn’t
stop or dow down until my feet reached the sdewalk.

Street noise hit me, and the sun. Slowing, | remembered where | was and did an about-face. My car was
the other way. | didn’t look up as| passed the front window, hiding my eyesas| dug my phone out of
my bag. Bothered, | hit the return-last-call number to tell Marsha | had afriend emergency and I'd let
him know if | couldn’t make Fountain Square by three.

| had to tak to Cei.

Eight

| cut asharp left into the carport, taking it fast because of my lingering anger at Trent. Habit done kept
the paint unscratched. | loved my car, and though | was jamming the gearshift like an Indy 500 driver, |
wasn't going to do anything to hurt my mobileicon of independence. Especidly after findly getting my
license back and the dent | didn’t remember putting in the car repaired. Fortunately the churchwasina
quiet resdentid area, and only the sixty-year-old oaks lining the street saw my ugly temper.

| hit the brakes sharply, and my head swung forward and back. A perverse sense of satisfaction filled
me. The grillewasfour inchesfrom thewall. Perfect.

Grabbing my bag from the backsest, | got out and dammed the door. It was edging two. Ceri was
probably still adeep, seeing as el ves kept the same degping habits as pixies when they could, but | had to
talk to her.

| heard the dry claiter of pixy wingswhen my feet hit thewalk, and | swung my hair out of the way for
whomever it was. My money was on Jenks; it was his habit to stay awake with the few kids on sentry
duty, deeping odd hours when everyone else was up.

“Rache,” Jenks said in greeting, his swooping dart to land on my shoulder shifting at the last moment
when he saw my sour expression. Hovering, he flew backward in front of me. | hated it when he did that.
“Ivy cdled you, huh?’ he said, his attitude one of affronted righteousness. “It’ sin the eavesin the front. |
can't wake the damn thing up. Y ou need to use aspell or something.”

My eyebrowsrose. It’'sin the eaves?“What'sin the eaves?’

“A gargoyle,” Jenks said angrily, and my alarm vanished. “ A clumsy-ass, pimply-faced, big-footed
mwle.ll

“Redly?’ | said as| stopped right there and peered up at the steeple, not seeing the gargoyle. “How long
hasit been here?’

“How the hell should | know!” he shouted, and | redlized that was where his anger was coming from.
Someone had dipped through hislines, and he didn’t likeit. Jenks saw my smile, and he put his hands on
his hips as he hovered backward. “What's so funny?”

“Nothing.” | pushed mysdlf into motion, making aleft on the sdewalk to go to Keadey’ singtead of the
church. Jenks swings hummed when | took the unexpected direction, and he hastened to catch up.
“WEe I talk to him or her tonight, okay?’ | said, wanting to get vy’ s take before we made any sweeping
decisons. “If it' syoung, it’s probably just looking for somewhere to hang.”

“They don't hang, they lurk,” he muttered, wings clattering aggressively. “ Something’ swrong withiit, or it
would bewith itskin. They don’'t move, Rachel, unlessthey did something redly bad.”
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“Maybe he' sarebd likeyou, Jenks,” | said, and the pixy made atiny huffing sound.
“Where are we going?’ he asked shortly as he turned to look at the church behind us.
Immediately my bad mood returned. “To talk to Ceri. | ran into Trent trying on costumes.”

“What does that have to do with Ceri?” Jenksinterrupted, as protective of the small but self-assured
woman as| was.

Toes edging the drop off of the curb, | pulled mysdlf to astop so | could watch his expression. “He got
her pregnant.”

“Pregnant!”

The shrill shout was punctuated by aflash of dust | could see even in the strong afternoon light. “1t gets
better,” | said, stepping into the empty street and heading for the tired, sixty-plus-year-old house Ceri
and Keadey shared. “He wants me to go into the ever-after to get a sample so their child will be born
without any effects of the curse. Tried to guilt meintoit.” And it almost worked.

“Pregnant?’ Jenks repeated, his angular face showing his shock. “I gottasmell her.”

The scraping of my boots on the pavement faltered. “Y ou can smell it when someone s pregnant?’ | said,
somewhat gppalled.

Jenks shrugged. “ Sometimes. | don’'t know about elves.” He darted to the sidewalk, then back to me.
“Canyouwadk alittlefaster? I’ d like to get there before the sun sets and that thing in the eaves wakes

up.”

My gaze went three houses down to find Kead ey outside enjoying thefal weather, raking leaves. Grest,
he' d seen metear into here like abunny on fire. “ Jenks,” | said suddenly. “I’m going to do the talking.
Not you.”

“Y egh, yeah, yeah,” he said, and | fixed my gaze on him with a threatening sharpness.
“I meanit. Ceri might not havetold him yet.”

The hum of hiswings dropped in pitch, though he didn’t lose amillimeter of height. “Okay,” he said
hestantly.

My boots hit the sdewak and the dappled pattern of sun that made it through the colored leaves il
clinging to the dark branches. Keadey isLeon Bairn? | thought as| looked him over. Leon was the only
other person besides meto quit the I.S. and survive, though he' d apparently had to fake his death to do
it. | was guessing that Trent knew it because he had helped. He would have been about fifteen then, but
just coming into his parents' legacy and eager to show his stuff.

| glanced at Jenks, remembering how mad the pixy had been when | hid from him that Trent wasan df. If
Keadey was Leon, then he was arunner. And Jenkswouldn't violate that trust for anything.

“Jenks, can you keep asecret?’ | said, dowing when Keadey saw us and stopped hiswork to lean on
hisrake. The old man suffered from arthritis so badly that he seldom had the saminafor yard work,
despite the pain charms Ceri made for him.

“Maybe,” the pixy said, knowing hisown limits. | gave him asharp look, and he grimaced. “Yeah, I'll
keep your lame-ass secret. What isit? Trent wears aman-bra?”’



A amilequirked my lipsbefore | grew serious. “Keadey isLeon Bairn.”

“Holy crap!” Jenks said, aburst of light glowing against the bottom of the leaves. “| take the afternoon
off, and you find out Ceri’ s pregnant and sharing aroof with a dead legend!”

| grinned at him. “Trent was chatty today.”
“No fary-asskidding.” Hiswingswent slver in thought. “So why did Trent tell you?’

| shrugged, running my finger againgt the thump-bump of the chain-link fence surrounding Keadey' syard
as| waked. “I don’t know. To prove he knew something | didn’t? Did Jih tell you that she’ s shacked up
with apixy buck?’

“Whet!”

Hiswings stopped and my palm darted out with aflash of adrenaline, but he caught himsdlf before he
could drop into my palm. Jenks hovered, hisface amask of parental horror. “Trent?” he squeaked.
“Trent told you?” And when | nodded, he turned his gaze to the front gardens of the house, just sarting
to show the grace of apixy presence eveninthefal. “ Sweet mother of Tink,” he said. “I haveto talk to

my daughter.”

Without waiting for my reply, he darted away, only to jerk to an abrupt hdt at the fence. Sipping severd
inchesin height, he yanked a pixy-size red bandannafrom a pocket and tied it about hisankle. It wasa
pixy’ sverson of awhite flag: apromise of good intention and no poaching. He' d never worn it before
when visiting his daughter, and the acknowledgment of her new husband had to be bittersweet. Hiswings
adismal blue, he zipped over the house to the backyard where Jih had been concentrating her effortson
building agarden.

Smiling faintly, | raised ahand to Keadey’'s hall, opened the gate, and entered the yard.

“Hi, Keadey,” | caled, looking him over with anew interest born of knowing his history. The old black
man stood in the middle of hisyard, his chegp sneakers amost hidden by leaves. His jeans were faded
by work, not distressing stones in the wash, and his red-and-black plaid shirt looked asize too big,
probably gotten at discount somewhere.

Hiswrinkles gave hisface texture that made his expressions easy to read. Thetinge of yellow in his
brown eyes had me worried, but he was healthy apart from old age and arthritis. | could tell that he'd
once been tal; now, though, | could look him eyeto eye. Age was beating hard upon his body, but it had
yet to touch his mind. He was the nelghborhood wise old man and the only one who could give me
advice without triggering my resentmen.

But it was hishandsthat | liked the most. Y ou could see how he had lived hisentire lifein them: dark,
gpare, knobby with stiffness, but not afraid of work, ableto stir spdlls, stitch vampire bites, and hold pixy
children. He had done dl threein my sight, and | trusted him. Even if he was pretending to be something
hewas't. Didn't wedl?

“Good afternoon, Rachel,” he cdled, his sharp gaze coming back from the roofline and Jenks's
disappearing trail of pixy dust. “Y ou look like a piece of autumn in that sweeter.”

| glanced down at the black-and-red pattern, never having thought about it before. “ Thanks. Y ou look
good out here raking. Y our knees doing okay?’

The old man patted the worn spots, squinting in the sun. “They’ ve been better, but they’ ve been alot
worse, too. Ceri’ sbeenin thekitchen alot latdy, trying things out.”



| dowed, my feet still on the cracked walk to the front porch. Grass had encroached upon it until it was
only eight incheswide. “1 suppose,” | said softly, “chasing bad guysal your life can redly damage a
person. If they aren’t careful.”

Hedidn't move, going still as he stared a me.
“I, uh, talked to someonetoday,” | said, wanting to hear it from him. “He said—"
“Who?’ he rasped, and my face lost its expression. He was frightened. Terrified, aimost.

“Trent,” | said, pulse quickening as| came forward. “ Trent Kalamack. He acted like he sknown for a
long time.” My shoulders tensed, and the dog barking nearby made me nervous.

Exhaling long and dow, Keadey replaced hisfear with arelief so degp | could just about fed it. “He
has,” he said, ashaky hand going over histight, graying curls. “I haveto st down.” Heturned to his
house. It needed new shingles and paint in the worst way. “ Do you want to st for amoment?’

| thought about Ceri, then Marshal. Then there was the gargoyle Jenks was going on about, too. “ Sure.”

Keadey made his dow way to the sagging porch steps, propping the rake againgt therail before easing
himsdf down in stageswith aheavy sigh. A basket of cherry tomatoes decorated the railing to be given
out for trick-or-treat, and two pumpkins waited to be carved. | gingerly sat beside him, my knees even
with my chest. “Areyou okay?" | asked hestantly when he didn’t say anything.

Helooked at me askance. *Y ou know how to get an old man’s heart going, Rachdl. Do Ivy and Jenks
know?’

“Jenks” | said, guilt pinching my brow, and heraised ahand to tel meit wasadl right.

“I trust he will keep hismouth shut,” he said. “ Trent gave me the meansto stage my death. Actudly, dl
he gave me was the DNA-doctored tissue to smear over my front porch, but he knew.”

Gave him tissue? There sanice thought. “ Then you redly are—" My words cut off when histwisted
hand landed warningly on my knee. In the street, five sparrows fought over amoth they had found, and |
listened to them squabble, hearing in hissilence hisrequest that | not even say it. “1t' sbeen over a
decade,” | finally protested.

His eyestracked the birds as one gained the moth and the rest chased the bird across the street. “It
does't matter,” he said. “Like amurder charge, thefile stays open.”

| followed his gaze to the church Ivy and | shared. “ That’ swhy you moved in across from the church,
is'tit?’ | asked, remembering the day. Keadey had saved my life by removing adelayed combustion
charm someone had dipped me on the bus. “ Y ou figured if | could survive the |.S.” s death contract, you
might find away, too?’

He smiled to show hisyellowing teeth, and he pulled his hand from my knee. “Y es, ma am. | did. But
after seeing how you did it?” Keadey shook hishead. “I’mtoo old to fight dragons. I'll stay Keaedey, if
youdon't mind.”

| thought about that, cold despite the sun on us. Becoming anonymous was just something | couldn’t do.
“You moved inthe sameday | did, didn’t you? Y ou redly don’t know when lvy rented the church.”

“No.” Hiseyes were on the steeple, the top hidden behind the trees. “But | watched her patterns close
that first week, and I'm guessing she' d been there for at least three months.”



My head was going up and down. | was learning alot today. None of it comfortable. “Y ou' reagood
liar,” | said, and Keadey laughed.

“Usedto be”
Liar, | thought, and then my mind drifted to Trent. “Uh, is Ceri up?| haveto talk to her.”

Keadey shifted tolook a me. In histired eyeswas adeep relief. | had learned his secret and freed him
of the necessity to lieto me. But what | think he was the most grateful for wasthat | didn’t think any less
of himfor it.

“I think she'sadeep,” hesaid, smiling to tell me hewasglad | was il hisfriend. * She’ sbeentired
lately.”

I’ll bet. Giving him asmile, | stood and tugged my jeans straight. I’ d long assumed that Ivy had moved in
before me, having only pretended to move in the same day to ease my suspicions. Now that | knew the
truth, I might confront lvy about it. Maybe. It didn’t necessarily matter—I understood her reasons, and
that was enough. Sometimes, just let degping vampslie.

| extended ahand to help Keadey rise. “Will you tdll Ceri | cameover?’ | asked as| hed hisarm until |
knew he had hisbalance.

The porch creaked behind us, and | whipped my head around. Ceri was standing behind the closed
screen door, in asweaterdress that made her 1ook like ayoung wife from the sixties. A jumble of
emotions hit me as| took in her somber, guilty stance. She didn’t look pregnant. She looked worried.

“Did Jenkswake you?’ | said in greeting, not knowing what elseto say.

She shook her head no with her arms crossed over her middle. Her long, trand ucent hair was done up in
acomplex braid that needed at |east two pixiesto manageit. Even through the screen | could see her
cheekswere pale, her green eyeswide, and her narrow chin raised defiantly. Though delicate and petite,
her mind was resilient and strong, tempered by athousand years of serving asademon’ sfamiliar. Elves
didn’t live any longer than witches, but her life had paused the moment Al took her. My guess was she' d
been in her midthirties. She was barefoot, as usual, and her purple dress had black and gold accents.
They were the colorsthat Al made her wear, though admittedly, thiswasn't abal gown.

“Comein,” she said softly, vanishing into the dark house.

| glanced at Keadey. He had awary sharpness to him, having read my tension and the shame she was
hiding under her defiance. Or maybeit was guilt.

“Goon,” hesad, asif wanting usto get this over with so he’ d know what was the matter.

Leaving him, | went up the dairs, my tension easing asthe shelter of the house accepted me. | didn’t
think she' d told him yet—which meant I’ d been seeing guilt.

The screen door squeaked, and now, knowing Keadey’ s past, | was surethe lack of oil wasintentiond.
The scent of redwood struck me as | followed the sound of her fading steps down the low-ceilinged hdll,
past the front room, the kitchen, and al the way to the back of the house and the sunken living room,
added on at some point.

The older house muffled outsde sounds, and | stood in the middle of the back living room. | was surethis
was where she had gone. My gaze traveled over the changes she' d made since moving in: asters
arranged in Mason-jar vases, live plants bought off the sale rack and nurtured back to hedlth clustered at



the lace-curtained windows, bits of ribbon draped over mirrors to remind wandering spirits not to cross
into them, yellowed doilies bought at yard sales decorating the padded arms of the couch, and faded
pillows and sweths of fabric disguising the old furniture. The combined effect was clean, comfortable, and
soathing.

“Ceri?’ | findly cdled, not having the dightest ideawhere shewas.

“Out here,” she said, her voice coming from beyond the door, which was propped open with a potted fig
tree.

| winced. She wanted to talk in the garden—her stronghold. Grest.

Gathering mysdlf, | headed out to find her seated a awicker tablein the garden. Jh hadn’t been tending
it very long, but between the enthusiagtic pixy and Ceri, the tiny space had gone from a scuffed-up scrap
of dirt to abit of paradisein lessthan ayear.

An old oak tree thicker than | could get my arms around dominated the backyard, multiple swaths of
fabric draped over the lower branches to make afluttering shelter of sorts. The ground under it was bare
dirt, but it was as smooth and flat aslinoleum. Vines grew above the fence to block the neighbors’ view,
and the grass had been allowed to grow long past the shade of thetree. | could hear water somewhere
and awren singing asif it were oring, not fall. And crickets.

“Thisisnice” | saidin understatement as| joined her. There was ategpot and two tiny cups on the table,
asif she had been expecting me. | would have said Trent had warned her, but Keadey didn't have a
phone.

“Thank you,” she said modestly. “ Jih has taken a husband, and he works very hard to impress her.”

| brought my attention back from the garden to focus on Ceri and her anxiety. “Isthat where Jenksis?’ |
asked, wanting to mest the newest member of the family mysdlf.

A smile eased her tight features. * Y es. Can you hear them?”

| shook my head and settled mysdlf in the bumpy wicker chair. Now, what would be a good segue? So,
| hear Jhisn't the only one who' s been knocked up....

Ceri reached for the tegpot, her motionswary. “I imaginethisisn't asocia call, but would you like some
tea?’

“No, thanks,” | said, then felt atug on my awareness as Ceri murmured aword of Latin and the pot
began to steam. The amber brew tinkled into her tiny cup, the click of the porcelan sounding loud among
the crickets.

“Ceri,” | said softly. “Why didn’t you tell me?’

Her vivid green eyesmet mine. 1 thought you’d be angry,” she said with desperate worry. “Rachd, it's
theonly way | cangetrid of it.”

My lips parted. “Y ou don't want it?’

Ceri’ sexpresson blanked. She stared wonderingly at me for amoment. “What are we talking about?’
she asked cautioudly.

“Y our baby!”



Her mouth dropped open and she flushed scarlet. “How did you find out...”

My pulse had quickened, and | felt unredl. “I talked to Trent this afternoon,” | said, and when shejust sat
there, staring at me with her pae fingers encircling her teacup, | added, “Quen asked meto go into the
ever-after for asample of elven DNA that predates the curse, and | wanted to know what the rush was.
Hekind of blurted it out.”

Panic filled her, showing as her hand flashed to set her cup down and grip my wrist, shocking me. “No,”
she exclaimed softly, eyes wide and breath fast. “Rachel, you can’t. Y ou can't go into the ever-after.
Promise meright now that you won't. Ever.”

Her fingerswere hurting me, and | tried to pull away. “I’m not stupid, Ceri.”

“Promiseme!” shesaid loudly. “Right now! Y ou will not go into the ever-after. Not for me. Not for
Trent. Not for my child. Never!”

| wrenched my wrist away from her, taken aback at her extreme reaction. | had been in the ever-after
before, and | wasn't about to go back. “I told him no. Ceri, | can’t. Someone is summoning Al out of
confinement, and | can’t risk being off hallowed ground after sunset, much less go to the ever-after.”

The pale woman caught her emotions, clearly embarrassed. Her eyesflicked to my reddened wrist, and |
hid it under the table. | felt guilty about the stand | wastaking to stay out of the ever-after, evenif itwasa
smart decison. | wanted to help Ceri, and | felt likeacoward. “I’'m sorry,” | said, then reached for the
tegpot, wanting a cup of something to hide behind. “I fed like apile of chicken crap.”

“Don't,” Ceri said shortly, and my eyesmet hers. “Thisisn't your war.”

“Itusedtobe” | said, my thoughts going to the widely accepted theory that the witches had abandoned
the ever-after to the demons three thousand years before the elves gave up. Before that, there was no
witch history except what the elves remembered for us, and very little df history ether.

Ceri intercepted my reach for the tegpot, pouring it out for me and carefully handing me the cup and
saucer with the grace of amillennium of practice. | accepted it and took asip. It wasn't coffee, but |
could still fedl the caffeine rush, and | eased into the wicker and crossed my legs. | had time, and Cei,
nervous and flustered, clearly wasin no state for meto leave yet.

“Ceri,” | said, putting atone of pridein my voice. “Y ou’ re something else. If | found out that | was
pregnant unexpectedly, I’d befaling gpart. | can’t believe Trent did thisto you.”

Ceri hesitated over her cup, then took addicate sip. “Hedidn’t.”

| shook my head. “Y ou can't take the blame for this. | know you' re agrown woman and you make your
own decisions, but Trent is devious and manipulative. He could charm atroll out of her bridgeif hetried.”

A faint rose color tinged her cheeks. “I mean, it snot Trenton’s child.”
| dared at her. If itisn’t Trent’s...
“It' sQuen's,” shesaid, her eyes on the swaths of fabric fluttering overhead.

“B-But...” | sammered. Oh, my God. Quen? Suddenly his awkward silences and siff looks meant
something completely different. “ Trent never said anything! Neither did Quen. They just stood there and
let me bdieve—’



“It'snot their place to say anything,” Ceri said primly, then set her teacup down with asharp clink.

The breeze shifted the wispy strands of her hair that had dipped her braid as | redligned my thinking.
That' swhy Quen had gone behind Trent’ s back to ask for my help. That’ swhy he' d seemed guilty. “But
| thought you liked Trent,” | finaly managed.

Ceri made aface. On meit would have looked ugly; on her, it looked comely. “I do,” she said sourly.
“Heiskind with me, and gentle. He is clever with words and quick to follow my thoughts, and we enjoy
each other’s company. Hisbloodlineisimpeccable...” She hesitated, her eyes going to her fingers, now
gtting il in her lap. A deep breeth lifted through her and was gone. “ And he won't touch me without
fear.”

My brow furrowed in anger.

“It' sthe demon smut,” she said distantly, shame in her gaze darting about. “He thinksit’ sthe bloody kiss
of deeth. That I'm filthy and foul, and that it’ s catching.”

| could not believe this. Trent was amurdering drug lord, and he thought Ceri was dirty?

“Wdl,” shesaid sourly, asif she'd heard my thoughts, “technicaly he' sright. | could dough it off on him,
but | wouldn't.” Her eyes came up to find mine, dark with unshed misery. “Y ou believe me, don’'t you?’

| thought back to Trent’ s reaction to black magic, and my jaw clenched. “Yeah. Yes,” | amended. “He
won't touch you, huh?’

Ceri’ sexpression went pleading. “Don’t be angry with him. Bartholomew’ sballs, Rachel,” she cgjoled.
“The man has aright to be scared. I’'m mean, I’ m nasty, overbearing, temper driven, and I’'m covered in
demon smut. Thefirst timewe met, | knocked Quen out with ablack charm and then | threatened him.”

“The man wastrying to drug mewith anillega charm!” | said. “What were you supposed to do? Ask him
to play nice?’

“Quen understands,” she said, her eyeswaiching her still fingers. “I don't have to explain mysdlf or my
past to him.” Her head came up. “| don’t even know how it happened.”

“Uh,” I murmured, sensing astory coming that | redly didn’t want to hear.

“| agreed to meet with Trent. | wanted to apologize for threatening him,” she said. 1 wanted to hear how
his genetic treatments are keeping our species aive when magic could not. The afternoon went
surprisngly well, and his gardens are so lovely—silent, but lovely—so we had tea the following week,
and | told him of my lifewith Al.” A tear spilled over and ran aquick path to her jawline. “1 wanted him
to know so he' d understand that the demon smut was't asign of one' s morals but smply amark of
imbalance upon one' s soul. | thought he was beginning to understand,” she said softly. “We even laughed
at ashared jest, but when | touched him, he jerked back, and though he apologized and turned red, |
saw the entire afternoon was a sham. He was entertaining me because he felt he needed to, not because
he wanted to.”

| could seeit clearly in my mind. Trent wasdime.

“So | finished our teg, playing the part of a courtesan entertaining the son of apotentid aly,” she sad,
and | felt her hurt pride and the shame her words couldn’t hide. “I thank God that | saw histrue fedings
before...my heart softened to him.”

Ceri sniffed, and | handed her one of the cotton napkins she had arranged about the tegpot. Though she



said shedidn’t carefor him, | saw that it had wounded her deeply. Probably too far for Trent to ever
make amends to the self-admittedly overly prideful woman.

“Thank you,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. “ Quen drove me home that afternoon as usual. He had
witnessed the entire miserable affair, and when | fled his car to find solacein my garden, he followed me,
taking meinto hisarms and telling me | was beautiful and pure. Everything | wanted to be. Everything |
know I’'m not.”

| wanted her to stop, but she had to tell someone. And | knew how shefélt, wanting to be loved,
accepted—only to be reviled for things she couldn’t control. A hot tear spilled over and ran aquick path
to my chin when Ceri’ seyesroseto mine, red and swimming.

“I pend time with Trent now smply so that Quen may escort methere and back,” she said softly. “I
think Trent knowsit, but | don't care. Quen is confident and securein hismind. When I’'m with him, |
fed beautiful and unsullied. | didn’t have the ability to say yes or no to aman’s attentions for athousand
years,” she sad, her voice gaining in strength. “1 was athing to Al, something to teach to showcase his
talents, and when Quen stirred my passions after aparticularly trying engagement with Trent, | redlized |
wanted more than his gentle words.”

My throat was tight when her gaze found mine. Kisten. | knew what she meant, and he was gone. Utterly
gone.

“| wanted to give mysdf to aman who would give himsdf in return,” she said, pleading for understanding
when | had dready givenit. “Not just sharing the ecstasy our bodies could bring each other, but sharing
our thoughts aswell. Quenisagood man,” shesaid asif | would deny it. “Hewill ingtill my child witha
proper frame of beliefs. I d rather have as my husband aman of mixed birth who accepts me than a
pure-blood who, deep in his soul, thinks I’ m tainted.”

My hand went out, finding hers. “ Ceri—"

She pulled away, apparently thinking | was going to argue with her. Nothing could be further from the
truth. “Quen isas noble as any man in my father’s court,” she said hotly.

“ And more honorable than Trent,” | said, cutting her argument short. “1t’ sagood decison.”

Relief cascaded over her, mdting the tenson and widening her eyes. She went to say something, then
stopped. Steedying hersdlf, she tried again, managing ahigh, squeaky “Would you like some more tea?’

My cup wasfull, and | smiled back. “Y es, thank you.”

Shetopped it off, and | took asip, hearing anew understanding in the cricket-filled silence between us. |
knew what it was like to seek that fedling of being wanted—though | was going to play it smart with
Marshd, | wasthe last person to say she should have been stronger. Stronger for what? What was she
saving hersdlf for? And | knew Quen would be honest with her. He probably needed an understanding
soul as much asshedid.

“I saw Quentoday,” | said, and her expression grew eager, telling me she loved him. “He looks good.
Worried about you, | think.” God, | felt likel wasin high school, but who else did Ceri have to bubble
and overflow with? The woman wasin love and couldn’t tel anyone.

“I'mfing” shesad, flusered.

Smiling at seeing her in such agtate, | settled back with my tea. | had sometime yet before | had to go.
Marsha could wait. “ Have you given any thought to moving closer to him?’ | said. “ Trent offered to put



you upin his...compound.”
“I'm safe here,” she said softly, eyeslowered, telling me she had considered it.

“| wasn't thinking about safer,” | said, laughing. “1 just don’t want Quen coming over heredl thetime.
Parking his big-ass limo at the curb. Driving inand out a al hours. Waking me up at sunrise when he
beeps his horn for you to come out.”

She blushed ddlicately. “I’m going to stay with Keadey.”
My smilefaded, and though | didn’t want her to leave, | said, “Y ou could both go.”
“Jih and her new hushand...,” she protested, but | could see her desire to be closer to Quen.

“I bet Trent would let pixiesin hisgarden if you asked,” | said with asmirk, imagining the man covered in
them. “ Quen istrying to convince Trent how good pixies are at detecting intruders.” Brand-new gargoyle
inour eavesaside. “And Trent istrying to impress you, even if he’ sasignorant asaduck.” Her
eyebrowswere high in speculation, and | added, “ Heinssts he' sgoing into the ever-after to get that
tissuesample.”

“He can do moregood in hislab,” she said caudtically.
“That' swhere he belongs,” | agreed, taking asip of tea. “Little mouse burger.”

Ceri’ s eyebrows went up, and she logt her iff, formal stance. “I’m safe here,” she reaffirmed. “Nothing
will harm meor Keadey. | have defensesthat | canraisein an ingtant.”

| didn’t doubt it, but demons were able to pop in anywhere but holy ground. “ There' s Al to think about,”
| added. “He sgonerogue. lvy told you, yes?’

She nodded, eyes on the distant vines, and | felt afrown come over me. “ Someone has summoned him
out of confinement and let him go threenightsinarow,” | said sourly. “David is checking theincoming
clamsto seeif it' ssomeoneloca out to get me, or if it’sjust Al giving some namelessidiot awish per
night to let him go.” My lips pressed together and | thought of Nick. My gut said no, and | was going to
believethat.

“Hetried tokill melast night,” | said. “While | was shopping with my mom.”
“K-Kill you?”

My attention swung back at her faint stutter. “He says he' sgot nothing to lose, so he' s not going to hold
to his agreement to leave me or my kinaone.” | hesitated. “ Does that mean | can teach anyone how to
spindleline energy?” Demon immunity for keeping our mouths shut had been the dedl.

“Hesaid hewasn't going to hurt you,” she said, looking rightly frightened. “1 mean, they aren’t going to
let him get away with bresking hisword, are they? Did you cdl Minias?’

| let out apuff of air, not eager for the bill from the charm shop to hit my desk. “1 didn’t haveto. He
showed up and chased him off,” | said, wondering whether, if | asked, if she would come over and deep
in the sanctuary until they found away to contain Al. “Minias doesn’t even carethat Al’ sbreaking his
word. He' sonly upset that he' sdipping their call. They pulled Minias off babysitting Newt and put him
on demon-catching detail.” | looked up, seeing an almost panicked look on her face.

“It'snot that Al’ s breaking hisword that’ sgot them in atizzy,” | said. “It’ sthat he' sescaping. Minias



expects me to exchange names with Al so he can’t be summoned out of confinement.”
“Rachel, no!” she cried, shocking me as she reached acrossthetable. “ Y ou can't!”

| blinked, surprised. “I wasn't planning on it, but if | can’t find out who is summoning Al and letting him
go, it might be the only way to get my nightlife back.”

Ceri drew away, her hands clasped in her lap, Stting very straight.

“Why inthe Turn’s sskewould | take Al’snamewhen al | haveto do is kick some demon-summoner’s
ass?’ | muttered, and her narrow shoulders rel axed.

“Good,” she said, seemingly embarrassed at her strong outburst. “Y ou don’t need to ded with them. I'll
help you if you need it. Don’'t go to the demons even if you need to exchange nameswith Al. I'll find the
cursefor you.”

Curse. Yeah, it would be acurse | needed to save my neck again. | wasredly going to have to put some
effort into getting Al’ s get-out-of -jail-free card away from him. “1 can’t believe they put himinjail just for
letting you live knowing how to spindleline energy,” | mused, taking asip of teaand startling myself when
it wasn't coffee. “ Stripped him of his accumulated potions. Everything. No wonder he wants me dead.”

“If it got out, it would limit their pool of familiars,” she mumbled, obvioudy wanting to drop the subject.

“Y eah, wdll, he' s got someone cooking spellsfor him. Hewas hisusud crushed-green-velvet sdif. |
swear, if it'sNick, I'm going to kick hisbutt back off the Mackinac Bridge. That is, if Al hasn't chewed
it off him by then. That demon isgoing to kill meif I’m not careful.”

“No,” Ceri rushed. “Al wouldn't. It' sgot to be abluff. He said—"

Her words cut off and my focus sharpened on her suddenly distressed, amost panicked features. My
runner training kicked in, and my heart pounded. “He said.” Ceri had talked to him?To Al?

“You?' | sammered, scrambling to my feet. *Y ou’ re summoning him?’

“No!” she protested, her face going whiter. “Rachel, no. I’m only making appearance charms for him.
Please. Don't be angry.”

Aghag,, | tried to find words. “He s been loose every night for three days, and you never told me!”

“He said hewouldn’t attack you!” she said, standing. “I thought you were safe. He can't attack you! He
promised.”

“Hedid atack me,” | shouted, not caring if the neighbors heard me. “He s going to freaking kill me
because he' s got nothing to lose. And you' re making him curses?’

“It'sagood dedl!” she shot back. “For every thirteen, he takes aday’ s worth of smut off of me. I've
dready lightened my soul by ayear.”

| stared at her. She was voluntarily making Al curses?“Well, merry freaking good for you,” | snapped.

Her face flashed red in anger. “It’ sthe only mora way | can get rid of the smut,” she said, the loose
strands of her hair starting to float. “He promised me he wouldn't go after you.” Her eyes widened, and
she put ahand to her upper chest, her mood shifting like akite. “ They want you to help capture him?
Rachd. Don't say yes. No matter what they offer. If Al has gone rogue, he will be as dippery and
deviousasadtingray. Y ou can't trust him now!”



Like | ever have?*| can't trust him now?’ | exclaimed. “What kind of gameisthiswhen the rules keep

changing!”
Ceri appeared affronted as she looked me up and down. “Well, did he actually hurt you?’

“He picked me up by the neck and shook me!” | shouted. She was defending him. She was defending
All

“If that was dl he did, then whether he broke hisword might be open to interpretation,” she said sharply.
“Heisbluffing”

| do not believethis. | fresking do not believe this. “Y ou're sding with him!”

“I am not!” she exclaimed, red spots showing on her cheeks. “I’'mtelling you how their law system
works. If thereisaloophole, they’ll dlow himto useit. And | only made him disguise charms. | would
never do anything that might hurt you.”

“You'reworking for Al, and you didn't tell me!”
“I didn’t tell you because | knew you' d get angry!”

“Wadl, youwereright!” | yeled, heart pounding. “I got you free of him, and now you'reright back at it
again. Just another potentia familiar who thinks they’ re smarter than ademon.”

Cei’ sred face went ashen. “Get out.”
“With pleasure”

| don’'t even remember walking through the house. | do remember storming down to the walk because|
jumped when the screen door dammed behind me. Keadey was Sitting on the steps, three pixieson his
hand. They flew up when the door banged, and he turned to look at me. “All set between you
two...ladies?’ he said, his eyeswidening when | ssomped past him and afrustrated scream from the
backyard echoed over the neighborhood. There was abooming noise, and the pixies yelped at the
sudden pressure shift. Ceri was throwing atantrum.

“Congratulations, Jh,” | said as| jerked to a hdt at the bottom of the steps. “I’ d like to meet your new
husband properly, but | don’t think I’'m welcome here anymore.” | turned to Keadey. “If you need me,
you know where | am.” Saying nothing more, | |€ft.

My pulse was fast and my breath was short. | felt my expression turn ugly when Jenksjoined me, flying
a eyehaght.

“Uh, Rache? What'sup? s Ceri okay?’

“Ceri isju-u-u-ust fing” | muttered, damming the latch to the chain-link fence down and chipping anail.
“Shel sawaysfine. She sworking for Al.”

“She'ssummoning him out of confinement!” Jenks squesked.
“No, she'smaking appearance cursesfor him to get the smut off her soul.”

| paced across the street, and at his continued silence, | looked up. Histiny face was pinched and he
seemed torn. “ Y ou don't seeaprobleminthat?’ | said in disbelief.

“Wl...." he hedged.



| did not believethis. “That' s how it starts, Jenks,” | said, recaling my daysasan 1.S. runner bringing in
witcheswho had gone wrong. “ Then it’s one black curse that he promisesto use for agood reason, and
he offers so much in return that you can't resist, then another, then another, and then you' re hisfamiliar
for redl. Wdll, if shewantsto throw her life away again, that’s not my problem.”

Jenksflew beside me silently, then spoke. “Ceri knows what she' sdoing.”

My feet found the wide, worn steps of the church, and | stopped. Storming in like thiswith me out of
control was asking for trouble. Ivy’ sblood lust was triggered by high emotions, and | knew better.
Turning, | looked across the street at Keadey’ shouse. A red film enveloped the oak tree, making it look
like it was on fire. People were coming out of their houses to gape at the phantom flames as Ceri raged,
but | knew shewouldn’t hurt the tree.

“I hope s0, Jenks. | redlly hope s0.”

Nine

“Hush. Quiet,” one of Jenks skids said in aloud whisper. “Y ou' re scaring her.”

A chorus of denidsrose, and | amiled at the eager little pixy girl standing on my knee, her wings blurring
for balance and her pale green sk dress drifting about her ankles. | was sitting cross-legged on the floor
beside the couch in the sanctuary, covered in pixy kids. Colorful fabric billowed in the breeze kicked up
by their dragonfly-like wings, and their dust was making me glow in the late-hour dusk. Rex was under
Ivy’s piano, and she didn’t ook scared. Shelooked predatory.

The small orange cat was crouched by apolished leg, her tail twitching, her ears pricked, and her eyes
black in aclassic pre-staking posture. Matalina had relented in her stand, having admitted herself that
even their smalest child could outfly acat’s pounce, and after Jenks pointed out that Rex wintering
indoors wouldn't alow them to become lazy sentries, the cat’ s place inside was assured.

The theory now wasthat if the pixy kids, whom Rex loved, could get her to come to them while they
werewith me, Rex might start to like me, too. Nice thought, but it wasn't working. Rex hadn’t liked me
snce | used ademon curseto go wolf. | had returned back to mysdlf with pristine skin and no fillings, but
I’d rather have freckles than the demon smut that had come dong with the unexpected makeover. Not to
mention Rex might willingly let metouch her. | think she was waiting for meto change into awolf again.

“Thisisn't working,” | said, turning to Jenks and Matalina, who had perched on my desk in the hest of
the lamp to watch the drama unfold. The sun had set, and | was surprised Jenks hadn’t moved everyone
out to the stump, but maybe it was too cold tonight. It was either that or he didn’t want hiskids outside
when that gargoyle was lurking about. | didn’t know why Jenks was so upset. The thing was only afoot
tall. 1 thought he looked kind of cute on the edge of the roof, and if | could go outside, I'd try to coax him
down—now that he was probably awake.

“I told you that wouldn't work,” Jenks said snarkily. “Y ou' d better utilize your time coming up to the
belfry and talking to that hunk of rock.”

Better utilize my time? It was the gargoyle. “I’m not going to lean out the belfry window and shout at
him,” | muttered when the pixies squeded. “1’ll talk to him when he comes down. Y ou're just mad that
you can't make him leave.”

“She'scoming. Rex iscoming!” one shrilled loudly enough to make mewince, but the cat was only
dretching, settling in for agood long stare sesson. That'sdl shedid—stare a me.
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“Here, kitty, kitty, stupid kitty,” | coaxed. “How’smy little chicken-assfdine today?’ | crooned, holding
out ahand as| sat on the floor. One of Jenks' s daughters walked down the plane of my arm, her own
hand outstretched. “1’m not going to hurt you, you sweet little bundle of asinine, orange-furred, Were-toy
of acat.”

Okay, maybe that was harsh, but she couldn’t understand me, and | wastired of trying to get her to like
me

Jenks laughed. | would have been embarrassed by my word choices, but hiskids had heard worse from
their dad. And in fact, the pixies ranging about me had taken up my crooning, Snging insults heavy on the
earthy vulgarity.

Disheartened, | let my arm fal and sent my eyes past the hanging paper bats to the stained-glass
windows, the colors muted from the late hour. Marsha had called to tell methat he was il stuck in
interview hell and wouldn’t be able to have coffee. That had been hours ago. The sun was down now,
and | couldn’'t safely leave the church lest | become demon bait.

My jaw tightened. Maybe someone was trying to tell meit wastoo soon. I'm sorry, Kisten. | wish you
were here, but you're not.

The buzzing of my vibrating phone cut through the pixy chatter, and they al flew up and away when |
gtretched to reach my bag on the nearby couch. As| lay dmost flat, my fingers brushed my bag and |
yanked it down. | sat up with an exhdation, flipping my hair back and digging out my phone. The number
was unfamiliar. Marshd’ slandline, maybe?

“Hi,” | said casudly, seeing asit was my cdll and not the business phone. Redlizing | was covered in pixy
dust, | dapped a my jeansto get it off.

“Rachel,” came Marshd’ s gpologetic voice, and the pixies clustered by the desk hushed themsdalves so
they could hear. Rex stretched and padded over to them, now that they weren’t Sitting on me, and |
frowned at her. Stupid cat.

“Hey, I'm sorry.” Marsha continued to fill the silence. 1 don't know why they’ re taking so long, but it
lookslike I’'m not going to get out of here for afew hours more.”

“You'redill there?’ | asked, glancing at the dark stained-glass windows and thinking that what time his
interviews ended didn’'t matter anymore.

“It'sdown to me and one other guy,” Marshal rushed to say. “They want to make adecision today, so
I”’m stuck trying to impressthe hell out of these people over pastaand sparkling water.”

Resigned to another evening done with the pixies, | picked at the edge of my chipped nail and wondered
if I had afilein my bag. Rex was on her back, the pixies hovering just out of her playful, lethd reach. “No
problem. We'll do it some other day,” | said as| rummaged for thefile, disappointed even as| was sort
of relieved.

“I must have met with six people dready,” he complained. “ Honest, they told meit wasgoing to bea
two-hour interview when | came down here.”

My fingertips brushed the rough surface of afile, and | tugged it out. Three quick swipes, and the damage
was smoothed out. If only it werethat easy for everything else.

“I’ve got to be done by midnight,” he continued at my silence. “Y ou want to go out to The Warehouse
for abeer? The guy I'minterviewing againgt saysthey let you in free thisweek if you comein costume.”



My gaze did to the dark windows as | dipped thefile away. “Marshd, | can't.”

“Why—" he started, then went silent. “Oh,” he continued, and | could hear him kicking himsdf. “I forgot.
Um, I’'m sorry, Rachd.”

“Don't worry about it,” | said. Feeling guilty about my relief, then determined to get past it, | took adow
breath, steadying myself. “Y ou want to come over when you' re done? I’ ve got some reports to go over,

but we can play pool or something.” | hesitated, then added, “It’s not The Warehouse, but...” God, | felt
likeacoward, hiding in this church.

“Yes” hesad, hiswarm voice making mefed alittle better. “ Yeah, I'd likethat. I'll bring dinner. Y ou
like Chinese?’

“Mmmm, yes,” | said, feding thefirg hints of enthusasm. “No onions?’

“Noonions,” he acknowledged, and | heard someone in the background call his name with authority. “I
hate to keep saying this, but I’ll call you when I’'m done.”

“Marshal, | said don’t worry about it. It snot likeit' sadate,” | said, remembering Kisten'scam
acceptance of my breaking our arrangements because of last-minute runs. He had never gotten upset,
maintaining the belief that when he had to do the same, I"d respond in kind. It had worked, and now |
could take alot of last-minute cancellations before | let it get to me. Marsha had called. He couldn’t
makeit. Case closed. Besides, it wasn't like we were. ..anything.

“Thanks, Rachd,” he said, sounding relieved. “ Y ou' re something ese.”

| blinked fast, remembering Kisten saying the same thing. “ Okay, um, I'll seeyou later then. ' Bye,
Marshd,” | said, making sure my voice didn’t betray me. Unclenching my fingers from the top of my right
arm, | hit the“end” button and closed the phone, torn between fedling good at Marshd’ s last words and
depressed at the reminder of Kisten.

Knock it off, Rachd, | thought, taking a cleansing breath and tossing my hair.

“’By-y-y-y-y-ye, Marshal,” Jenks mocked from the safety of my desk, and | turned—just intimeto see
Matalina backhand him on the shoulder.

“Jenks,” | said wearily as| lurched to astand. * Shut up.”

Matalinarose, her wings apae pink. “Jenks, dear,” she said primly. “Can | seeyou in the desk for a
moment?’

“What...,” he complained, then yelped when she pinched hiswing and jerked him through the crack of
the roll-top desk. Thekids cheered, and their eldest daughter grabbed the hand of the youngest, flying
the toddler away from the desk and to some pixy distraction.

Smiling at the thought of a seasoned warrior being dragged about by his just-as-deadly wife, |
graightened my legs, which ached from being motionless so long on the hardwood floor. | really needed
to do some stretches to loosen up, and | wondered if Marshal liked to run. I'd be willing to get him an
early-hours runner’ s passfor the zoo just for the company. No expectations, no hidden agendas, just
someone to do something with. Kisten had never run with me. Maybeit would helpif | did different
things—for different reasons.

| scooped up my bag and headed to the kitchen and my reports, my mood changing to one of surprising
anticipation as| planned out my night. Marsha could tel meal about hisinterviews, and | could tel him



al about my demon death mark. Ought to make for interesting conversation over rice. And if that didn’t
scare him away, then he deserved everything he got.

Going sourly introspective, | dapped at the pixy dust on me again as| entered the hall. The dust glowed
briefly from thefriction asit sfted from meto light the darker space. | passed the old his-and-hers
bathrooms converted on Ivy’ s Side to a conventional bathroom, and to a bathroom/laundry room on my
sde. Our bedrooms had once been clergy offices, and what was now the kitchen and living room had
been added on to provide the long-absent congregation with a place to prepare and serve church

suppers.

| leaned into my room to throw my bag onto the bed, and my cell phone rang again. Digging it back out, |
sat on my bed to take my boots off and flipped the top open. “Back dready?’ | said, letting my voice
hint at my anticipation. Maybe Marsha was done.

“Sure, | only had to check three days of records,” David' srich voice said, Sartling me.
“Oh! David!” | said, getting one lace undone and kicking my boot off. “1 thought you were Marshd.”
“Uh, no...,” hedrawled, the question clear in hisvoice.

Phone tucked between my shoulder and my ear, | swung my other foot up. “Just someguy | met upin
Mackinaw,” | said. “He smoving to Cincinnati and coming over for dinner so neither of us haveto eat
done”

“Good. It'sabout time,” he said with asmall laugh, and when | cleared my throat in protest, he
continued. “I’ ve been through the recent filings. There' s been a spate of interesting clams out at the
smdler cemeteries.”

As| worked the laces one-handedly, my fingers dowed. Y ou could get just about all the parts you
needed to do black magic from any charm shop, but the ingredients were regulated, and oftentimes
peoplejust collected their own. “ Grave robbing?’

“Actudly...” Therewasarustling of papers. “| don’'t know. You'd haveto go to the FIB or thel.S. for
that, but there' sbeen agatistically large increase in the amount of damage to small cemeteries, soyou
might want to keep a closer eye on yours. Only the active ones have been hit so far. Damageto
monuments, broken gates, cut locks, rutsin the landscape. It could just be kids, but someone stole the
equipment to dig up the comfortably dead. My guessis someoneis setting themsalves up for along-term
commitment, either to supply black witchcraft and demon summoners on acommercia bass, or just
themsalves. Y ou should check with your FIB guy. | won't hear about grave robbing unless something's
been damaged or stolen, seeing aswe don't insure the truly dead.”

“Thanks, David,” | said. “I’ve been talking to Glenn dready.” My gaze did to the four reports on my
dresser, sandwiched between the perfume bottles. “I'll ask him if any bodies are being moved out. |
gppreciate you checking.” | hesitated, kicking my second boot off. “Y ou didn’t get in trouble, did you?

“For working before Halloween?” he said around aguffaw. “Not likely. | do have onething before | let
you go. I’ ve got a minor-damage claim that came in from awoman just outside the Hollows. I’ m not
scheduled to be thefield adjuster for it, but if | can trade, do you want to come with me and check it out?
An entire basement wall is bowing out from water damage. It could be atypo, seeing as water bows
wadllsin, not out, but even so, we haven't gotten much rain in months.”

| leaned across the space to my dresser and brought my FIB reports over. “Whereisit?’



There was a soft shuffling of paper. “Ah, hold on.” There was another moment of silence. “Nine
thirty-one Pdladium Drive.”

A quiver started in my belly as | snatched the reports off my dresser and the addresses leapt out at me.
Bingo. “David, get that claim. I'm looking at the obituary of the guy who owned that house. And get this.
He had arecord of grave robbing whilein college.”

David' slaugh was low and eager. “ Rachdl, my boss ought to be paying you for al the money you're
saving him. The damage was demon wrought?’

“Probably.” Damn, thiswas coming together nicely. | deserved anight off. And if | stlayed in my church,
I"d live through it. Please, don’t et thisbe Nick.

“Okara-a-aray,” David said, hisvoicetight and eager. “ Promise me you won't movetonight. I'll see
about getting the claim, and we' Il go from there. Y ou need anything? | ce cream? Popcorn? | want you to
gay inyour church.”

My head shook, though he couldn’t seeit. “I’m fine. Let me know when you' re ready to go out. The
sooner, the better.”

Histhoughts aready on other matters, he growled agood-bye. | wasn't much better, mumbling
something before | hung up and headed for the kitchen. | loved kicking ass, but the next best thing was
making the spellsthat made kicking ass easier.

| was deep in anticipation when | found the hal, my mind aready going over what I’ d want to take to
confront experienced demon summoners specidizing in ley line manipulation. Heavy magic-detection
charms...maybe adisguise anulet for that precious moment of distraction that could be the difference
between faling down or staying upright...acouple of the zippy strips Glenn had traded me for ketchup
that kept ley line witchesfrom tapping aline and using ley linemagic. | was going to have abusy night.

The hallway was dark, and | jerked to ahalt just past my door, frowning. Ivy had put up asign dangling
by threads from the ceiling; clearly Jenks had assisted her. God help her, she had used astencil, and |
snatched at the yellow poster board, reading BEY OND THIS POINT, THERE BE DEMONS in bright
red lettering. Crap on toast. | had forgotten about that.

When Jenks had bought the church from Piscary’ s estates, he had insisted | pay to get it resanctified, and
though | had protested, | eventually agreed to keep the back end of the church unsanctified, asit had
been origindly. Not dl of our clientswereliving, and Ivy said that interviewing the undead on the porch
steps was unprofessional. The result was the kitchen and back living room weren’t holy. In the past, Al
had aways seemed to know when | stepped from secure ground, and after my wrist had flamed in agony
before he showed up to trash Patricia s charm shop, | figured | knew how hedid it. | haveto get rid of
thisthing, | thought, gently rubbing theraised scar. As| hestated in the dark, weighing my risk, the front
doorbell rang.

Immediately | spun onmy hed. “I gotit!” | shouted before Jenks could leave the desk. He and Mataina
got precious littletime done asit was. They may have gone into the desk arguing, but | knew they
wouldn't end that way. The man had fifty-four kids.

Rex skittered past me when | burst into the sanctuary at an easy jog, the fluffy-tailed cat thinking | was
going for her. It wastoo soon for Marshd, and if it was some early trick-or-treaters, | was going to mess
with their minds. | hadn’t even gotten my tomatoes yet.

| dapped lvy’ s sign down upon her piano for her to find, then padded into the dark foyer in my stocking



feet. | paused to let my eyes adjust to the close darkness of the narrow room between the sanctuary and
the front door. One of these days, | was going to invest in adrill and peephole.

Ready to give whoever was begging early some grief, | pushed the heavy wooden door open, and the
ydlow glow of thelight illuminating the sign above the door spilled in. A soft scuff of dress shoesdrew
my attention, and | crossed my arms over my middle as | saw who it was, whose Jag wasidling at the
curb.

“Wdl, well, well,” | drawled, seeing Trent in full costume. “It’ salittle early for trick-or-treats, but | might
have afew penniesto giveyou.”

“Excuse me?’ the spell-enhanced, rather imposing man said. His charmed-brown eyeswidened, and he
turned to hiscar in arustle of slk and linen, taking off a smart-looking hat to show off hismid-length
black hair, restyled to Rynn Cormel’ slatest photo. Man, he looked good, dightly older, taller, and
somehow more sophigticated. Sort of like the reverse card of himself, dark where he was usualy light
and vice versa. Same build, though: trim and lean—nice. | liked tall.

The black overcoat he had on went down to his ankles and contrasted beautifully with hisnew pale
complexion, as1’d known it would. He had taken my advice and picked up acharm to change his scent,
and the delicious aroma of vampire eased over me, mixing with ahint of expensive cologne. Hewasn't
wearing the glasses, but they peeked out from the top of an exterior breast pocket of hiscoat. A gray
cashmere scarf fluttered about his neck, and | noticed it matched his shoes, now aniceflat black instead
of hisusud shiny ones.

“Wow,” | said, cocking my hip and putting my hand against the door frame to prevent him from coming
in, “they even did thevoice. | didn’t think they could do that. How much did that set you back?’

Trent brought his attention down from the bats hanging in the sanctuary to give me a closed-lipped smile
from under hisraised eyebrows. They were thick and black, very unlike his pale wisps, and it made
reading his emotions easier. Helooked highly amused as his smile widened, showing adip of long canine.
He' d gone for the moreredigtic caps, and | felt an unhelped pulse of adrendine diveto my middle at the
mix of vampiric threat and lure. | wondered if that waswhy Trent was standing on my doorstep—trying
to get arise out of me. Or maybe he was rethinking his stellar decision to go into the ever-after and
thought showing me his twenty-thousand-dollar costume would impress me.

Suddenly wishing I’ d never helped him, | blanked dl the emotion from my face except for a bothered

annoyance. “What do you want?’ | said snidely. “Isthis about Ceri?Y ou know, letting me walk out of
there thinking you got her pregnant was low even for you. If | was't going to go into the ever-after for
you then, | sure as hell wouldn’t work for you now.” Yeah, | wasmad a Ceri, but | was ill her friend.

Trent’ seyesfixed on me, his pupilswidening dightly in surprise. “I’'m very glad to hear that, Ms. Morgan.
Avoiding Mr. Kalamack is one of theitems | wanted to talk to you about.”

| froze, darmed. Not only had hisvoice lacked itsmusical cadence, but the accent was very New Y ork.

The sound of acar door opening jerked my attention past Trent to the curb. The man getting out of the
driver’ sside wasn't Jonathan or Quen. No, this guy was bigger, with wide shouldersand arms as big as
my legs. | could tdl by hisgrace that he was aliving vampire. Trent didn’t employ vampires unless
absolutely necessary. The man in black pants and a stretchy black T-shirt by the car crossed hisarms
over hischest and fdl into a parade rest that looked threatening even at forty feet away.

Swallowing hard, my gaze returned to the man on my stoop. | didn’t think it was Trent anymore. “You're
not Trent, areyou,” | said, and | flushed when he flashed me the beautiful smile Rynn Cormel was known



for.
“No.”

“Oh, God, I’'m sorry, Mr. Cormel.” | sammered, wondering if | could make thisany worse. lvy’s
number one was standing on our doorstep, and I'd just insulted him. “lvy’ snot here right now. Do you
want to comein and wait?’

Looking utterly adive, the man threw hishead back and laughed, long and deep. | warmed. Damn it, he
was undead. He couldn’t come in on holy ground. And asking him to wait had been stupid. Like he had
time to wait for my roommeate?

“I’'msorry,” | blathered, wanting to curl up and die. “ Y ou' re probably redly busy. Would you like meto
tell her you called?| cantry to reach her cell.” My thoughts flashed to the vampire dating guide he had
written to help increase a shadow’ s life expectancy. It was currently shoved to the back of my closet. Ivy
had given it to me on our second night sharing the same roof so I’ d quit pushing her vampire buttons.
Reading it had been an educetion, one that |eft me wide-eyed and alittleill. Some of the stuff they didin
the name of pleasure...

Rex appeared at my feet, pulled out from the depths of the church by the scent of vampire, something she
associated with vy, The stupid cat rubbed against me by mistake before going to twine about Cormel’s
feet. Shaken from my musings, | lunged for her, and when she spat at me, Mr. Cormel picked the cat up,
crooning to the animal as he looked at me from between her ears.

Rynn Corme had run the world during the Turn, hisliving charisma somehow crossing the boundaries of
degth to give his undead existence an uncanny mimicry of life. Every move was acareful sudy of
causdlity. It was highly unusua for so young an undead vampire to be so good a mimicking having asoul.
| figured it was because he was a palitician and had had practice way before he died.

“Actudly,” hesad, “it'syou I’ ve cometo see. Did | catch you at abad time?’

| choked on my breath, and the corners of his mouth rose in amusement. What did Ivy’ s master vampire
want with me?*“Uh...,” | said, backing up into the black foyer. He was an undead. He could ask
anything...and if heinsisted, | wouldn’t be ableto say no. Oh, God. Table 6.1. Had heredlly...l mean,
you haveto try stuff before you can print it, right?

“It will only take two minutes of your time.”

| breathed allittle easier. Everything in the guide would take at |east twenty minutes. Unless he was
working on asequel. HOW TO NAIL YOUR SHADOW AND LEAVE THEM BREATHING IN
TWO MINUTES.

Letting the cat dip from hisarms, he brushed at his somehow immacul ate coat. Rex continued to purr and
twine. Her atention went behind me, and the clatter of pixy wings became obvious. “Rachd, it’ s getting
late,” Jenks said, his voice high and preoccupied. “I’m moving everyone out to the ssump for the night.”
But his entire demeanor changed when he came wing to shoulder with me.

“Holy crgp!” he swore, pixy dust sfting from him to make sunbeams a my feet. “Rynn Corme?Y ou
gottabe pissing on my daisies! Rache!” he exclaimed, flying an erratic path between us. “1t' sRynn
Corme!” Then he stopped asif he'd been nailed to the air. “I'm giving you fair warning, Mr. Cormd!. If
you bespell Rachd, I'll open up your head for the sunshineto comein.”

| cringed, but the dignified man clagped his surprisingly ugly hands before him and gave Jenks a respectful



nod. “Not at al. | want to talk to Ms. Morgan. That'sdl.” He hesitated, and | flushed when his gaze
dropped to my stocking feet. “Is there amore comfortable place...”

Oh, God. | hateit when this happens. “Um,” | hedged, then winced. “Would you mind coming around
the back, Mr. President? We have two unsanctified rooms for our undead clients. I'm really sorry for
asking you to come in the back door, but the mgority of our clientsareliving.”

“It'sjust Rynn,” he said, smiling asif he were Father Christmas. “1 was never swornin, actudly.” He
rocked back and glanced at his bodyguard. “I’ d be happy to join you in back. Isit just that way?’ he
asked, leaning to hisright.

| nodded, glad Ivy and | had put in adate walk, then wondered if we had gotten the trash out thisweek.
Crap, | hoped 0. “Jenks, if it’swarm enough, could you escort Mr. Cormel ?’

A flash of dust dipped from him, and he darted outside. “Y ou bet.” He flew down the stairs and then
back up. “Thisway, please.”

Histiny voice was sarcadtic, and | wouldn't be surprised if Jenks took the opportunity to threaten him
again. He had no respect for titles, law, or anything but a pixy sword, and he took hisjob of keeping my
ass above the grass serioudly.

Giving me asmile that would have twitterpated Genghis Khan, the vampire took the airs. | watched his
confident pace as he made hisway to the sdewalk, shoes clicking smartly, listening to everything, seeing
everything. A master vampire. The master of thiscity. What did he want with meif it wasn't...blood?

| ducked inside and shut the door, relieved that Cormel had motioned for his bodyguard and driver to
stay put. | didn’t want them in my church even if Jenks was with me. Three vampires opened the door for
alot of misunderstandings.

“Matdina?’ | said loudly as| padded through the sanctuary. “We have aclient.” But the pixy woman had
dready hugtled the last of her brood down the hdl and out through the chimney in the back living room. It
was only the youngest that were giving her trouble, not remembering the drill from last year. They would
stay out of the church until Rynn Corme |eft, or they’ d be cleaning my windows tomorrow.

| scuffed on my dippers by the back door and unlocked it, darting into the kitchen to seeif | could do a
quick tidy. | elbowed the rocker switch for the lights, dready reaching to shove a crumb-strewn plate
into the dishwasher before the fluorescent tubes finished flickering to abright, steedy glow. Mr. Fish, my
Betta, flipped histail nervoudy at the sudden light, and | made amental note to feed him. Besde him on
the gl wasatiny pumpkin that | had bought for Jenks and hiskids, hoping that they would go for it
instead of the huge pumpkin they’ d grown off the compost pile this summer. Chanceslooked dim since
the obnoxious but beautiful vegetable was sitting under the table, warming up. The thing was huge, and |
wasn't looking forward to arepesat of last year’ s fiasco. Pumpkin seeds could be shot with painful
accuracy, it turnsout.

| loved my kitchen, with its expansive counters, two stoves, and huge stainless-sted fridge that wasbig
enough to hold agoat, at least in theory. There was aheavy antique table againgt the interior wall holding
Ivy’s compuiter, printer, and desk stuff. One side of it was mine, and lately I'd lost al but the last corner
of it, having to continually shove her stuff back so I’d have somewhereto eat. | had taken the center
idand counter for me, though, so fair wasfair.

The small idand counter was covered in herbs | was experimenting with, last week’ s mail stacked on a
corner and threatening to spill off, and amishmash of earth-magic spelling hardware. Copper potsand
utensis hung over it from ahuge rack where the pixies loved to play hide-and-seek among metd that



wouldn't burn them. Below the counter wasthe rest of my spelling stuff jammed together in no particular
order, asit was mostly ley line pargphernaiathat | didn’t know what to do with. My splat gun, with its
deepy-time charms, was nestled in another set of nested copper pots, and my small library of spell books
was propped up with my more mundane cookbooks on alow shelf that was open on both sides. Three
of them were demon curse books and they gave methe willies, but | wasn't going to store them under
my bed.

Everything looked halfway decent, and | flicked on the coffeemaker Ivy had aready prepped for
breakfast tomorrow. Mr. Cormel probably wouldn't drink any, but the smell might help block the
pheromones. Maybe.

Concerned, | put my hands on my hips. Theonly thing | might have done had | some warning would be
to sweep the sdlt out of the circle etched in the linoleum surrounding the center idand counter.

Theair pressure shifted and | turned, but my welcoming professond smilefroze as| redized | hadn't
heard the back door click open.

“Shit,” | breathed, tensing as| redlized why.
I’ d stepped off hallowed ground.

Al was here,

Ten
“Jenks!” | shouted, stumbling backward.

| prayed Al would start talking, but his €legant, chisdled features twisted in anger, and he legpt at me,
white-gloved hands reaching.

| fell back against the sink. Arms braced, | swung both feet up to hit him square in the chest. Oh, God. |
was dead. He wasn't gloating. He wanted to freaking kill me. If | was dead, no one would know he
broke hisword. Not only was Ceri an idiot for making charmsfor him, she was wrong, too.

Panic took me when my feet went right through him. Gasping, | fdll, diding down the face of the
cupboardsto land on my butt. My gaze went to my spell books. Minias. My new calling circle was under
the counter with my books. | had to get to it.

| scrambled forward. Pain made me dow, and as adrendine pulsed through me, Al’ sthick, gloved hand
grabbed me by the throat and hauled me up. | choked, ugly sounds making it past my lips. My eyes
bulged, and my body went flaccid. He shook me, and the scent of amber rolled over me. “You area
reslly—stupid—witch,” he said, giving me another shake with his accented word. *“ Sometimes, | wonder
how you expected your genesto get to the next generation.” He smiled, and fear wrapped around my
heart as| gazed into hisred, goat-ditted eyes and saw hisanger. He had nothing to lose. Nothing.

Panicking, | struggled. He couldn’t go misty to avoid my strikes and till hold onto me. | had achance.
Al grunted when | scored on hisshin, and helet go.

| took agasping breath of air. My feet hit the floor. Knees crumpling, | screamed when | was jerked
back upright by my hair. “I’m going to fresking kill you, Al, if you don't get the hdll out of my kitchen!” |
vowed, not knowing where the threat was coming from, but | was pissed. Scared. Absolutdly terrified.

A velveteen arm went around my neck. A cry dipped from mewhen hisgrip on my hair tightened, pulling
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my head up so | looked at the celling. Pain struck through my neck and scalp. | reached backward, and
he grunted when | got afistful of hishair. But he wouldn’t let go. Even when | yanked it out by the roots
and sent my hands scrabbling back for more.

“Stopit,” hesad grimly, jerking me into motion. “We have an gppointment.”
“Thehdl wedo,” | panted, finding an ear and digging my nailsin. Whereis Jenks?

Al grunted, tightening hisgrip until | let go. | wasn't dead. | wasn't dead. He wanted me aive. For the
moment. For an gppointment?

“You aregoing to clear my name,” he snarled, bending to mouth my ear asif to biteit off. | fought him
until he pulled my hair so hard that tears Started. | could smell blood, but | didn't think it was mine. |
thought I’ d broken his nose when | had flung my head back. | tried to shove against the counter, and Al
dragged me away.

“| asked you nicdly, but like the spoiled brat you are, you refused,” he said. “1 don’t mind doing it the
hard way. Y ou are going to testify to the courts that Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate islimited to teaching
one child how to spindle line energy. That the damageis contained. | won't do time for an ex-familiar
who would be dead but for you.”

My breath seemed to freeze in me. Testify? He meant in the ever-after. He expected meto stand ina
demon court?“Why should | trust you?’ | panted, fingertips squeaking as he pulled my grip off the
counter again.

“It might makethings easier,” he suggested, sounding dmost bitter that | didn’t.

Easer?| thought. It might aso make me deed. | struggled, my dippers diding on the linoleum ashe
yanked me backward to the hall. My pulse legpt when the back door opened and the skittering of cat
clawsrasped. | tried to see, but it was hard with Al’sarm around my neck.

“’Bout time, Jenks!” | exclamed. “What were you doing? Showing him your sump?’

My bravado died at the snarl that rumbled dowly to life and vibrated to my very nerve endings, reaching
deep into my psyche and clenching around my primitive brain to reduce meto fight or flight. Cormel?
That ugly sound was coming from him?

“Holy shit!” Jenks shrilled, and Al’ sgrip on my hair loosened.

Taking agasp of air, | twisted, faling away and smacking the flat of my foot square acrossthe demon’s
right cheek. Al rocked back, his eyes never leaving Rynn Cormel, who was standing in the threshold to
my kitchen.

“Get back!” | shouted at the vampire, but he never even looked at me. Al, too, was a hunched shadow
ignoring me. Modtly.

“Rynn Matthew Cormd,” the demon drawled, abrief shimmer of ever-after cascading over himto leave
his nose unbloodied and whole as he straightened. “What brings you dumming here?’

The elegant vampire loosened his coat. “Y ou, in aroundabout way.”

| flicked my gaze between them and felt my neck for the new bruise that was bound to show up. Jenks
hovered beside me, spilling red dust that puddied on the floor.



“I’'m honored,” Al said, tensonin hisvoice and posture.
“You'redead,” Corme said. “Morgan ismine. Y ou will not touch her.”
Oh, that’ s nice. Maybe.

Al laughed. “Asif you have asay in the matter.”

That was even freaking better. My breath came in sharply and | scrambled back when Cormel jumped at
Al, aamsreaching and an ugly sound erupting from him. A muffled curse dipped from me, and my back
hit the fridge. | watched, shocked, as the two grappled, both moving incredibly fast. Al blurred in and out
of existence, making the vampirelook like he wastrying to catch moving sand. | couldn’t take my eyes
away, and my pulse hammered. If Al won, | was going to be bail money. If Rynn Cormd won, | was
going to haveto deal with amaster vampire hyped up on fear and anger who thought | was his.

“Look out!” | cried when Al got agrip on him, but the vampire twisted with an inhuman bonelessness,
didocating his own shoulder to fix histeeth on Al’sneck.

Al screamed and went misty, re-forming to push Rynn backward into the sink. Mr. Fish’ sbowl teetered,
and when the vampire launched himsdlf at Al, hisfangs sheened with blood, | darted to rescue the Betta.

Water doshed as| retreated. Not looking at what | was doing, | shoved the fish onto the back of the
counter. My gaze went to the books hiding my scrying mirror. Minias. | could call Minias. Y egh, one
more demon ought to make this farce complete.

Al hit thewall beside Ivy’ s computer, and the lights flickered. Gathering my courage, | darted forward,
fingers dipping on the cold glass as | found the mirror.

“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God,” | whispered, not remembering the word to invoke the charm.
“Rachd!” Jenkscried.

They were coming right at me. Eyeswidening, | curled my body over the mirror and dove out of the way.
Al and Cormé crashed into the fridge. The clock above the sink fdll, shattering to send the battery rolling
into the hall.

Al had Cormd’ sface in his hands and was squeezing with a supernatural strength, but the vampire steeth
werered. | watched, unable to look away as Corme reached up and dug his ugly fingersinto Al’ s eyes.

Screaming, the demon flung himsdlf back, but the vampire was after him. Thetwo rolled on the floor,
both struggling for control. They were going to fresking kill each other in my kitchen. And wouldn't vy
beticked at mefor that?

“Jenks?’ | said, seeing him hovering at the ceiling, just as captivated as | was.

Hisface was white, and hiswings made a high-pitched whine. “1’ [l get them gpart, you set thecircle” he
sad.

| nodded and shoved my deeves up past my elbows. The smplest plans were the best.

My heart pounded and Jenks hovered over them. They had regained their feet, struggling like wrestlers,
Al’ sgreen frock making an odd statement against Rynn’ s elegant business suit.

“Hey, demon-ass!” Jenks shouted, and Al looked up.



A burst of pixy dust sifted down. Al screamed and went misty. Rynn’s hands scrabbled on air, and when
Al reformed, he was hunched over, till rubbing at hiseyes.

“Damn you to hell, you burning firefly!” the demon shouted.

Rynn gathered himsdlf, and | sprang into motion. “Get out of the circle!” | shouted, grabbing the
vampire sarm and swinging him into vy’ s desk with a crash. The heavy table remained standing, but the
faint scent of broken technology mixed with the acidic smell of burnt amber and the rich tang of angry
vampire,

Theformer world |leader snarled a me when he found his balance. My face went cold, and | wondered if
I’d fare better in the circle with Al

“Rachel” Jenks shouted, clearly annoyed, and | dapped my hand down on the sdlt circle.

“Rhombus,” | said with rdlief, and the connection to the ley line out back formed with a satisfying speed.
Quicker than thought, a sheet of ever-after rose from the circle | had aready scribed on the floor, made
strong by my will and the sdlt I’d used.

Rynn skidded to ahalt asthe circle formed, hislong coat unfurling to brush the impenetrable barrier. On
the other de, Al pulled himsdlf upright, howling. “I’ll tear you apart!” he screamed, his eyes still watering
from Jenks sdust. “Morgan, I'll kill you mysdf! I will not...You can't do thisto me! Not again! You are
just adinking little witch!”

| fell back to St on my butt, carefully pulling my feet to me so | wouldn’t accidentaly touch the bubble
and send it crashing down. “Tag,” | bresthed heavily, looking around my demolished kitchen. Mr. Fish
was quivering, but at least the fish—and Jenks' s pumpkin under the table—had survived.

My jaw clenched in fear when | found Rynn Cormel. The vampire was completely flaked out, his pupils
wide and his movements sharper and brighter than broken glass. He stood in the corner asfar away from
me as he could get, and | knew from living with vy that he was working hard to get control of his
ingtincts. He held his coat closed, and the hem quivered as he fought his need to legp a me.

“Morgan!” Al raged, and reaching up, he pulled on the rack hanging overhead. Wood splintered and
split, and | scrambled up with a gasp when the celling cracked, but it was the rack that broke, and stuff
went everywhere, rolling until it found the interior of my circle and stopped. But he was contained, and as
Al threw atemper tantrum, | worried more about Rynn.

“Areyou okay, sir?’ | said meekly.

The vampire brought his head up, and fear did anew around my skull. His presence wasthick in the
room, his scent filling meinsde and out. A tingling had started at my old demon scar, and | saw him
swallow.

“Um, I’'m going to open awindow,” | said, and when he nodded, | carefully got up.

Al threw himsdlf a my circle, and | jumped, finding myself sweating when it held firm. “I’m going to kill
you, witch,” the demon said, panting as he stood before me, the rack broken and scattered over the
interior of thecircle. “1’m going to kill you, then mend you. I’ m going to drive you insane. I’m going to
make you beg for your death. I’'m going to defile you, cut you from the insgde out, put thingsin you that
crawl around and burn your skull—"

“Will you shut up!” | interrupted him, and he howled, hisface going red.



“You,” | saidto Rynn. “You just stay there, will you? | haveto take care of this.”
| didn’t trust hissilent posture, but he hadn’t ruled the free world by lacking control.
“Mo-0-0-orga-a-a-an,” Al crooned, and | turned from scooping up my scrying mirror.

My facelogt its expression as | found him with one of my earth charm spell books. “Put that down,” |
demanded.

Hiseyes narrowed. “I may not have alifetime of curses stored in me anymore,” he said threateningly,
“but | do know afew things by heart.”

“Stopit,” | said as he swiped an arm across the counter and everything went to the floor.

Jenks landed on my shoulder, sending the sharp scent of broken chlorophyll over me. “I don’t likethis,
Rache,” he whispered.

“I said, stop!” | exclaimed as Al sketched arude pentagram and put my book iniit.
“Cderoinanio,” hesad, and | jumped when my charm book burst into flames.
“Hey!” | shouted, suddenly pissed. “Knock it off!”

Al’'s goat-ditted eyes narrowed. With agtiff motion, he dropped another book in its place. The thump of
it reverberated through me. His gaze behind the sheet of black-stained ever-after was heavy with new
hatred. | had bested him again. Me. A “gtinking little witch.”

| stared, thinking before | went with my first gut reaction of caling Minias. | could leave Al thereto burn
al my books, but with himin my circle, I'd know where he was and be safe that night. Or | could cal
Miniasto drag Al’ s butt out of here and hope that no one summoned him again before the sun rose. But
something in Al’ sangry expression made me pause.

Behind the fury, hewastired. He wastired of being hauled around and shoved into alittle room. Hewas
tired of trying for me and failing. And to have Minias know it, to be carted off under hisleash...It was
amogt inaulting. Maybe, if | gave Al anight of peaceto lick hiswounds and his pride, he would grant that
same courtesy to me?

The moment hesitated. The kitchen was eerily slent without the noise from the clock, now broken on the
floor. Al dowly straightened as he redlized something was sifting through my brain, that | was considering
just...letting him go. “ Do you fed lucky, witch?’ the demon growled, hislips pulling back from histeeth
as he smiled. It was adangerous smile that went right to my core. But the thing was, even though he
could kill me, I wasn't scared of him anymore. As he had said, | had circled the bastard one too many
times. Hewastired. And by that comment earlier, maybe alittle hungry for trust.

Al'seyesdid to the scrying mirror in my hand, and his gaze went introgpective as he saw me weighing my
options. “Onenight’ struce?’ he said inquiringly.

| bit my lip and listened to my pulsein my ears. “ Get the hell out of here, Al,” | said, not bothering to put
any moredirection behind it.

He blinked dowly. His features smoothed out, and areal smile curved over hisface. “You're either really
smart, or even more stupid than | thought,” Al said, then vanished with adramatic flair of red smoke.

“Rachd!” Jenks shouted, buzzing furioudy in my face and shedding dust. “Wheat the hell are you doing?



He |l comeright back!”

| took adow breath and straightened. Scrying mirror in my grip, | carefully listened to the church, feding
theair for any sgn of demons. My hand ached, and | flexed it, plucking afew of Al’shairsfrom under
my fingernailsin disgust. “Let it go, Jenks,” | said. Something was shifting between Al and me—had
shifted. | didn’t know quite what, but | felt different. Maybe because | wasn’t whining to Minias. Maybe
me treating Al with more respect might just get me alittle more respect from him. Maybe.

“Y ou stupid witch!” Jenkswas shouting. “ Get your lily-white ass on holy ground. He' s going to come
back!”

“Not tonight hewon’t.” The adrendine crashed, and | found my knees shaking. My gaze did to Rynn
Cormel, standing in the corner trying to control himsalf, and | took another even breath to try to dow my
pulse and not smell so tempting. The vampire till hadn’t moved, but he was starting to look more human.
Tired, | did the scrying mirror back where it belonged between my three untouched demon books. Al
had burned a mundane earth charm book.

Rynn took a step forward, jerking to a halt when Jenks got between us and buzzed awarning. The
vampire was disgusted. “Y ou let him go,” the man said. “With no compulsion. Y ou do dedl in demons.”

The coffee was done, and | crossed the room, trailing my trembling fingers through the plane of the
bubbleto break it as| passed. | settled against the counter where | could see both the man and the arch
to the halway. Taking a steadying breath, | poured a cup of coffee, and after asking Rynn Corme with a
gesture if he wanted any, | took asip.

“I don't dedl indemons,” | said when thefirst of it dipped down my throat. “They deal in me. Thanksfor
trying to help, but Jenksand | had it under control.” | didn’t want him thinking | needed his protection.
Vampire protection came a acost—one | wasn't going to pay.

Rynn Cormd’ s eyebrowsrose. “Had it under control? | saved your life.”

Jenks huffed. “Saved our lives? Y our hairy ass! Rachel was the one that saved yours. She circled him.”
The pixy turned to me, missing Rynn’sdark expression. “Rache,” he fussed. “ Get on holy ground. He
might come back.”

| frowned a him while my free hand prodded my ribsfor apossible bruise. “I’'mfine. Take achill pill
before you set your dust on fire” The pixy sputtered, and | looked at the master vampire. “ Do you want
to 9t down?’

Jenks made aburst of frustrated noise. “1’m going to check on my kids,” he muttered, then darted out.

Rynn Cormel watched him leave. He gauged my fatigue, then eased acrosstheroomto St in lvy’ schair
before her cracked monitor. There was along, bloodless scratch on his cheek, and his hair was mussed.
“Hewas burning your books,” he said, asif it wasimportant to him.

| glanced at the pentagram Al had sketched on my counter and the second book sitting in apile of ash.
“Hewanted out,” | said. “He was burning my books because he was pissed | was going to call another
demon to put him in custody. I’ m hoping that because | gave him anight of peace he will give methe
same.” God help me. I'm trusting a demon to make amoral decision based on respect?

The vampire' s expression shifted to understanding. “ Ah-h-h-h-h. Y ou chose the harder, riskier path, but
by doing 0, it told him you weren’t going to rely on another for your safety. That you don't fear him.”
His head tilted. “Y ou should, you know.”



| nodded. | should fear Al. | did. But not tonight. Not after seeing him. ... disheartened. If hewas
depressed that a gtinking little witch kept evading him, then maybe he should stop tregting melike a
ginking little witch and treat me with some respect.

Deciding Rynn Cormd wasfully in control of himself, my shoulders started to relax. “ So what did you
want to talk to me about?”’

Hedlowed himsdf adow, charismatic smile. | was adonewith Rynn Corme, politician extraordinaire,
master vampire, and once ruler of the free world. | pulled the sugar closer to the coffee. | was Sarting to
shake, and | was going to blameit on low blood sugar. Y eah, that wasit.

“Y ou sure you don't want some coffee?’ | said, ladling in athird spoonful of sugar. “It’ sfresh.”

“No. No, thank you,” he said, then winced, looking utterly charming. “Ah, | find I’'m in the position of
being embarrassed,” he said, and | caught back my snort. “1 came here to assure mysdlf that you were
well after your demon attack yesterday, and | see that not only are you fine, but that you' re fully capable
of protecting yoursdlf. Ivy was not overestimating your skill. | owe her an apology.”

Smiling faintly, | pushed the sugar away. It was nice to hear acompliment oncein awhile. But undead
vampires don’'t get embarrassed. He was ayoung, sweet-talking, very experienced master vampire, and
| watched his nostrils expand as he breathed in vy’ s and my mingled scents.

The vampire shook his head in avery human gesture. “The woman has awill like no other,” he said, and
| knew hewas talking about Ivy besting her ingtinct to bite me. It was hard when we lived together like
this

“Tell meaboutit,” | said, dl of my awe from sitting in my kitchen with Rynn Cormel washed away by the
panic of fighting for my life. “1 think she uses meto test hersdlf.”

Rynn Cormdl’ s gaze came back from Mr. Fish. “Isthat so?’

The questioning tonein hisvoice made me nervous, and | watched him catalog the mixing of Ivy’slifeand
mine. Standing straighter, | gestured with my coffee mug. “What can | do for you, Mr. Cormed?’

“Rynn, please,” he said, flashing me one of hisfamous smilesthat had helped save the freeworld. 1 think
after that, we should be on afirgt-name basis”

“Rynn,” | said cautioudly, thinking thiswasredly weird. | took asip of coffee and eyed him over it. If |
didn’t aready know he was dead, I’ d never have guessed he wasn't dive. “ Don't take thisthe wrong
way, but why do you careif I’'m okay or not?’

Hissmilewidened. “ Y ou're part of my camarilla, and | take my duties serioudy.”

| suddenly wished Jenks was here. A spike of fear plinked through me, and | became very interested in
the whereabouts of my splat gun. Rynn wasn't living, but the deepy-time charm would drop him asfast
asanyonedse “I won't let you biteme,” | said, thethreat in my voice clear as| forced mysdlf to take
another drink of coffee. The bitter smell seemed to help.

Other than his pupils dilating, he hid the effect my fear had on him. | wasimpressed.

“I’m not hereto bite you,” he said, pushing his chair back away from me aninch or so. “I’'m hereto keep
anyone e sefrom doing s0.”

| watched him suspicioudy and uncrossed my ankles—getting ready to moveif | had to. He had told Al



that | belonged to him. Tried to save me from Al because of that. “But you consider me part of your
camailla” | said, not dumb enoughto tell him | didn’t want hishelp just yet. “Don’t you bite everyonein
it?”

At that, he relaxed, leaning forward to push Ivy’ skeyboard out of the way and put his elbows on the
table. An eager light filled him, and | marveled a how aive and excited helooked. “I don’t know. I’ ve
never had one,” he explained, his dark eyesfixed earnestly on mine. “And I’ ve been told I’ m charmingly
eager inmy effortsto start one. A politician can’t—it doesn’t make for afair race.”

Shrugging, he leaned back, looking very attractive, confident, and young. “ And when the chance arose
for meto prevent Piscary’ s children from being scattered, to take his well-structured, happy camarillaas
my own and assert aclaim on you and Ivy?’ He hestated, his attention traveling over my demolished
kitchen. “1t made my decision to retire very easy.”

My mouth went dry. He had retired to get closer to Ivy and me?

Rynn Corméd’ s gaze returned to me. “I came here tonight to make sure you wereintact, which | can see
you are. vy said you were capable of protecting yourself, but | assumed her assurances were smply
another one of her waysto keep me from meeting you.”

| glanced at the empty hdll, things starting to fall into place. “ That run of herstonight was fake, wasn't it,”
| asked, but it wasn't aquestion.

The vampire smiled, bringing aleg up to rest afoot on his knee. He looked redlly good sitting therein my
kitchen. “I’m pleased Ivy was telling me the truth. I' m suitably impressed. Y ou’ ve been bitten more times
than your skin shows.”

Again | felt uncomfortable, but | wouldn’t cover my neck. That was an invitation to |ook.

“Y ou have very beautiful skin,” he added, and | felt adropping sensation, quickly followed by atingling
surge.

Damnit, | thought, reining in my emations. | knew my skin—lessthan ayear old and hiding an unclaimed
vampire bite—was like astesk dangling in front of awolf. Unlessthe wolf was very well fed, hewas
going to go for it.

“I'm sorry,” he gpologized, hisvoice awisp of hollow sound. “I didn’t mean to make you uneasy.”

Yes, you did, | thought, but | didn’'t say it doud. | pushed from the counter, needing the fal se security of
more space between us. “ Are you sure you don't want some coffee?’ | asked, going to the pot to
intentionally turn my back on him. | was afraid, but if | wasn't obvious about it, he' d back off.

“I’'min Cincinnati because of you,” he said. “ Piscary’ s children owe you thanks for their well-being. |
thought you should know that.”

My lips pressed tight, and with my arms wrapped about mysdlf, | spun to him, ready for it. The chitchat
was over.

“I heard about you and Ivy living together in this church and what she wants fromyou,” he said, and my
face flamed. “If you can save her soul after her first death,” he continued, “it would be the most significant
advancein vampire history sincethe live-video feed.”

Oh...that. | hesitated, embarrassed. Thiswas not what | had expected.



The master vampire smiled. “ Lacking asoul iswhy most vampires don’t continue past their thirty-year
death anniversary,” he explained. “ By then, the people who loved them and have been giving them blood
are either undead aswell or smply dead. Blood from someone who doesn't love you isathin med, and
without asoul, an undead vampire has a difficult time convincing anyone that he or shelovesthem. It
makesit hard to form an emotional bond that isred and not contrived.” He shifted, the scent of vampiric
incense coming clear to me. “It can be done, but it takes alot of finesse.”

Somehow, | didn’t think Rynn Cormel had that problem. “Soif | cansavelvy’ssoul...,” | prompted, not
liking wherethiswas going.

“It will dlow the undead to continue to form auratic bonds with new people, extending their undead
exigenceforever.”

| leaned againgt the counter and crossed my ankles. Sipping my coffee, | thought that over, remembering
that when Ivy had bitten me she had taken a portion of my auraaong with my blood. The theory went
aong nicdy with my private theory that an undead vampire needs theilluson of asoul or auraabout it or
the brain will redizeit is dead and drive the vampireinto the sun to kill it, thus bringing the mind, the
body, and the soul back into balance.

“I’'msorry,” | said, thinking that the pope would have a coronary at my thoughts. “It can’t be done. |
don’'t know how to save Ivy’ s soul when shedies. | just don't.”

Rynn Cormel’ s gaze roved over the scattered herbs crushed underfoot, and | warmed, wondering if he
knew I’ d been experimenting with waysto safdly curb Ivy’ sblood lust.

“Y ou' re the one who broke the balance of power between the vampires and the Weres,” he accused so
very softly, and | felt cold. *Y ou found the focus,” he continued, and my pulse quickened.

“My boyfriend—my ex-boyfriend—did that.”

“Semantics,” hesaid, waving ahand. “Y ou brought it into the light.”
“And| buriedit.”

“InaWere sbody,” he exclamed, showing ahint of anger.

It might have been to cow me, but it had the opposite effect. Hell, | had already bound a demon tonight. |
was on top of theworld. “If you touch David...,” | said, setting my cup aside.

But Rynn Cormel only raised his eyebrows, his anger disappearing at the amusement hefound in my
threats. “Don’t try to bully me, Rachel. It makes you look foolish. I’m saying you broke the balance. The
artifact isout. Power is shifting. Slowly, with the gentle pace of generations, but it will shift to the Weres.”

He stood. | kept my attention off my splat gun, but | could fee it—utterly too far away.

“If you can find away for the undead to retain their soul, then the numbers of the undead will grow at a
smilarly dow pace.” He smiled, starting to button up his coat. “ Balanceis maintained. No onedies. lsn't
that what you want?’

| put ahand to my middle. | suppose | should' ve expected this, no good deed goes unpunished and all.
“And witches and humans?’ | asked.

He looked out my kitchen window and into the dark. “Maybe that’ s up to you, too.”



But what | heard was “Who cares?’ Just wanting thisto al go away, | said, “I don’'t know how to doit.
Y ou’ ve got the wrong witch.”

Rynn Cormel found his hat and, with agraceful swoop, plucked it from thefloor. “1 think | have the only
witch,” he said, brushing the matted dandelion seed fromiit. “But even if you don't find away, otherswill
see what you accomplished and will build on that. In the meantime, what have | lost by declaring your
blood off-limitsto dl but Ivy? What have | spent in making sure that you and she have a chanceto
develop ablood relationship free of stress and trouble?’

| stifled ashiver, and my hand rose up to cover my neck.
“It' sno effort at dl,” he said, then put hishat on.
Okay, he was keeping my butt safe from vampires. | appreciate that,” | said grudgingly. “Thank you.”

A copper spell pot grated against the salt when Rynn Cormel pushed it aside with the toe of hisdress
shoe. “That’' shard for you, isn't it? Owing someone?’

“I don't—" | started, then grimaced, rubbing my back where a cupboard knob had raked my skin.
“Yes” | findly admitted, hating it.

Hissmile grew to show adlip of teeth, and he turned asif to leave. “ Then | expect you to honor that.”

“I don't belong to you,” | shot after him, and he turned in the threshold, looking good in hislong coat and
gylish hat. Hiseyeswere black, but | wasn't afraid of him. vy was abigger threst, hunting me dowly.
But | wasletting her doit, too.

“I meant, | expect you to honor your relationship with Ivy.”
“I dothat dready,” | said, clagping my arms about myself.
“Thenwe arein perfect understanding.”

He again turned to leave, and | followed him into the hall. My thoughts went to Ivy, then Marshd. He
wasn't my boyfriend, but he was new in my life. And we were having the hardest time getting together to
do the amplest thing. “ Are you the reason Marsha and | weren't able to get together this afternoon?’ |
accused. “Areyou going to drive him away so Ivy and | will fal into bed together?”

Hewasin my living room, and from over his shoulder hesaid, “Yes”

My lips pressed together, and my dippers scuffed the wood floor we had found under the carpet. “Leave
Marshd done,” | said, handson my hips. Kisten's bracelet fell to my wrigt, and | shoved it back into
hiding. “He' sjust aguy. And if | want to deep with someone, I’ m going to. Y ou running off menisn't
going to send merushing into lvy’ sarms, it’ s going to piss me off and make me miserableto live with.
Got it?’

| suddenly redlized | was swearing at apast leader of the United States, and | flushed. “ Sorry for barking
at you,” | muttered as| fingered Kisten’ s bracelet and fdlt guilty. “1t' s been ahard day.”

“My gpologies,” he said, so sincerely that | dmost believed it. “I’ll stop interfering.”
| took a breath and unclenched my teeth before | gave myself aheadache. “ Thank you.”

The sound of the front door crashing open made me jump. Rynn Cormel took his hand from the door
and turned to face the hall.



“Rache?’ came lvy’ sworried voice. “Rachel! Y ou okay? There' sacouple of guysout frontinacar.”

| glanced at Rynn Cormél. His eyes had gone black. Hunger black. “Uh, I'm finel” | sang out. “I’ m back
here. Uh, lvy?’

“Damnit dl to hdl,” she swore, her boots clunking inthe hall. “1 told you to stay on holy ground!”

She barreled into the living room, amost pinwhedling to astop. She flashed red, her short, dark hair
swinging as she stopped. Her hand went first to her bare neck, then sheforced it down to her
leather-clad hip. “Excuse me,” she said, her face going pae. “I’ veinterrupted.”

Rynn Cormel shifted hisweight, and she cringed. “No, you'refine, Ivy,” he said, hisvoice now deeper
and measured. He had lightened his usua demeanor to lull me, and it had worked. “I' m glad you're
I’He_”

Ivy looked up, clearly embarrassed. “1’m sorry about your men at the car. | didn’t recognize them. They
tried to scop me from comingin.”

My eyebrows rose, and Rynn Cormel’ slaughter shocked both vy and me. “If you bested them, they
deserved it and needed the reminder. Thank you for correcting their poor interpretation of your skills.”

Ivy licked her lips. It was anervous habit | didn’t see often, and my tension rose. “Um,” she hedged,
trying to tuck her short hair behind an ear. “| think | ought to call an ambulance. | broke afew things.”

Looking like he didn’t care, the master vampire eased forward and, very dowly, took her perfect hand in
his scarred one. “Y ou're too kind.”

Ivy looked a her fingersamong his, blinking fast.

“Rachel isapowerful young woman,” he said, and | suddenly felt like I’ d passed some sort of test. “I can
seewhy you are atracted to her. Y ou have my blessing to cultivate a scion relationship with her, if that is
what you want.”

My anger rose, but vy shot me alook to shut me up. “Thank you,” she said, and | got even more mad
when Rynn Corme smiled smugly, knowing I’ d held my tongue because vy had asked meto. Then |
thought, So what? Why should | care what he thinksif he'll leave us alone?

Rynn Cormel took another step closer to vy, curving an arm about her waist in afamiliar fashion that |
didn’t like. “Would you accompany methis evening, Ivy? Now that | have seen your friend, | understand
better. I'd liketo...try another angle, if you arewilling.”

Try another angle? | thought, seeing the hinted hunger in him, luring her. Working on asequd, arewe?|
didn’t agree with how vampire society worked, but Ivy took arelieved breath, her eyes positively
lighting. “Yes,” shesaid quickly, but then her gaze did to me.

“Go,” | said sourly, glad she hadn’t seen the demolished kitchen. “I'll befine.”

She eased closer to Rynn Cormel, her lean, leather-clad body |ooking fabulous next to his polished
refinement. “Y ou' re not on hallowed ground,” she said.

“Al won't beback.” | glanced &t Rynn Corme’ slight grip on her shoulder. “I'mfine.”
Ivy pulled away from him, reaching for me. “Hewas here?’ she said. “ Are you okay?’

“I’'mfinel” | said, backing up until her outstretched hand dropped. My gaze went to Rynn Cormel, and |



didn’t like the smile hewas hiding.
“I told you not to go onto unsanctified ground,” vy almost scolded. “ God, Rachd, | madeyou asign!”

“I forgot, okay?’ | shot back at her. “1 took it down because it ticked me off, and | forgot. | was so
flustered about your master vampire paying me avist that | forgot!”

lvy hesitated, then said softly, “Okay.”

“Okay,” | repesated, feding my anger die at her quick admission.

“Well...okay.”

| glared a Rynn Cormel, who was adjusting his hat and smiling at the exchange.
“I'll get on halowed ground,” | said, just wanting her to leave.

Ivy took arocking step toward the door, then hesitated. “What about dinner? Y ou can’t order pizza. Al
might ddliver it.”

“Marshd iscoming over,” | said, looking pointedly at Rynn Cormel as he evauated the exchange. “He's
bringing dinner.”

A flash of jedlousy passed over Ivy, dying fast. Rynn Corme saw both its birth and death, and when he
met my gaze, | knew herealized Ivy and | had aready set up the rulesfor our relationship—and those
rulesincluded other people. Most vampiric relationships did, though that did nothing for my sense of
mordlity.

“I'll see you about sunrise,” she said, and the master vampire' s eyebrowsrose. lvy gave mea
tight-lipped smile and turned to Rynn Cormd.

“Ivy,” hesad, offering hisarm.

“Mr. Cormel,” she said back, sounding flustered as she didn’t take it. “Um, could you sign your book for
me before we go?’

My breath hesitated, and | stiffened. Oh, God. Not the vampire dating guide.

Ivy turned to me, her expression eager. | didn’t seethis side of her often, and it was kind of scary.
“You vedill gotit, don't you?’ sheasked. “Isit ill on your bedside table?”’

“Ivy!” | exclaimed, backing up, my face hot. Crap. Now he knows I’ ve read it. My thoughts flicked to
page forty-nine, and | stared in horror when Rynn Cormel laughed at my expresson. “1t wasso | would
stop stomping on her ingtincts” | babbled, and he laughed al the more.

Ivy was starting to look ticked, and Rynn Cormel took her arm to escort her out. “1 would loveto sign
your copy,” he said as heled her to the back door. “1’m sure Rachd will find it for you, and you can
bring it over next time.” He smiled over his shoulder at me as he opened the door and the coolness of the
night dipped in. “ She might want to peruseit first,” he added, and my jaw clenched.

“I'vedready perused it,” | said loudly, and the door shut behind them with a soft click.

“God helpme,” | muttered as| fell back into vy’ s old couch and breathed in the puff of vampire incense
that I’ d kicked up from the cushions. If she wanted Rynn Cormel to sign her book, she could damn well
dig it out from the back of my closat hersdf. | didn’'t even know for sureif it was till there. But, Staring at



the celling, | wondered if Ivy might find happinessin ared vampiric relationship with Rynn Cormel. She
seemed positively besotted.

My thoughts drifted to Kisten, and | wondered if shefelt any of the guilt | did.

The quiet of the church soaked into me, and in the distance, | heard the sound of a car starting up.
“Kitchen,” | said to mysdlf, and sat up. Yeah, | had told Ivy I’ d get on hallowed ground, but | wasn't
going to let that mess sit until tomorrow. Tomorrow | was going out with David, and once | knocked
some sense into ahappy band of demon summoners, I'd have my life back. Such asit was.

| stood in the threshold of the kitchen and sighed at the destruction. Maybe | could pay the pixiesto
clean it up. But they were tucked into the stump until the warmth of sunrise, so, resigned to the mess, |
scuffed in. My back hurt as | picked up the broken clock and set it on the counter. Most of the rack was
on the floor, and deciding I’ d pile everything up now and sort it later, | went to the cupboard to get the
broom.

It was going to be along night.

Eleven

The moon was shining in the kitchen window as| wiped my footprints off theidand counter. | was dmost
finished with cleaning up. It had taken atwenty-pixy-escort trip out to the shed for my toolbox, but I'd
found ametd plate and afew wood screws to tack the rack together. | wasn't going to put anything
heavier than herbson it, but at least it wasn't hanging cockeyed from the celling. Yes, | had told Ivy I'd
get on sanctified ground, but for some inane reason, | trusted that Al wasn't going to show up, as some
weird thank-you for not siccing Minias on him. Tomorrow he d try to abduct me again, but tonight | was
safe. And | never had told Ivy when I’ d actually get to holy ground. Besides, Marshal was coming over,
and the kitchen table was less datdlike than the couch.

Tossing the dishcloth onto the table, | knelt before the open shelves under the counter. | had Ssmply
shoved everything in there on my first passthrough, and it wasamess. If | couldn’t hang the smaller spell
pots and utensils back up, I d have to do some rearranging. My splat gun sat in the small spell pot nestled
inwith the rest on the bottom shelf, right where’d need it if | was crawling. That waswhere it would
stay. But the ceramic spoons needed a new home.

Gathering up the spoons and long utensils, | arranged them in aglassvase I’ d pulled out of the back of a
cupboard. | pushed my spell books down and used the vase as a bookend, taking up the space where
the book Al had destroyed had been.

Unhappy, | sat back on my hedls and considered my smaller library. I'd never be able to replace the
book he had burned. Sure, | could pick up another at just about any charm shop, but mine had had notes
and everything init. | wondered if perhaps| ought to move the more va uable demon curse books onto
hallowed ground. I’ d been lucky Al hadn’t destroyed one of them instead. Or maybe | was unlucky,
seeing as| Hill had them.

My fingerstingled as| pulled out the three booksin question. | sood, and after running my arm across
the counter to make sureit was dry, | set them down.

“Moving them?’ Jenks questioned, and | looked to where he was examining my handiwork, hisfistson
his hips as he hovered at the mended rack.

“Maybe” | sad glumly.
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Hiswings made a soft hum, and | swung my hair out of the way as he gpproached, but he landed on the
counter instead. “If that gargoyle weren't up there, I’ d say put them in the belfry.”

A wince crinkled my eyesas | imagined the extreme temperatures. “He' sin the belfry?’

Jenkslifted ashoulder and let it fal. “No, but he's on the roof beside the window. Tink’ stitties, | never
see the thing move. One minute he' s here, the next he' sthere, and when he' snot adeep, | don’t know
whereheis. At any rate, it might be better than putting them under your bed. vy said the guy who
blessed the church said the belfry was super haly.”

Super holy, eh? Maybe | should deep up there. Worried, | pushed the books to the corner to make
room for the rest of the under-counter stuff. “I don’'t know....” My nosetickled as | weeded through the
stack of herbs I’ d been messing with to modify an existing charm to give Ivy ameasure of control over
her blood lust. It wasn't going well. Shedidn’t like trying them out, taking them on her dates so if it didn't
work, | wouldn’t haveto fight her off. Nothing seemed to have an effect, and | wondered if shewas
redly trying them or just telling me shewas. Ivy didn’t like my magic touching her, though she thought me
blasting anyone el se was cool.

Jenks dropped to land beside the curse books. Histiny features were worried as he watched me shake a
sheaf of feverfew to get the tansy off it. “ Y ou aren’t going to keep that, are you?’ he asked, and |
glanced up from picking cat hair off it.

“You don't think | should?’

“They aren’t pure anymore.” He kicked adry stem, making little chipsfal off. “Y ou got pieces of
rosemary on the coneflower, and coneflower seeds sticking to the danddions. Who knows what they will
do, especidly if you're experimenting.”

| looked at the pile of dried herbs thinking it would be alot easier to just chuck it out the back door, but |
wasaradthat if | did that, | might smply give up. Adapting charmswas hard. | could follow arecipe,
but my mother was like agourmet chef, and | had never gppreciated that until | tried to do it myself.
“Maybeyou'reright.”

Mood souring, | shook out a brown paper bag and shoved ayear’ sworth of gardening into it. The
rasping sound cut through the silence, and | felt Sick as| wadded the top of the bag down and jammed it
al into the trash under the sink. Turning, | deemed the kitchen reasonably clean. The rack was empty,
and | wondered if | should just give up on the charm for controlling vy’ sblood lust. Ivy wasn't helping,
and it wasredlly hard. Depressed, | dumped into my chair at the table.

“I don't know if I can do this, Jenks,” | said, putting my e bows on the table and exhaing with asigh.
“My mother makesit look so easy. Maybe I'll get farther if | mix someley line magic with the earth
charms. | mean, ley line magic ismostly symbolism and word choice, making it moreflexible.”

Jenks swings blurred into motion and stopped. Tossing hisblond hair from his eyes, he frowned, dmost
gitting on the demon text and catching himsdlf at thelast moment, wings going full tilt. “Mix earth and ley
linemagic? st that what makes a demon curse?’

Fear did through me and away. “1t won't be ademon curseif | invent it, will it?’
Hiswings drooped and he seemed to dump. “I don’'t know. Marshd’ s here.”
| sat up and glanced over the kitchen. “How do you know?’

“Hedrivesadiesd, and onejust pulled up to the curb.”



A smile curved over me. “He sgot adiesd engine?”’

Spilling aglittering path of dust, Jenks rose. “ Probably needsit to pull his big-ass boat out of the water.
I'1l get the door. | want to talk to him.”

“Jenks,” | warned, and he laughed, halfway to the hall.
“About Al being after you. God, Rachel! I'm not your daddy.”

| relaxed, then got to my feet and shoved the demon books under the counter, vowing to do some
rearranging tomorrow when the sun was up. | heard the front door open before the bell even rang, and a
masculine greeting filtered softly back to mein away that sounded redlly...comforting.

“Isshedl right?’ came Marshd’ s soft query from the sanctuary, but | didn’t hear Jenks s response. “No,
that’ s cool,” he added, clearly closer, and | spun to the hallway at the soft sound of the floorboards
creaking and the sméll of hot rice.

“Hi, Marshd,” | said, glad to seehim. *Y ou madeit.”

Marshal had taken the time to get out of hisinterview clothes, and he looked good in jeans and a soft
flanne shirt of rich blue. There was afolded newspaper under hisarm, and he set it and the steam-damp
bag on the table before taking off his coat. 1 was starting to think the world was conspiring against us,”
he said. “ Jenks said you had arough early evening.”

| glanced at Jenks, wondering what he had told Marshd. | shrugged, arms wrapping around my middle.
“I survived.”

“Survived?’ Jenkslanded on top of the rolled-down bag. “We kicked that demon’ s assfrom hereto the
Turn. Don't sell yoursdlf short, Rache.”

Marsha hung his coat on the back of vy’ s chair, pausing to watch Jenks manhandle the bag open. “I like
your church,” he said, gazing a the kitchen. “It suitsyou.”

“Thanks” A flash of gratitude went through me. He didn't pry, didn’t ask why ademon had been in my
kitchen, didn’t take my hand and peer into my eyesand ask meif | was okay and did | need to sit down,
didn’t tell me | was going to die young and that | should take up canasta instead. He accepted my
explanation and let it go. | didn’t think it was because he didn’t care either. | think it was because he
wanted to wait until | was comfortable and told him myself. And that meant alot. Kisten had been like
that, too.

| will not compare Marshad to Kisten, | thought as | got two plates and the tea bag caddy Jenks used as
adish. vy was out on adate. She was able to move on with her life. It would get better, but only if |
tried. Only if | wanted it to. And | did. | didn’t like being unhappy. | hadn’t realized | had been until |
started to feel good again.

“Where,” Marshal said into the silence as he peered under the table, “did you get such abig pumpkin? It
isapumpkin, isn't it?” the man asked, and Jenks swingsincreased their pitch. “1t's not one of those
sguash that looks like a pumpkin?’

“It' sapumpkin,” Jenks said, hispride clear. “1 grew it myself between the Jamesons' plots and the
Davaros gatue. Out in the graveyard,” he added, asif it wasn't obvious. “We re going to carve it
tomorrow. Just me and the kids. Give Matdinaabreak.”

Matdinagetsabreak, and | get pumpkin gutson my celling. I'm sure it would start sedately enough, but



it wouldn't be long before they started Pumpkin Wars, the sequd.
“S0-0-0-0,” | said as| hung up the dishcloth. “How did your last interviews go?’

Marsha edged closer when Jenks got the bag open and the scent of sweet-and-sour came wafting out.
“Great.” He started removing takeout boxes, and | looked up, suddenly conscious that our shoulders
were amogt touching. “1 got the job,” he said when our eyesmet, and | smiled.

“Marshd, that’ sgreat!” | exclaimed, then gave him aneutral swat on the shoulder. “When do you sart?’
| added, not looking at him as| turned to fuss with the food. Maybe that was too much.

The man backed up a step and ran ahand over the new stubble atop his head. “November first,” he said.
“But I'll beon sdlary, so | can go back and forth to sell the businessif | need to until classes start up after
the winter solstice.”

Jenks gave me awarning look, and | scowled at him, bumping the table to make him jump when | went
to get a couple of serving spoons. The scent of oil and gas blended with awitch’ s redwood smell, making
Marsha seem like ayummy piece of northern exposure. He dressed differently from anyone I’ d spent
much time with, smelled different, and had somehow skipped that uncomfortable stage of awvkwardness
most of my dates had, dipping into my church like he belonged. Not that thiswas a date. Maybe that
waswhy. | had invited him over without any thoughts of a possible reationship, and we both could relax.
But | expected the easy companionship was mostly because he had helped Jenks and me when we had
redly needed it.

Ivy’s chair bumped and scraped as Marshad pulled it to the open spot, and he sighed when he sat down.
“It was one of the oddest interviews |’ ve ever had,” he said as| rummaged for the chopsticks with my
back to him. “They seemed to like me, but | thought they were going to giveit to the other guy—and for
thelife of me, | couldn’t tell why. He had developed a swim program for a high school down in Forida,
but he didn't have ether the dive time or ley line experience, and that’ swhat they were looking for.”

| sat down kitty-corner to him and his eyes flicked to the chopsticks.
“Then dl of asudden, they made a decision and offered methejob,” hefinished.

“All of asudden, huh?’ Jenks said, and | shot him alook to shut him up. Marsha didn’t get the job
because of Rynn Cormd, but I" d be willing to bet the vampire had been leaning on the university to pick
someone else until | had barked at him to get out of my life. Whereupon the university had chosen whom
they wanted.

Marsha was till looking at the chopsticks. “It wasweird, like I’ d done them afavor or something by
saying yes.” Hisgaze flicked from the chopsticks to me and he winced. “Uh, I’'m going to need afork.”

| laughed and got back up. “Sorry.” | felt his attention on me, and fegling sassy, | picked out two forks.
Marsha was dishing out the food, and it was nice being with someone who wasn't looking for anything.
“Y ou know, since Al showed up, we don't have to hang around here.”

“Rachdl...,” Jenks protested, and | turned, bumping the drawer closed with my hip.

“What?" | complained. “He s not going to come back tonight. I’ ve been on unsanctified ground this
entiretime.”

“And lvy’ sgoing to have fairies coming out her asswhen shefindsout,” Jenks said.

| plopped down, not meeting anyone' s gaze. Marshd glanced from me to Jenks, watching us between



tapping rice out on our plates. Jenks waved his hand no when Marshd offered, which didn’t surprise me.
The smal pixy wasn't happy, and hiswings were turning red as he grew upset and hiscirculation
increased. Annoyed, | set the forks clattering on the table. “He' s not going to bother me anymore tonight,
Jenks”

“Why? Because you didn’t have Minias cart him off when your deluded sense of sding with the
underdog told you he wastired and he appreciated you trusting him? Tink’ s contractud hell, Rachel.
That’ snuts. Sug nutswith dime on top. If you dietonight, it’ snot my fault!”

Marshal continued to serve food, and the spicy scent did nothing to ease my tension. “Ah, Rache? Y ou
want to go roller-skating tomorrow?’ he said, clearly not liking Jenks and me arguing. It was an obvious
attempt to change the subject, but my ire evaporated, and | uncrossed my arms and decided to ignore
Jenks.

“Do you know how long it’sbeen since I’ ve been skating?’ | said.

The pixy dropped to his empty teabag caddy with hisarms crossed over his chest, shedding silver
parkles. “ According to your mom, not since you were banned for damming—"

“Quiet!” | said, thumping the underside of the table with my knee, but the antique ash was heavy and
Jenks didn’t even jump thistime. “Don’'t you have somewhere to go? Gargoylesto spy on or
something?’ | complained, my face warming. They wouldn't still remember me at Aston’s, would they?

“Nope,” Jenks said. Hisface was creased inirritation, and then seeing both of uslooking at him, he
forced himsdf to relax. “How about putting some of that sake | smedll on my plate, Marsh-man,” he said
suddenly. It was a change of mood | didn’t trust, but I’d go dong withiit.

Looking chagrined, Marsha pulled aworn thermos from hisjacket pocket. “It was supposed to be a
surprise” he said dryly as he set it between us.

“I’'msurprised,” | said as | got up to get the tiny, see-through ceramic teacups that Ceri preferred to my
thick-walled mugs. They weren't traditiona sake cups, but they looked better than shot glasses.

“That will work,” Marshal said as| set them down, and hefilled them halfway up before carefully tipping
his cup over Jenks steabag caddy tofill it right to the top.

Thisign't like Kigten, | thought, finding ahint of peace as| held my cup up in atoast. Jenks had never
hung around when Kisten and | were together. And though Marsha wasfun to look at, | was till too
raw to be serious. Not having that will-he-won't-he stress to dedl with was an unexpected pleasure.

“Tonew jobs,” hesaid, and we dl took asip, me holding my bresth so | wouldn’t cough.
“Good guff,” | said, eyeswatering and feding the nasty stuff burn al the way down.

Marsha sat his cup down with a careful downess, the subtle easing of his posture telling me that just that
little bit of adcohol had an effect on him. But hell, sake was potent stuff.

Jenks swings sped up, and the soft dipping of dust ceased.

“Thanksfor letting me come over,” Marshd said as he took up hisfork and arranged hisdinner. “My
hotel roomis...empty. And | could use alittle normalcy after today.”

Smirking, Jenks fanned hiswings, sending the scent of riceto me. “ She fought off ademon with the help
of Rynn Cormel. Wean't norma, Marsh-man.”



It amost sounded like awarning, and Marshd’ s laughter stopped short when he saw my mood go
pensve. “Rynn Cormd?’ hesaid, asif trying to figure out if Jenkswas kidding him. “ The vampire, right?’

| leaned over my plate and took abite. Good rice sticks together, but | wasn't going to use chopsticksiif
Marshd wasn't. “Yup,” | said when it became obvious that he was waiting for an answer. “Hetook in
Piscary’ s camarilla, which means he' s my roommate' s new master vamp, and he came over to find out
what my intentionstoward Ivy were.”

Sort of the truth, but the entire truth was way too embarrassing.
“Oh.”

It was an uncomfortable utterance, and | looked up to see his brown eyes holding an uneasy
wariness—which made Jenks al the more pleased, apparently, if hiswing speed was any indication. “It
wasttabigded,” | sad, trying to downplay it. “He got in the way more than anything ese.”

That didn’'t help at dl, and Marshd swallowed to look ill. | sat back, gripping my plate and reaching for
my sake cup. “Y ou want to move to sanctified ground? We can watch TV or something. We have cable
out there now.”

Marsha shook his head. “No. If you say the demon won't show up, | believe you.”

A snicker came from Jenks, ticking me off. | took another swallow of sake, following it with the rice and
mest. It didn’t burn thistime, and | thought as | chewed and swallowed. This stank. Marsha wanted to
take me skating. What kind of friend makes aguy hidein a church because she' safraid of demons?

Lipspressed, | got up, feding the men’seyes on me as| plucked my compact from my bag and one of
Ivy’ sfine-line Sharpies from her cup. | had a stick of yew around here somewhere, and the sake was
probably agood substitute for wine.

“Uh, Rache?’ Jenks questioned.

“I'mtired of hiding inmy church,” | said, thinking I’ d have to get my scrying mirror out to remember
what the glyph looked likeif | wanted to reproduce the spell to make acdling circle. “It’ sright before
Haloween, for crying out loud.”

| wouldn't look up. “If you want to come with us and babysit, fine. Al isn’'t going to show. Besides, he
wants me dive, not dead. And | want to go out.”

Marshd’ sfork scraped as he set it down. “What are you doing?’

“Making something | probably shouldn’t.” Giving up on doing thisfrom memory, | pulled my scrying
mirror out from under the idand counter and carefully set it down. | harbored a guilty thought that the
thing was beautiful, its crystaline lines of the symbols etched into its surface showing a sharp diamond
clarity againgt the wine-colored depths of the glass reflecting redlity in degp shades of maroon. Something
thisevil shouldn’t be beautiful. Ceri had helped me makethis one after | broke thefirst over Minias's
head. Damnit, why issherisking her soul like thisagain?

Marsha wasslent ashelooked at it. “ That’ sacaling circle” hefindly said. “I think. I’ ve never seen one
likethat.”

Jenkslooked dmost cocky when the dust dipping from him turned gold and he said, “ That' s because it



goesthrough ley linesto summon demons.”

| frowned, but the damage had been done. Marsha siffened, carefully taking abite of riceand
vegetables asif it didn’t bother him. Exasperated, | looked at the sake and decided I’ d had enough. Of
Jenks, not the sake. What iswith him tonight?

“It doesn’t summon demons, just lets metalk to them.” And opens a channdl they can travel through.
“Marshd, I’'m awhite witch. Redlly.” | looked at the pentagram and winced. “Thethingis, I'vegot a
demon bent on dragging meinto the ever-after, and having acalling circle gives me the option to call
someoneto pick him up when he shows. He' s supposed to beinjail. But everything will befine
tomorrow after | go out with David and beat some sense into whoever iscadling Al and releasing him to

gt me”

It sounded lame even to me, and Marsha chewed hisrice, his attention never leaving mine as he weighed
his thoughts. His gaze flicked to the calling circle and then swung back to me. “You cdl it Al?’ he asked
mildy.

| took a breath, deciding to give him dl the dramaof my life a once. If he was going to leave because of
it, | wanted to know now, not after | started liking the guy. “ The smut on my aural got fromusing a
demon curse to save my ex-boyfriend,” | said. Mogtly. “ And the two demon marks were accidents.”

Aren't they al? | mocked in my thoughts, but Marshal had taken asip of hisdrink and leaned back.
“Rachel, you don't havetotell meadl this,” hesaid, and | raised ahand.

“Yesl do.” Eyeing the sake, | dammed it, wanting aloose tongue for afew minutes. “ Thereisno way
I’m going to have aboyfriend anytime soon,” | said asit burned, “soif you' relooking for afast hop inthe
sack, you can just walk out the door right now. Actually, you should get out now anyway.”

“Uh...” Marsha stammered, and Jenks snickered as he drank the last of his sake.

“I havearisky job,” | said defensively as| put my arm flat on the table, dmost flipping my plate of rice,
“I loveit. It might make you atarget.” My jaw clenched. Kisten had died because he refused to kill me
when Piscary asked. | wassure of it.

Jenkstook flight, and | watched the sparkles as he landed on Marshd’ s shoulder and sighed. “ She's
such adramaqueen,” he muttered alittle too loudly, ticking me off.

“Shut up, Jenks,” | said carefully so | wouldn’t dur. | wasn't drunk, but the acohol helped. | turned to
Marshd. “I got ademon mark when my ex-boyfriend bought atrip through the lineswhen Al tore my
throat open. | have another on my foot because some jackass pulled me through to the ever-after to give
meto Al and | had to buy atrip home from another demon who is absolutely nuts and might show up at
any timeif sheremembersme.”

“She?’ Marshd said, sparse eyebrows high but accepting that.

“| dso have a couple of unclaimed vampire scars that make me susceptible to vampire pheromones,” |
said, not caring what he thought. “If it wasn't for Ivy protecting me, I’d be dead or out of my mind by
now because of it.”

Jenks leaned toward Marshal’ s ear and whispered loud enough for meto hear, “| think she likesthem, if
you ask me.”

“I’'mtrouble, Marshd,” | said, ignoring Jenks. “If you were smart, you' d walk out of my church, getin
your truck, and drive away. God! | don't even know why you're here.”



Marshd pushed his plate away and crossed hisarms over his chest. His muscles bunched under his shirt,
and | forced my attention from him. | wasn’t drunk, damn it, but my eyeswarmed. “ Are you done?’ he
asked.

“I suppose,” | said, depressed.
“Jenks, do you mind if | talk to Rachd alone?” Marshd asked.

The pixy’s expression darkened and he put hisfists on hiships, but when he saw meglare a him, he
aulkily flew to the door. Ten to one he was going to listen from the hal, but a least we had the illusion of

privecy.

Seeing him gone, Marsha leaned across the table and took my handsin his. “Rachel, | met you on my
boat, asking for my help to rescue your ex-boyfriend from agroup of militant Weres. Don’t you think |
know you leave atrail of bread crumbsfor troubleto follow?’

| brought my eyesup. “Y es, but—"

“My turn,” hesaid, and | shut my mouth. “I’m not Stting in your kitchen because I’ m new in town and
looking for acurvy body in my bed. I’'m here because | like you. | only talked to you for afew hourson
my boat, but in thet little time, | was seeing you as you. No pretenses, no games. Y ou know how rare
that iIs?” He gave my fingers a gentle squeeze, and my gazerose. “Y ou never see aperson likethat on a
date, not after a dozen dates. Sometimes, you can spend years with someone and never redly know
what they’ re like under the veneer we put on to make ourselves fed better. | liked what | saw when you
were under pressure. Thelast thing | need isa steady girlfriend.” Helet go of my hand and did to the
back of hischair. “My last one was anightmare, and I’ d just as soon keep things casud. Like tonight.
Minusthe demon.”

He smiled, and | couldn’t help but smile back. I’ d been around too many guysto take hiswords at face
vaue, but he was tifling a shudder born from something in hismemory. “1 don’'t want you to get hurt,” |
mumbled, embarrassed now. The quickest way to get aman interested wasto say you weren't.

Marshd sat tdler. “I’ll be okay,” he said as he looked out the dark kitchen window and shrugged. “I'm
not helpless. I've got adegreein low-leve ley line manipulations. | ought to be able to manage ademon
or two.” He amiled. “ Short-term anyway.”

Thiswasn't goingwdl. “I'mnot...l can't...” | took asteadying breath. “1'm il hurting. Y ou' re wasting
your time”

Helooked at the window and the dark square it made. “1 told you I’m not looking for agirlfriend. You
women aredl nuts, but | like theway you smell and you' re fun to dance with.”

A quiver rose and fll in my middle. “Then why areyou here?’

Marshd’s eyes came back to mine. “1 don’t like being aone, and you look like you need to be with
someone...for awhile”

Slowly my gaze dropped and then returned to his. Could | trust that? Seeing my compact, | picked it up,
weighed it in my pam, then tossed it into my bag. Somehow | didn’t fed like | needed to prove anything
to him anymore, and the entire idea had been bad to begin with. God, no wonder | kept getting into
trouble. So | couldn’t go out? So what?

“Y ou, ah, want to watch amovie?’ | said, embarrassed for having bared my soul, though it had left me
feding refreshed.



Marshal made a soft noise and stretched where he sat, looking comfortable and content. “ Sure. Mind if |
bring my paper in for the classifieds? I’ m il looking for an apartment.”

“Soundsgreat,” | said. “That soundsredly great.”

Twelve

It was the softest sound of fabric diding againgt leather that woke me. In apulse of adrenaline, my eyes
flashed open and my breath came fast. The scratchy softness of an afghan brushed against my face, and |
sat up with asmooth, fast motion.

| was on the couch in the sanctuary, not my bed, and the light coming in the tall stained-glasswindows
was bright with the sunrise. Acrossthe coffee table, Marshd was frozen halfway to astand from his
chair. His expression was one of shock.

“Wow,” he said as he sraightened to hisfull height. “I wastrying to be quiet. You' rearedly light
deeper.”

| blinked at him, redlizing what had happened. 1 fell adeep,” | said supidly. “What timeisit?’

With asoft exhalation, Marshal sat back down on the chair where he had spent most of last night. A
bowl holding leftover popcorn sat on the table with three bottles of pop and an empty bag of
gingersnaps. His stocking feet spread wide, he squinted at hiswatch. It was andog, which didn’t surprise
me. Mogt witches shunned digitd. “ A little after seven,” he said, hisgaze rising to the muted TV and the
puppets that were dancing there.

“Oh, God!” | moaned, falling back into the warmth of where | had been deeping. “I’m so sorry.”
Marshd had his head down as he adjusted his socks. “ For what?’

| gestured to the stained-glass windows past the gently swaying bats. “It’'s seven.”

“I don’'t have to be anywhere. Do you?’

Uh, not until later. My swirling thoughts dowed. | didn’t feel that good, seeing as| till had achunk of
deep waiting for me somewhere, and | scooted mysalf up abit so | wasn't so...schlumpy looking.

“Hey, you, ah, want to crash herefor the rest of the morning?’ | asked, staring at the happy puppets on
the TV. Must be a human thing to watch puppets at this hour, because it sure as hell wasn't gppedling to
awitch. “We have a couch in the back living room. It' sdarker in there.”

Marsha pressed hislipstogether and shook his head. “No, thanks. | didn’t mean to wake you. | was
going to leave you anote and dip out. I" ve been on ahuman clock for three years. I'm usualy up by

My facetwisted as | imagined that. “1I’m not,” | complained. “I’ ve got to get to bed.”

He smiled as he gathered the empty bottlesto take to the kitchen, and | yawned. “Don’t bother,” | said.
“I'll take care of them. If | don’t rinse them out, the rani of recycling yellsa me.”

Smiling, he pulled his hands away and stood, leaving them where they were. “I have to check afew more
gpartmentsthismorning, but I’ [l burn through my list in afew hours. Y ou want to get together later?’

A spike of anticipation rose through me, dulled by my deepy state, but | couldn’t help but wonder where
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thiswas going. Last night with Marshal had been fun. Comfortable. True to what he had said earlier
about wanting abreak from agirlfriend, we just sat around and watched TV. | had brought al my runner
ingtinctsto bear on him, and though it would be stupid to think that he might not be interested in more
later, right now, he just seemed to appreciate the company. God knew | did.

“Sure” | sad, carefully, “but David’ srun out to that witch’s house comesfirs.” | was reluctant to move,
fedling rumpled and ill from the early hour. I’ d thought it had been odd when he' d fallen adeep in hischair
at midnight, right during the news, but if he' d been running on ahuman clock, that would be late for him.

| had intended to let Marsha deep through the late movie and then wake him, seeing asit was nice
having company without having to worry about triggering any blood lust attackswhen | got excited ina
chase scene. Falling adegp during the dow spots had never crossed my mind. But someone had turned
the volume down, so he' d probably woken up at some point and let me keep deeping. That was nice.

“Y ou need any help? At the house | mean?’ Marshal asked, and | smiled up a him.
1] Nom.”

“Then I’ll get out of here,” he said, then dropped down to crouch before me. He was way too close, and
| drew back with my eyeswide.

“You'refunny,” he said as he got on his hands and knees and peered under the couch. “I’m not going to
kissyou. Y ou're too much trouble to be my girlfriend. Too high-maintenance. My boots are under
there”

| grinned in embarrassment as he came up with his boots.

The click of the front door opening shot through me. Marsha got to hisfeet and turned in one smooth
motion, and | bolted upright.

“Ivy?’ | cdled, recognizing the sound of her boots clacking.

Her path ruler-straight and her face placid, she walked past Marshd and me. “’Morning,” she said, no
clueto her mood in her voice as she vanished into the darkness of the hall. The collar to her jacket was
up, and | think she' d been bitten in an intentionally obvious place. My thoughts jerked back to Rynn
Cormel, and afeding of anger burned. He had taken her last night, making hisclaim in an obvious,
indisputable way. I’d known it was coming, and vy said it was expected, but it still seemed degrading to
me.

Marsha shifted uneasily, and my attention returned to him. He was standing over me, and | suddenly
realized what it must have looked like to Ivy. He hadn’t been there to give me akiss, but he had beenin
theright placefor it.

Ivy dammed akitchen cupboard door shut, and Marshal jumped.
“I"d, ah, better go.”

| pulled the afghan up around my shoulders as he started for the front door. Stretching to fed every ache
the couch had put in me, | followed him. The pixieswere loud outside, and the shadows of their wings
showed where they were clearing spiderwebs off the outsde panesto help deter fairiesfrom trying to
take up residence. My balance bobbled as | came around the coffee table, and Marshal caught my
elbow. “Thanks” | mumbled, looking up his consderable height. | didn’t like how awkward the early
hour had made me, but he looked fine, standing there in hisrumpled shirt and lightly stubbled face.



“Kindaklutzy inthe morning, eh?’ he said, then let go of my ebow when Ivy’ s boots clattered in the
hallway. He stepped back, and | tried not to frown at Ivy. She had Marshal’ s coat from the kitchen, and
shedraped it over my swivel desk chair. “Do you want some coffee before you go?’ she asked,
sounding sincere, but the coat said different.

Marsha cracked his neck, his gaze diding to his coat before returning to Ivy, who was framed by the
hallway opening, her hip cocked, looking predatory in her deek |eather pants and coat. “No, thanks. |
have an appointment. Seeyou later, Ivy.”

He pulled his coat from the chair, and asit dowly spun, | followed him to the door. Fatigue made my feet
heavy, and | yawned, trying to wake up. God, | must look terrible.

“’Bye, Marshd,” vy said, till unmoving. Her face was empty, telling me she wasn't happy. | gave her a
pointed look when Marsha paused to put on his boots, and finaly showing her ire, she turned and |eft.

Immediately my tenson eased in the dim gray of the foyer. “Don’t mind her,” | said asMarshd laced his
boots up. “ Shelikesyou.”

“Could havefooled me,” he said as he tugged his coat on and the scent of oil, gas, and redwood came to
me. “Thanksfor last night. | didn’t want to sit in my hotel room, and I'm too old for the bar scene. | fed
likel’m using you to keep from being done.”

A smile came over me, sort of sad but happy aswell. “Y eah, me, too.” | hesitated, not wanting to sound
pushy, but it had felt good not to be done. “ So, I'll call you later this afternoon when | know my
schedule?”

Hetook adeep breath, exhaling quickly as he gathered histhoughts. “Not if | cdl you first.” Smiling, he
opened the door and stepped out onto the stoop. “’ Bye, Rachel.”

“’Bye” | cdled after him. | dumped until my back hit the door frame, giving him an unsure smilewhen he
looked up from the sdewak with hiskeysin hand. His boots were amost soundless on thewalk, and |
watched him asthe cooler air dipped in to make my ankles chill and astray curl dance before my eyes. |
hoped thiswasn't amistake. I’ d had guy friends before, but it usualy dipped into something else beforeit
ended.

The human neighbor down the street drove past in his minivan, and when he dowed to check Marshd
out, | ducked back inside. Seven o' clock. What was | doing up at seven o’ clock? This was a stupid-ass
hour to be up.

But | felt good. Sort of melancholy, but good.

The darkness of the foyer was comforting, and | wrapped my arms around my middle as | went back
into the sanctuary, grabbing the bowl and bottles on my way to the kitchen. Ivy wasin there, and |
wanted to know if Rynn Cormd, the charismatic world leader, had taken advantage of my roommate and
bitten her.

Squinting at the brighter light and feding the early hour al theway to my bones, | rinsed the empty pop
bottles before dropping them into the recycling bin and dumped into my chair with the last of the
popcorn. vy was still wearing her coat, sitting poised at her computer and checking e-mail before bed.
An open box of flavored cered was by her keyboard and she chewed dowly. Leaning, | tried to caich a
look at her neck, and she jerked back so | couldn’t.

“Heseemsnice,” she said, her face emotionless, but | could hear a hint of annoyance.



“Heis” | said defengvely. “It’snice of you to pretend to like him, by the way. Thanks.”
The corners of her eyestightened. “What makesyou think | don't like him?’

Oh, that isjust stupid. “ Because you never like anyone who pays attention to me,” | said, feding my
pulse quicken, angry that shewould try to bullshit me.

“| liked Kisten,” she sdid bitterly.

Emotion welled, and | got even more angry that she' d try to make me fed guilty for wanting to move past
his death. | tugged the afghan closer, ticked. “The only reason you liked him was because he got me to
loosen up and degp withavamp,” | said sullenly.

“Thet’spart of it,” shesaid mildly.

“And because you knew hewas never ared threat,” | added. “That if push came to shove, Kisten would
back off. Y ou used him.”

Ivy dtiffened. Her fingers danced over the keys until she hit “send” with an excessive amount of force,
“That, too,” she admitted softly—irritated. “But |. Also. Loved. Him.”

Suddenly | understood wheat this was about. Leaning back in my chair, | crossed my arms over my chest.
“ Spending time with Marshd isnot betraying Kisten's memory. Don't you dare think badly of me for
that. He' sjust aguy, not my boyfriend. Ivy, you just spent the night with Rynn Cormdl. Got anew scar?’
| mocked.

| leaned forward to shift her collar, and her arm flashed to intercept me. Her arm met minein asoft but
certain whap, and | jerked back, surprised.

“He smy magter,” she sad, her eyesdilating. “It' s expected.”

But she had turned, and there was anew, carefully given, red-rimmed bite. Something unexpected
clenched in me, and vy’ s pae complexion turned a soft blush. Damnit.

“Expected, hell. | know you enjoyed yourself,” | said hotly. “Y ou enjoyed it, and there’ s nothing wrong
with that, but if you fed guilty about it, don’t tekeit out on me.”

Ivy’slong hand trembled. My heart gave a hard thump as she pushed from her computer and focused
entirdly on mein afamiliar mix of anger and the sexual domination she used to protect hersdf. | met her
angry expression with my glare, and atwinge came from my neck. | ignored it. Thetipsof her
gold-highlighted hair shifted with her bregth, and afeding of unease rose behind me, likethe
creepy-crawly thingsthat live under the bed that only kids know are there. The hair on the back of my
neck prickled, and my jaw clenched as | fought the urge to turn. She was pulling avampiric aura. She
hadn’t done that in amost ayear. My own eyes narrowed in anger even as | shuddered and my pams
itched. Maybe it wastime to remind her that this witch had teeth, too.

“He sprotecting me,” she said, her low voice swirling like gray slk. “Protecting us.”

“Yeah,” | said sarcadticdlly. “ So hetells me. We're his freaking science experiment.” Ticked, | stood. If
shewas pulling an aura, it wastimeto leave. And | didn’t like the waves of sensation that pulsed down
my neck and promised more. “My lifeisso messed up,” | said. | headed for the halway. | had to get
away from everything. Everything. “He s just another dead vamp sucking on your neck,” | muttered,
feding every muscletighten as | passed her.



“And that bothersyou?’ Ivy said loudly.

| turned before | reached the hallway. vy had spunin her chair to face me, her legs still crossed at the
knees and her working leathers making her ook coy and deek. Her eyes were black and full. A sudden
surge from my scar spilled down my side to pool in my middle, warm and bregth stedling. | stiffened,
shoving the sensation away. “He susing you!” | said, gesturing angrily. “God, Ivy, don't you get it? He
doesn't love you. Hecan't!”

Ivy gave me aknowing look. Goading. Arching her eyebrowsin slent challenge, she succinctly placed a
Cheerio in her mouth and crunched through it. “ Everyone uses people. Y ou don't think Marshd’susing
you? That you're not using him to fed safein the narrow acceptance of your wants?’

“Excuseme?’ | barked. “ Thisisabout meliking guys and not deeping with you, isn't it!” | said, and she
made amockingly surprised face. “ Damn it, Ivy, I’'m going to deep with who | want, when | want. | want
to find ablood balance with you, but your ultimatum of my-way-or-no-way isn’'t going to wash. I’m not
going to deep with you just to make thiswork, and I’ m busting my asstrying to find away to tone your
blood lust down so you don’t lose control and we can at least share something!”

Ivy st the cered box down with asharp tap. “1’m not going to chemicaly neuter myself so you can
continue to hide from who you are.”

| amost choked on my outrage. “Y ou’ ve never even tried one, have you!” | sputtered, opening up my
charm cupboard to show the dew of uninvoked potions | had been working on. “What did you do with
theones| gaveyou!” | exclaimed.

Ivy lifted her chin, the rims of brown about her pupils shrinking. “ Hushed them.”

She was completely unrepentant, and | shook with anger. “Y ou threw them out!” | yelled, furious. “ Do
you know how long it took me to make them? Did you not see the hours| put into modifying them so
you' d bein control and could separate your blood lust from love? How can you know what it will do if
you don't try it once!”

Ivy closed the cover of the cereal box and stood, pointing one long pianist’ sfinger a me. “How do you
know you won't like deeping with meif you don't try it—once?’ she mocked, every word clear and
precise.

It was asif her wordstook the last of my reason. Tugging the afghan up, | got in her face, pissed that |
had to look up at her in her boots. “ Y ou are not in charge of me,” | said, neck flaming, but | was so mad
it didn’t mean anything. “1 am my own person. Don't you ever forget it! And right now, I’d rather deep
with Trent than you!”

| turned to leave, gasping when she yanked me back into the room. Adrenaine sang as the world spun,
and | found my back againgt the idand counter. A pulse of fear dropped deep, igniting my soul, bringing
medive. lvy'seyeswere black. They were utterly, beautifully black, and they pinned mewhere| stood.
From my scar came asurge that made my knees threaten to give way. | couldn’t look from her eyes, and
| tried to figure out what had happened. | was...| had been arguing with Ivy. Stupid vamp? No, stupid
witch.

Suddenly stone cold sober, | stared at her. | wanted her to bite me, but not until | knew she could handle
it. Or perhaps more accurately, until 1 knew | could. And there was the ultimatum that she had thrown
down last year: dl or nothing. Sex and blood both. Nuh-uh. Not like this.

“Back off,” | said as| gave her ashoveto get her out of my way. “I’m not doing this.”



Moving with a provocative downess, vy put her hand on my shoulder and pushed me back, her grip
tightening to dow my backward motion until | hit the counter again. A tingling of sparkleslit through my
old vampire scar, sending atwin pulse to ignite the one she had given mejust this spring. Shit.

“I said I’'m not doing this” | said, ticked and scared dl at the sametime. “lvy, | didn’t start this, and I'm
not going to deep with you to share blood. Get out of my way.”

“| gtarted this, and you don't have to deep with meto share blood,” she said, utterly ill.

| froze. | don't have to deep with her? My gaze rose to meet the faultless black her eyes now were, and
she smiled, showing adip of teeth.

“What do you think Rynn Cormel and | have been doing together for the last two months?” she said
oftly.

My gaze darted to her new scar and roseto her eyes. A shiver iced through me, between thought and
action. She can separate the two?*| thought...,” | sammered, then mentdly kicked mysdf. Rynn
Corme wanted usto succeed in this. Of course he’ d be helping her learn to take blood without mixing it
with sex, breaking old habits. My lips parted. New angle, he said. Not asexud position, but anew tack?
To help her find control?

Again my attention went to her new bite, now clearly visible as abadge of honor. Of success, maybe?
Almogt asif she'd heard my thoughts, Ivy leaned closer. “Yes” she said didtinctly, hitting the Swith a
sharp sound. “WEe ve been practicing all month, and thismorning, | did it. No charms, no drugs, nothing.
It was the most frustrating thing I’ ve ever done. It Ieft one part of me satisfied, and the other...achingly

empty.

| blinked fast to try to gain an understanding of what that meant. Everything shifted, and | held my breath
as| became afraid for another reason. It was too easy for me to become drunk on sensation and do
something that I” d hate mysdf in the morning for. But this was something we both wanted. How could it
bewrong?

Ivy tilted her head and, smiling, sent her sin-black eyesto drop languoroudy to my neck, making her
intentions clear. Desire pinged through me, and | shuddered, knowing | was logt. Or found. About to be
broken, or made whole. Inchesaway, Ivy pulled in my scent as she closed her eyes, bringing hersdlf to a
higher pitch, driving hersdlf crazy with denid even as| stood in front of her. “I can do this, Rachdl.”

| wanted this. | wanted to feel good. | wanted the closeness with Ivy | knew a bite would bring. | wanted
to push away the pain we both felt from Kisten' s death with something redl. And there was no reason not
to.

| shuddered at the barest touch of her fingertip as she brushed the afghan from my shouldersand it
pooled a my feet. A shiver took me, born from the cooler air hitting my skin and the heat shewas pulling
from my core. Vampireincensefilled me on adow intake of breeth; it rolled in my soul, flashing up to
make her light touch fed like eectricity.

“Wait,” | said, self-preservation stronger than the remembered ecstasy she could fill mewith, a
millennium-old payment that evolution had gifted usin return for fregly giving what avampire s soul
needed to survive.

And she waited.
My eyesclosed. | could fed her breath againgt my skin, the heet from her body againgt mine though air



stood between us, and the tenson making the air tingle against me. | weighed her obvious desire against
her dow movements and the fact that she had stopped when | asked. | had to be certain. She said she
could do this, but | didn’t want to make another stupid mistake. Could she do it? Could 1? My eyes
opened. “Areyou sure?’ | asked, searching her expression.

She leaned closer, her lips parting to say something, but then her brow furrowed and she stiffened.
Dropping her grip on my shoulder, she spun. The clatter of pixy wings shattered the sllence.

“Ivy!” Jenks shrilled, and | aimost thought | heard her growl. “No! It' stoo soon!”

| took adeep breath, willing mysdlf to stay upright. | had forgotten the soporific effect vampire
pheromones had, and my heart pounded as | propped mysdlf up; | leaned against the counter as | took a
deep breath to steady myself.

“It' sokay, Jenks,” | said, not looking up from my faintly trembling fingers. “Ivy’ s got ahandle on this”

“What about you?’ he shouted, darting from her to me. Histiny festures were pinched in worry, and |
could see arow of faces at the window, watching, until Ivy closed the curtains, seding usin asoothing
blue. “Look at you!” he said, the dust spilling from him turning apae green. “Y ou can hardly stand up,
and she hasn't even touched you yet.”

Ivy was standing at the sink, arms crossed over her middle and her head bowed. | didn’t want it to end
likethis. “I can't stand up becauseit feelsthat good!” | shouted at Jenks, and he flew backward in
aurprise. “I'mfine! So you can take your little pixy ass out of here! She stopped when | asked her to
wait. She' sover there right now, not”—I hesitated, feeling a surge of anticipation rise through me—" not

ripping my throat open!”

Ivy’s head came up and she gripped hersdlf tighter. Her eyes were absolutely black, and adrenaline made
aburning trail from my neck to my middle. Oh, God. This couldn’t be a poor decison if we both wanted
it so badly. Right? Please let this be a good decision.

“I daked my blood lust three hours ago,” she said, her soft voice in contrast with her sharp body
language. “I can dothis. If it getsto be too much, for either of us, | can stop.”

“Sowe're...fing" | stated. “ Get out, Jenks.”

“You'renot fine” Jenks got in my face to break my connection with Ivy. “ Sheistrying to overcome an
addiction. Tdl her to leave. If she can leave, then maybe she does have enough control and you can try
again later. Just not today. Not today, Rachel!”

| looked at Ivy standing by the sink, hunched with aneed so deep it hurt to seeit. | had waited with
Kigten, hadn't let him bite me, and now hewas dead. | couldn’'t wait for later if there was anow. |
wouldn't.

“I don’t want her toleave.” | brought my gaze to Jenks. 1 want you to.”

Ivy closed her eyes and the tension in her face eased. “ Get out, Jenks,” she said, her voice low and laced
with athreat that set my insides quivering. “ Or stay and watch, you perverted Peeping Tom. | don't care.
Just shut your damn mouth for afucking five minutes.”

He sputtered, risng up out of her way as she pushed hersdlf into motion and came to me. My pulse was
racing, and | knew that the more fear | showed, the harder it would be for her to find control. We might
not be good at this right away, but we had to start somewhere, and | wasn't going to be the oneto fail.



“Ivy,” Jenks pleaded. “It' stoo soon.”

“It'stoo late,” she breathed into my ear, her fingers resting lightly on my shoulders. The pounding of my
heart wasloud, and | could fed my pulselifting the skin at my throat. Jenks moaned in frustration. After
darting into my charm cupboard, he zipped out of the kitchen.

Ivy’ stouch becameliquid heat in his absence. Leaning forward, she traced a path with her fingers across
my neck, searching for the unseen scar under my perfect skin. | held my breath, tenson rising as she
circled for it. Thishad to be okay. She' d worked hard to find away around her own desires, and I’d be
nothing but a damned tease to say no now.

My air camein fast as her touch turned into afirm grip on my shoulder. | felt her weight shift, and |
opened my eyes, surprised a the soothing blue the curtains made. | couldn’t see any of vy but her hair.
Shewasthat close. God, what is she waiting for?

“Let me,” she murmured, her lips brushing the sengitive skin under my ear, dropping lower, lower, asher
head tilted, the blue light making aglint in her hair. | tensed at the sensation, heart pounding. Her hands
did lower, finding the small of my back. Leaning away, she dtilled her fingersuntil our gazes met. “Let
me...,” shesaid again, utterly lost in what wasto come.

| knew she wouldn’t say the entire thing. Let metakethis. Give thisto me. Asking permission was o
ingrained into living vampiresthat if she didn’t, she would think she had blood-raped me evenif | cut
myself and bled into her mouth. | gazed into her pupil-black eyes, seeing her desperate need raw and
unhidden instead of the impassive face she usudly showed theworld. A last strike of fear lit through me
at the chance | wastaking. A memory of her biting me dmost to deeth in Kisten’svan rose and fell. |
could fed thetension in her where we touched: her right hand on my shoulder, her left at my back, one
hip drifting close to mine. She wouldn't overstep the bounds and would keep the sex out of it. If she
didn’t, I’ d be gone and she knew it. It was acrudl game she played with hersdlf, but | think she hoped
that if shewaited long enough, I'd cometo her.

Maybe she was right. If someone had told me last year that I” d be here now, teasing avampire into biting
me, | would have said they were insane.

My eyes closed. It wasn't worth the effort to try to figure my lifeout. | had to liveit asit came. “Takeit,”
| whispered, locking my knees againgt the coming rise of fedling.

A sgh camefrom lvy, and she pressed lightly into me. Her grip tightened, and with absolutely no
hesitation, shetilted her head to meet my neck and sank her teeth.

Ecdasy burned, the pain of the bite shifting instantly into bliss. | took a gasping breath, then held i,
diffening for agloriousingtant before catching myself. | couldn’t lose myself to sensation. It would dl go
wrong if | did, and as Ivy’ steeth sank deeper, | vowed | wouldn't. Not thistime. | wouldn’t let this
become a bad decision.

Her breath againgt me came and went in time with the pulls of her mouth, drawing my blood into her tofill
her. My hand drifted up to touch her new scar, and | pulled away. In aflash of tenson, | brought myself
back. “lvy, dow down,” | breathed, needing to know that she could stop. Fear pulsed through me when
shedidn’'t, and when | hinted at pushing againgt her, she pulled her lips from mewith aragged, rough
breeth. Thank you, God. We could do this. Damn it, we could do thig!

Pulsefad, | did nothing aswe stood, our heads inches from each other. | realized my hands were on her
shoulders, and | weighed the sensations flashing through me to gauge Ivy’ s control and my resolve not to
dip into avampire-pheromone-induced stupor that her ingtincts wouldn't be ableto resist.



Ivy’ s head was bowed. Her forehead amost touched my shoulder as she steadied hersdlf. Her breath on
my broken skin made fedling ebb and flow, building on each other as she tested her will not to move. |
felt the warm trickle of what had to be blood turn cool, and still she did nothing though even | could smell
it.

She wasn't losing control. Shewas maintaining it. This probably wasn't the best blood she'd had, but |
was taking baby steps, and she was charting anew path. And | was ecstatic.

Ivy scented my acceptance on the very air, and dowly, carefully, until she knew it was welcome, she
leaned in again, her lips meeting my neck in asoft pull, turning the cold spot warm again. Tingles shot to
my middle and grew.

“Sow,” | whispered, not wanting her to stop though fear made me cautious. Thiswasworking. | didn’t
want to tear down this new baance with impatience.

So shelingered, which in hindsight was probably more arousing than smply sinking her teeth again. Her
lips moved to thetiny scar she had given methis spring, teasing, luring.

We can dothis, | thought, and | let my shoulders ease, glad | was standing under my own power. | let
the sensationsrise and fall in me as she played, and | listened to my body, making sure she wasn't taking
too much. Her vampiric need to dominate was tempered by the love shefelt, but shewasn't letting it dide
into the erotic. We could do this. And | wondered what might happen if | dared touch her new scar.

My eyes closed as she bent to me again. A soft sound dipped from me as her teeth pressed gently upon
the scar, threatening to break the skin. And then her teeth iced in. My knees went weak, but | kept my
balance. Shewas playing with me. Oh, God, | wasin the hands of a master, and she was going to take
me wherever she wanted.

She bore down, her touch light on my shoulders. Under the cascading sensations was something headier,
tingling over my skin like the hum of apower line. It was our auras, blurring about the edges as she took
what my soul could spare aong with my blood. | remembered feding it before. I'd dmost forgotten.

“Ivy,” | whispered. Thefed of our auras mingling, almost overshadowing the sensation of her teethin me.
It was building to arush. An adrendine rush. | could fed it. There was more here than just exquisite
fulfillment.

| pulled away from her, her teeth raking my skin and setting unexpected ribbons of ice scouring my
bones. Her eyes flashed open, dmost panicked. “I...1...,” she sammered. Shefdlt it, too, but she
looked bewildered. With a swift intake of breath, she tightened her grip. | could fed the edges of our
auras mingling, but there was more, dancing just out of my reach.

“Takeit,” | breathed, and her mouth met my skin again. | gasped, my fingers gripping harder so she
wouldn’t draw away. The heat of my blood in her mouth hit her, and she pulled again. | breathed heavily,
struggling for air, for control. My grip strengthened, and | refused to collapse. We would not fail because
of me!

My skin tingled everywhere her auratouched mine, the different charges raking over my auralike silk on
sand asthe energy of my soul dipped into her aong with my blood, coating her being. Vampire
pheromones were like liquid sensation, racing through my body to set it dight. | could fed the heat from
her own skin risng aswell. Something was happening with our auras. And the more | gaveto lvy, the
stronger | felt it become.

This, | thought, fedling her auradip through mine as| gave mysdf freely and without fear. | can givethis



to you.
And like water through sand, our auras blended into one.

| gasped at the feding. Her teeth did across my neck as she pulled away, and she would have fallen but
for my hold on her. Eyeswide, | siffened. Our auras weren't just mixing, they were one. We had one
aura. In shock, | did nothing as awash of endorphins spilled into me, into us. Every cdll sang with the
release. The surge of energy from our auras uniting chimed, resonating in our souls.

My fingers dipped. Ivy staggered away to fal againgt the table. My head came down as| fdt her leave
me. “My God,” | groaned, and with my unique thought to divide us, our auras separated. It was gone.

| took agasping breath and dumped against the counter. My muscles wouldn’t easily hold me, and my
armstrembled. “What in hell wasthat?’ | panted. Torn between laughing at what had happened and
being disgusted at how long it had taken usto find it, | brought my head up. Ivy had some’ splaining to
do. | hadn’t known auras could do that.

But | froze as| saw her crouching by the door in the coal, restful blue of the sunlit curtains. Her eyes
were black, and they fixed on me with a predatory strength.

Shit. | wasfine, but Ivy had logt it.

Thirteen

“Ivy!” | shouted. Fear took over, and | backpedaled. Ivy moved when | did, her expression one of the
lost. | didn’'t understand. We had done it. We had doneit, damniit!

But she was coming at me, silent and with adeadly intent in her. What in hell had happened? She had
been okay, and then...shewasn't.

My arm came up &t the last moment and | knocked aside her hand asit reached for me. vy twisted and
grabbed my wrigt. | had just enough time to gasp before she yanked me forward, leveraging meinto
losng my baance.

| went down.

Shewent to drop to aknee, and | rolled. | wasjust ahead of her move, and | smacked into her feet,
knocking her into afront fal. | curled into aball to avoid her and lurched upright.

| wastoo dow. Her vampiric speed had her standing, and | roseright up into her grip.

“Ivy, stop!” | exclamed, and she shoved me backward. My armsflailed and | hit the fridge. Pain hit hard
as| tried to keep upright and find my breath at the same time. My eyeswatered, and she dowly followed
me, carefully placing her bootsto just missthe patch of blue-tinted sun glowing through the curtain. She
was powerful and lean in her work leathers, walking with grace and a savage, leashed strength. Smiling
with her lips closed, she moved, arms swinging as she crossed the few paces between us. Shewasin no
hurry. | was hers.

“Stop,” | gasped when | found my first clean bregth. “lvy, you want to stop. Stop!”

My voice brought her to ahalt three feet from me, and my heart pounded. A flicker of distress marred
her confidence. “Why?’ she sighed, her gray slk voice cutting through me.

Faster than | could follow, she pinned meto the tainless-sted fridge. One hand forced my shoulder
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back, and the other was twined in my hair. My breath camein a pained sound when she jerked my head
to the Side, exposing my aready bleeding neck. God, no. Not like this.

Her body pressed into the entire length of mine, one of her boots between my feet. My pulse was fast
and | was swesting. | was pushing every button she had, but | couldn’t stop. Terrified, | tried to see her,
but her grip on my hair wouldn't let me turn. | was scared out of my mind, and athought of Kisten
surfaced and was gone.

“Ivy,” | rasped, struggling to see her with my neck craned. “Y ou can let go. Just don’t look a me. We
can do this. We can do this, damn it!”

“Why?" she repeated in that same calm voice. She pressed harder against me, but her grip on my hair
eased, and | turned to her. | felt the blood drain from my face, and lvy shuddered, drinking my fear in
like ablood aphrodisiac.

Her eyeswere utterly black. Her face was absolutely expressionless. Perfect and calm, she stared at me,
breathing in my fear and feeding her blood lust. It was asif she were dead already, and from the back of
my thoughts came another flash of Kisten. I'd seen hiseyeslikethis...on hisboat.

“Just let go,” | whispered, my breath shifting the hair about her face. “Wedid it, Ivy. Just let go.”

A shimmer of distress crinkled the corners of her eyes. “1 can't...,” she said, her sudden fear making an
ugly creasein her forehead as she struggled with hersdlf. *Y ou gave metoo much. Damnit, 1...” Her
expression smoothed as her ingtincts took over. “| want that again,” she said, her voice dropping in pitch.
It sent ashudder through me, and her grip tightened. “ Giveit to me. Now.”

| could see her conscious thought shutting down to protect her sanity. | waslosing her. If | did, | was
dead. Panic burbled through my soul as she jerked my head to theside. “Ivy!” | said, struggling to keep
my voice calm, but failing. “Wait! Y ou can wait. Y ou're good at that. Just wait. Listento me.”

My heart pounded, but she hesitated. “I’m amonster,” she whispered, her words on my skin sending
ribbons of sensation through me. Even now, as| saw my life ending, the damned vampire pheromones
triedtolietome. “I can't stop.”

Her voice was dmost her own again, pleading for help. “Y ou’ re not amongter.” | carefully placed my
palm against her shoulder in case | had the chance to push her away. “Piscary screwed you up, and
you' re getting better. Ivy, wedid it. All you haveto doislet go.”

“I'm not better.” Her voice wasthick with bitter self-recrimination. “It’ sthe same thing as before.”

“It'snot,” | protested, feding my pulse dow. “I’'m conscious. Y ou didn’t take enough to hurt me. You
stopped. Just. Let. Go.”

| held my breath as she pulled her head from mine to look mein theface. | could see mysdlf in the black

depths of her pupils, my hair mussed and tracks of tears| hadn’t noticed marking me. | saw mysdlf in her
eyes, and | remembered...I' d seen mysdf mirrored in someon€e' s eyes before, as | stood powerless and
fearing for my life. I'd livedit.

And suddenly, it wasn't vy’ slily-white fingers gripping my shoulder, but amemory of someoneese's.
Fear came from my past, shocking through me. A flash of memory took the place of my redlity. Kigten...

Animage of being pinned to the wdl of Kisten’ sboat yanked itself from my unconscious, twining about
the redlity of my back against the fridge. With a nausesting suddenness, it coated my present in achoking
layer of fear and helplessness. A memory | hadn’'t known existed turned vy’ s eyesinto someone else's.



Her fingersin my hair became foreign. In my thoughts, her body pressing into me became coated in the
alien scent of angry, undead vampire bent on possession.

“No!” | screamed. vy’ stouch had sparked memories| hadn’t known even existed. Fear dectrified me,
and | shoved her away. A burst of ley line energy swarmed out to find her, and | yanked it back,
hunching over in agony asthe force rolled under the skin of my palms, burning until | finaly pushed it
back into thelineand let go.

My wrist hurt. A vampire had hurt me. | had been pinned against the wall. Someone had pinned me
againg thewall and...Oh, God. Someone had bitten me.

God help me, what had | amost done?

Panting, | pulled my head up to see Ivy dide down the cupboards across the kitchen to the floor. Her
expression was unfocused, and she looked out of it.

| pressed againgt the fridge, holding my upper arm, with helplesstears flowing. Ivy lurched upright, her
balance unsure. “ Rachd ?” she whispered, hand outstretched asif dizzy.

“Someone bit me!” | burbled, the tears coming from nowhere. “On my lip. Tried to...” Anguish coated
my soul like black tar, and | sank to the floor. “ Kisten was dead,” | sobbed, knees coming to my chin as
| sat againgt the fridge. How could | forget?“Hewas...Hewas dead! The vampire who killed him...” |
looked up, more scared than I’ d ever been before. “Ivy...Hismurderer bit me...so | couldn’t fight.”

Ivy’ s expression was utterly empty. | stared at her, one hand clenching the opposite arm until it throbbed.
God help me. | was bound. | was bound to Kisten'skiller, and I’ d never even known it. What else had |
forgotten? What € se was waiting in my thoughtsto crush me?

Ivy moved, and | panicked. “ Stay there!” | said, heart jumping. “Don’t touch me!”

Shefroze as my redity fought with thelies| had told mysdlf. My tongue ran over theinside of my mouth,
fear riang anew as | found the tiny, amost nonexistent scar. | am bound. Someone bound me. Nausea
rose high, and | felt like | was going to be sick.

“Rachd,” Ivy said, and my attention jerked to her. Shewasavampire. | had falen, and I'd never felt my
face hit the dirt. Terror made me scrabble upright and move until | found a corner, hand on my neck to
hide my blood from her. | had been bound. | belonged to someone.

Ivy’seyeswere black at my fear. Chest risng and faling, she held her fistsat her Sdes. “Rachd, it's
okay,” she said, her voicelow and throaty. “Y ou haven't been bound. | could tell.”

Shetook a step forward, and | flung out a hand. “ Stop!”

“I cantell, damnit!” she shouted, then lowered her voice. “I’m not going to bite you. Look a me. I’'m
not that vampire. Rachel, you are not bound.”

Fear spun liquid fibers through me like a spider’ sweb, and | tried to control it. Beneath my fingers, my
pulse hammered. It wasjust Ivy. But shetook a step forward, and my will shattered.

“I said stop!” | shouted, pressing into the corner. She shook her head grimly as she took adow, careful
step forward.

“Stop! Stop, or I'll hurt you!” | demanded, amogt hystericd. | had let go of theline, but | could find it. |
could hurt her withiit. | had tried to hurt Kisten’ s killer, and the vampire had bound me. Bound me so |



would come crawling, begging to be bled. God help me, | was someone’ s shadow.

Ivy’s hand shook and tears coursed down her perfect face as she reached out and set her fingers upon
my shoulder. Her scent poured over me, and her touch reached deeper than my broken memory until it
gtruck the core of my being. My terror dissolved like afilmy gauze. It waslvy. It wasjust Ivy, not my
unknown tormentor. Shewasn't trying to kill me. It wasjust Ivy.

| started to cry. Huge racking sobs shook me. Kisten’s murderer had bound me. They would crook their
finger, and | would beg, writhefor it. | had falen, and | never even saw the hole. | was so stupid. | had
been playing with vampires. | thought | could keep mysdlf safe, but it was dl for nothing now. | hadn’t
wanted this, but it had happened.

“Rachd, you are not bound!” Ivy said, giving measmal shake. “If youwere | could smdl it, | could tell.
Kigten'skiller might havetried, but it didn’t take. | would senseit, if it did. Listento me! Y ou're okay!”

My breath caught, and | tried to stop crying. “I’m not bound?’ | said, tasting the salt of my tearsas|
looked up. “Areyou sure?” Please, God. Give me asecond chance. | promise. | promise I’ [l be good.

There was a soft hush of sound as Ivy put her arms around me, pulling meinto her and rocking me asif |
were achild aswe stood in our blue-lit kitchen. *Y ou are not bound,” vy whispered, and | wept tears of
relief into her shoulder as| started to believe. “But I'll find out who did thisto you, and then I’ [l make that
bastard beg for your forgiveness.”

| pinned everything on her soft gray-silk voice pulling me back from the brink. The surety and hot anger
in her cut through my confusion. | wasn’t alone. lvy was going to help me. She said | wasn't bound. | had
to believe that. Gratitude flowed, and every muscle seemed to reax. vy felt it and stopped rocking me.

Suddenly | redlized | was standing in my kitchen with Ivy’sarmsaround me. Her pull on my unclaimed
scarswas gone, and here | was, feeling her warmth, her strength, her determination to protect me. |
looked up to find her brown eyes swimming, inchesfrom mine. Therewas ashared painin them, asif
only now was | able to even begin to understand her.

| licked my lips, trying to figure out what | wasfeding. “Thank you,” | said, and her pupilswidenedina
flash. A shocking spark dove to my middle.

There was the clatter of pixy wings, and we both looked to the hdlway as Jenksflew in.
“I'm sorry,” he gasped, struggling with afull vid. “Am | too late?’

My gaze rose to the open charm cupboard, and then to the vid in Jenks s unsteady grip. From the front
of the church came the sound of Keadey’ svoice raised in worry. “Rachel? Are you okay?’

| reached out to stop him. “Jenks, no!” | cried, guessing Keadey had primed the spell, but Ivy had
looked up, and Jenks did a smart backflip.

Ivy got the pation full in the face. Her eyes went unfocused, and as smooth and sweet asfresh laundry
snapping on aline, she dropped.

Scrambling, | caught her shoulders and eased her down. Jenks had swiped one of the pacification
potions we were experimenting with. But she wasn't supposed to go unconscious. It was far too strong.

Jenks got between us, wings ablur as he hovered by her dack-featured face. Her new bite looked livid,
and | thought of mine, feeling what might be shamefor thefirst time. God, | couldn’t do thisanymore. |
had risked everything. There had to be a better way.



“She' sout. She' s breathing,” Jenks said, and | took arelieved breath. Modifying charms was chancy at
best, and | could have stopped Ivy’ s heart.

“It' stoo strong,” | said, glad none of it had hit me. “ She’ s not supposed to go unconscious.”
Remembering Keadey, | stood to find him standing in the doorway, awkward and unsurein histhin
brown pgjamas. “ Y ou okay?’ | asked him.

“I’m not the one with the vamp bite,” he said, eyes on my neck, and | refused to cover it. “ Jenks said
your roommate logt it.”

The memory of the last ten minutes smacked me, and | started to waver. | thought | had been bound to
Kigen'skiller. | had...l could have been bound to Kisten'skiller. “1 don’t fed so good,” | said, my
blood dropping to my knees. Dizzy, | took abreath, my muscles going dack and my body starting to dip.
| stared at the floor, numb.

“Hotherel” Keadey exclaimed, and then histhin arms were suddenly around me and he was struggling to
get meto the floor without bending his knees.

“I'm okay,” | mumbled, clearly not as my legswent akimbo. “I’m okay.” Blinking, | sat against the sink
cabinets beside Ivy and dropped my head between my kneesto keep from passing out. “ Jenks,” |
breathed, and he was on the floor between my feet, looking up.

“Shebit you!” he said, silver sparkles mixing with the spots of oblivion making abid for my
consciousness. “I told you she wasn't ready. Why doesn’t anyone listen to me!”

“Yeah, shehbit me” | said asthings Sarted to fal into place. “I freaking wanted her to, and it' s none of
your damn business—you littlewinged liar.” Hiswings clattered in anger, but hiswords died in histhroat
when he saw my expression. He flew up, suddenly unsure, and | lifted my heed, following him.

“Kigten’s murderer bit me, too,” | said, and he paled, flying up to the counter and out of my reach. “I
remembered it,” | said, finding the strength to it up a his show of guilt. “The vampire tried to bind me,
and | think you knew it. Start talking, pixy.” | can’t do thisanymore. I'm playing with fire, and | haveto
stop.

Inaburst of sparkles, Jenks darted avay. Keadey’ s sneakers on his bare feet moved uneasily, and |
stood up, angry and dmost out of my mind with frustration. Seeing Ivy on thefloor, | gritted my teeth and
refused to cry. | was so messed up. My hand gripped my right shoulder until it hurt, the memory of
Kigten' sdeath heavy on me. Thisign't fair. Thisis bloody-hdl not fair!

“You werethere, Jenks,” | said as| wiped my face to get the hair out of my eyes. “Y ou said you were
with medl night. Who bit me? Who gave metheforget potion!” | looked at Keadey, betrayal an angry
lumpinmy gut. “Wasit you?’ | barked, and the old man shook his head, so sadly that | believed him.

“Rache,” Jenks stammered, pulling my attention to him as he backed up on the counter. “Don’'t. You
were crazy. Y ou were going to hurt yoursdf. If | hadn't, you' d be dead.”

My lips parted, and | tried to breathe. Jenks had given me the potion?

| felt like | was going to pass out again. Reaching behind me, | tipped my dissolution vat of salt water
over lvy. Keadey shifted hisfaded sneakers asit poured over the counter and onto the floor, drenching
her. | didn’t take my eyes from Jenks as she came to, sputtering.

“Youwerethere,” | repeated to bring vy up to speed as she scrambled up behind me. “Y ou said you
werewith medl night. Y ou were there when Kisten's murderer bit me. Tell mewho did it!” | screamed,



my throat hurting.

My pulsewasfast as| stood over Jenks. | was mad. Scared. Terrified he would tell meit had been Ivy.
Maybe | was bound, and she couldn’t smell it because it had been her. Wasthat why | had said yesto
her today?

Oh, God. Please, no.

Jenks swingswere ablur, but he didn’t move, his attention going from meto Ivy aswe took three steps
to loom over him. My socks were soaked with salt water, and | could hear Ivy’ sfrustration and anger
that my magic had dropped her. But Jenks had taken her out, not me.

“I don’t know!” he yel ped when Ivy smacked ahand on the stainless-stedd counter and asplash of salt
water hit hiswing. “Kisten was dead, redlly dead, when | caught up with you,” he said, shamefaced. “I
never saw hismurderer. Rachd, I'm sorry. | didn’t know what to do. Y ou were crying. Acting crazy.
Y ou said Kigten had bitten his murderer, mixed their undead blood to kill them both for good.”

Ivy groaned and turned away, and | touched her shoulder, not looking from Jenks.

“But it didn't work,” Jenks said, gaze darting between us, “’ cause Kisten hadn’t been dead long enough,
so only Kisten died right away. Y ou were going to go after the bastard to make sure he was dead.
Rache, you wouldn't have survived, even if the vampire was dmost dead. Y ou’ d been bitten. Y ou can't
stand up to adead vampire. You can’'t.”

My jaw clenched, and | closed my eyes, trying to remember as Ivy shook silently beside me. Nothing.
Only stark fear and athrobbing in my foot and my arm where someone had gripped metoo tightly. It
was a pain born almost three months ago, as sharp and real asif | had just been dapped.

“Y ou gave metheforget potion,” | whispered to Jenks. “Why?’ | gestured helplesdy. “Wasit worth al
this? | want to know who did it!”

“Talk, pixy!” Ivy barked as she spun. Her pupilswere dilated, and red spotted her cheeks.

Jenks stood miserably before us, black dust sifting from him. 1 had to.” He backed up, hiswingsfanning
into motion when hished hit anapkin. vy snatched for him, and he darted away. “| made the spdll
mysdf. | put it together and got your blood into it. Y ou were going to go after Kisten'skiller!” he
exclamed. “'Y ouwould have died! I'm only four freaking inchestal. | don't have many options! And |
can't lose you now!”

Ivy dumped with her elbow on the counter and her forehead in her cupped hand. Her hair hid her face,
and | wondered what shewasfeding. Damn it, it wasn't fair. We had done it, managed a balance, and
then my memory had to return and screw it dl up.

“That vampire would have killed you,” Jenks begged. “1 thought if you just forgot, timewould take care
of everything. Y ou're not bound, so everything' s okay! It's okay, Rache!”

| prayed Jenkswas right, but a shiver ran through me as | put ahand to my neck and covered my bites.
God help me, I’ ve never fdt thisvulnerable. | had been playing with vampires. I'd believed | had been
bound. I couldn’t...I couldn’t do this anymore.

Ivy took aragged breath. Her brow furrowed, and as she stood upright, | saw an inner pain deep behind
her eyes, cemented to her soul. “Excuse me,” she said softly, and | jerked when she darted out. Shefled
with that eerie vampire speed, her feet squesking on the wet linoleum. | reached out after her, and her
bathroom door shut with aloud thump.



| looked at Jenks. My life sucks.

Tired, | leaned back against the sink and tried to figure it out. | didn’t feel good. | was running on alack
of deep, lack of food, and lack of understanding. | didn’t want to think anymore. | just wanted to hide or
cry on someone' s shoulder. My eyes pricked with the warmth of tears, and | turned away. | wasn't going
to cry infront of Keadey. Ceri and | were arguing. vy was hiding. | didn’'t have any friendsto turn to.
Depressed, | glanced at the two men, both staring at me with an awkward concern. | had to get out of
here.

“Jenks,” | said breathily, looking at the salt-strewn kitchen. “I’m going to my mom’s. Keadey, I’'m sorry.
| havetogo.”

Fedling airy and unredl, light-headed, | pushed past the solemn witch and followed the creeping path of
the water into the hallway. | was headed for the door, and | grabbed my bag in passing. | couldn’t stay
here. My mom might just be nuts enough to understand and sane enough to help. Besides, she might
know acharm to reverse aforget potion. And then Ivy and | were going to nail Kisten'skiller to a
broomstick.

Fourteen

My mom’ s kitchen had changed since thelast time |’ d sat at the table eating ceredl. A strong herb scent
was heavy intheair, though | didn’t see any. There weren't any spell pots or ceramic spoonsin the snk
ether, but the redwood smdll rolling off of her when she' d answered the door in her fuzzy leopard-print
robe told me that she' d been spelling heavily recently.

Now she smdlled likelilac, with only the faintest aroma of redwood to mar it. | thought it funny she was
trying to hide from me that she was making and selling charms under the table. Like | would turn my mom
in? Thel.S. wasn't necessarily generousin their pensions to widows—even those whose spouses
worked in the Arcane Divison—and it probably wasn't enough to meet the soaring property taxes of
what had once been amiddle-class neighborhood.

The afternoon light coming in the kitchen window was bright as| sat glum and weary, eating cered out of
acracked bowl in my usua spot. Lucky Charms. | didn’t know which was more disturbing, the
possibility that the box was the same one from thelast time I d had breskfast here, or the possibility that
it wasn't.

My gaze shifted to the pile of supermarket tabloids that my mother loved, and | tugged one out of the pile
when MOURNING SISTER FINDSKITTY LITTERIN TWIN’S URN caught my eye. Below it was
ashort article on Cincy’ s colorful history of grave robbing and how bodies were again turning up missing
on both sdes of theriver. A frown came over me. There was only one reason why cremated bodies
were replaced with kitty litter—an offering of morta ashes kept a summoned demon from appearing out
of place, like outsdethecircle. | usudly didn’'t bother with it, but the demons generdly crashed my life,
not the other way around.

The reminder of Al prompted me to tug my bag acrossthe table. | hadn’t given my mother areason for
showing up and faling into an exhausted deep on top of my old coverlet on my bed. Depression had
replaced my fear a the thought that I’ d been bound, and the beginnings of forgivenessto Jenksfor
wiping my memory had taken hold. He had done theright thing. | could eesly imagine the sate | had
been in, and making me forget had probably saved my life. A witch with avamp scar couldn’t stand up
to the undead. Ivy would find Kisten'skiller. I’ d take care of the demons.

Rummaging in my bag, | pulled out my phone and looked at the screen. | had called Jenks the moment


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

I’d woken up to check on Ivy. She was depressed, he said, which wasworkable. | wasn't looking
forward to going back to the church and trying to patch things up. | didn’t know what | was going to say.
Despite everything, | was still happy that she was there. Maybe we could just ignore that she' d put four
new holesin my neck and that I’ d flaked out believing I” d been bound to Kisten’skiller. | sghed as|
checked thetime.

It was just after three, and till no cdl from Glenn or David. Glenn would get bent out of shapeif |
bugged him, but David wouldn't.

The clock abovethe sink ticked, and | listened to the ugly thing while | scrolled through my short list for
David' s number. Robbie and | had bought the clock for Mother’ s Day ages ago, when we still thought
the bug-eyed witch whose gaze and broom swept back and forth in time with the ticks was cool. There
was aspot of white ceramic where the paint had chipped off the broom when it had falen, and |
wondered why she dill had it. It wasredlly, redly nasty.

My attention went back to the phone when the line clicked open and David' s confident hello filled my
ear. “Hi, David,” | said. “Got anything yet?’

| heard him hesitate, then ask cautioudy, “Didn’t your mom tell you?”
Heknows|'m at my mom’s?“Uh, no,” | said, scrambling. “How do you know I’'m a my monm's?’

David chuckled. “ She answered your cdll phone this afternoon while you were deegping. We had anice
chat. Your momis...different.”

Different. How paliticaly correct could you get?*“ Thanks,” | said dryly. “I take it we re not going out this
afternoon?’ If it had been otherwise, | thought she would have woken me. Maybe.

“I’ve got the claim dtting on my desk,” he said, and | heard papers rustling. “Tomorrow at two isthe
earliest | could nail thewoman to atime.” He hesitated, then quietly offered, “1’m sorry. | know you
wanted to settle thistoday, but that’ sthe best | could get.”

| sighed and looked at the clock again. Theideaof hiding in my church another night had dl the appedl of
painting Trent’ stoenails. | wouldn't be able to avoid Ivy ether. “ Two tomorrow isgreet,” | said, thinking
| ought to use the time to stock my charm cupboard for an assault on black witches. I’ d have to move
everything to halowed ground, though. What apain in the butt. “ Thanks, David,” | said when |
remembered | wasin the middle of aconversation. “1 redly think it'sthem.”

“Me, too. I'll pick you up tomorrow &t one. Get yoursdlf dolled up, will you?” he said, amusement heavy
inhisvoice. “I'm not taking you out in leather again.”

My brow furrowed. “Dolled up?’ | Sarted, but the line was dead.

| stared at the phone for amoment, then smiled as| closed it and tucked it away. Listening to the quiet
house, | ate my pink hearts, saved for last as dways. Slowly my mood returned to melancholy. Someone
had killed Kisten. That same someone had tried to bind me to them so | wouldn’t tear their freaking head
off. | had worked so hard to live with vy and stay unbound, and then a faceless monster killed my
boyfriend and nearly bound meto it. Just that fast, my life could have been changed beyond my control.
Damnitdl tohdl. | can'tdothis | can'triskit. | can't...l can't let lvy bite me again. Ever.

The thought settled into melike lead. | had been living with Ivy for over ayear, and now that wefindly
got it towork, | get smart? A shiver went through me, rattling the spoon against the bowl. | couldn’t play
this game anymore. | had briefly lived thinking | had been bound, and they had been the most terrifying



moments of my life, turning me from a confident woman into aterrified plaything with no control over the
degradation her life was to become. That the fear turned out to be basdess didn’t make the lesson any
lessred. | could not let avampire break my skin again. Would not. And | didn’t know how | was going
totdl Ivy.

Worried, | ate the last spoonful of marshmallows. | listened carefully to the silent house, and once | was
sure my momwas't coming, | picked the bowl up and drank the sweet milk. My spoon clattered into
the empty bowl and | sat back with my coffee, not yet ready to move from the security of memoriesthat
muffled my thoughts of the future. There wasasmdl red cloth bag at the back of the table that held the
charms my mom had deemed necessary for my Halloween costume. It didn’t seem to matter anymore.
Unless David'slead panned out and | nailed the demon summoners, I’ d be manning the door instead of
partying tomorrow. And wearing sexy leather to give candy and cherry tomatoes to eight-year-olds had
absolutely no apped.

| Spped my coffee and stared at my phone, willing it to ring. | wondered if | should call Glenn. If my
mom was answering my phone, hewouldn’t tell her anything.

My hand was reaching for the phone when the comfortably familiar pace of my mom'’s steps came from
the front of the house. | pulled back. No need to worry her more than our coming conversation would. |
gtill had to ask her about reversing aforget potion.

“Thanks for bregkfast, Mom,” | said as she bustled in and headed for the coffeemaker. She’ d been
looking for acoat for me, and | could hear it tumbling in the dryer to air out. “1 redlly appreciate you
letting me crash here thismorning.”

She eased hersdlf into the chair across from me, setting her coffee mug gently on the linoleum table,
whose pattern was faded by time and scrubbings. “I don’t get to be Mom much anymore, especialy
when you won't tell mewhat’ swrong,” she said, her eyes on my two red-rimmed bites, and a stab of
guilt made the sweet milk on my tongue go tasteless.

“Um, sorry,” | said, shifting my empty bowl away from her sharp gaze. | felt sck. Memory potionswere
illega becausethey didn’t break cleanly. Unlike amulets and ley line charms, they crested aphysica
changein the brain to block the memories, and physical changes couldn’t be reversed with sdlt like
chemical changes could. | needed a counter-spell.

Gathering my courage, | blurted, “Mom, | need to reverse amemory potion.”
Eyebrows high, shelooked at my neck again. “Y ou want a Pandora charm? For who?’

Shewasn't nearly as mad as |’ d thought she' d be. Heartened by that as much as her knowing there was
an actud name for what | wanted, | winced. “Me.”

My voice had been pensive, and hearing my guilt, my mother’ sface grew amost scared. “What do you
remember now that you had forgotten?’ she demanded.

Cradling my coffeein my hands, | tried to warm my soul. The furnace was on against the cold afternoon,
but it wasn't able to touch the chill at the pit of my being. My fingers traced the lines of Kisten's bracelet.
Itwasdl | had of him—that and the pool table. “Being bitten by the vampire who killed Kisten,” |
whispered.

Her entire posture melted, and sighing with forgiveness, she reached to take my hand. Her frumpy dress
made her look middle aged, but her hands gave her away. | wished she' d stop living like she was nearing
the end of her life. It hadn’'t even started yet.



“Sweetheart,” she said, and | pulled my gazeto hersto seeit pinched in compassion. “1I’m so sorry.
Maybe you should forget about it. Why do you even want to remember that?’

“I haveto,” | said, wiping my eye and pulling out of her reach. “Someonekilled him. | wasthere.” |
blinked fagt, trying to reinin my emotions. “1 haveto find out. | have to know.”

“If you made yoursdlf forget, then you won't likewhat you find,” she said. An old fear unrelated to me
smmered in the back of her thoughts, showing in her face. “Let it go.”

“It was Jenks—" | gtarted, but she took both my hands, stopping my words.
“Tell me” she said suddenly. “What were you doing when you remembered? What triggered it?’

| stared &t her. A hundred dodges flitted through me, but nothing came out of my mouth. And as | sat
there, it suddenly occurred to methat | had been spending so much time with my mother these last three
months not because of her, but because of me, fragile after Kisten’ sdegth. | lost it then, dropping my
head onto my folded arms on the table and choking the tears back. Thiswaswhy I’d come running to my
mother, not some stupid charm | knew she didn’t have. | had thought with theright spell | could help lvy.
| had thought | could help mysdlf. But now, | couldn’t help either of us. We had gotten what we wanted,
and it set us back further than if we had let it done.

| couldn’t look a my mom, but there was the scrape of her chair on the linoleum, and an ugly bark of a
sob escaped me when her hand landed on my shoulder. Damniit, | had to grow up and be safe, stop
reacting when | should be acting. | had to live with avampire without even the cushion of pretending
there would ever be abite between us, which just might send vy away. | wouldn’t blame her. But |
didn’t want her to leave. | liked her. Hell, | probably loved her. And now it was done. We couldn’t go
back and pretend that there was anything ahead of us.

“Rachd, honey,” my mother whispered, close and gentle, with the scent of lilac soothing me as much as
her voice. “It'sokay. I’'m sorry you' re confused, but sometimes souls are meant to be together, and the
gearsjust miss. lvy’ savampire, but she' s been your best friend for over ayear. You'll find away to
makethiswork.”

“You know?’ | warbled, lifting my head to find a shared sorrow in her expression.

“It would be hard to missthose bites,” she said. “ And if anyone other than Ivy put them there, you'd be
in the morgue identifying abody, not Stting in my kitchen pretending nothing iswrong.” | blinked up at
her as she shifted my hair and made aworried face at my neck. “ Jenks cdled this morning and told me
what happened. He worries about you, you know.”

My lips parted and | drew out of her reach. Great, who knew what hetold her?“Mom.”

But she only pulled out achair to St beside me, her hand still on my shoulder. “1 loved your father with all
my being. Don't take potionsto forget. It leaves gaps, and then you don’t remember why you fedl the
way you do. It makesthingsworse.”

| hadn’'t administered it to myself, but that my mother had taken amemory potion was newsto me. “You
used one?’ | asked, wondering if thiswas why my mom was so nuts, and she turned her lipsin, biting
them, clearly trying to decide what to say.

“Oh, hell, who hasn't?’ she said, then grew sad. “Once,” she added softly. “When it got redlly bad. They
never last forever, and thereisno charmto bring it al back. The spell to reverseit waslost before we
migrated to this side of the lines. Trent might haveit, but getting an df to share spellsislike getting atroll



out from under abridge.”
| wiped my face, thetearsgone. “ Y ou know he's...”

She amiled, proud of me, as she patted my hand. “Tell meif you get that stingy boy to let you into his
library. Honestly, you think he' d have some respect for our family, but he acts like you' re the enemy, not
hissaving grace.”

“Whoa, hold up.” | tucked astrand of hair behind my ear, then shifted it back forward to hide my neck.
All thoughts of Kisten, and lvy, and everything, were shoved to the back of my mind. “I’m not Trent's
saving grace. HE samurdering SOB. | put himinjail once, and I'd do it againif | thought it would stick.”

My mother grimaced, her fingers diding from mine when she drew back. “ Small wonder he doesn't like
you. Y ou haveto stop that. HE s going to have something you want someday.”

Like aPandoracharm?| exhaled, dumping back into my chair. “Mom...,” | complained, and shelifted
one eyebrow.

“Lifeistoo short to not be with the peopleyou love,” shesaid. “Evenif it scaresyou.”

She was back to Ivy. “Mom, I’'m not going to et Ivy bite me again, even if we did okay.” Shetook a
breath to speak some words of wisdom, and | interrupted. “Redly. Shelost it for aminute, and then |
made thingsworse when | remembered Kisten’ skiller attacking me. | thought—" 1 ran my tongue aong
theinside of my lip. “I thought his murderer had bound me, but he didn’t.” Thank you, God. | promisel
will be good. “It ended okay, but | can't doit again,” | finished, my throat tight. “I can’t risk
it...anymore.”

A amileof relief creased my mother’ sface. Her eyes went bright with unshed tears, and she gave my
hand asqueeze. “Good,” shesaid. “I’m glad you fed that way. But just because you can't share blood
with vy doesn’t mean you have to end everything with her. She's been too good for you. Made you
grow up alittle. I like her. She needs you, and you' re better with her than without.”

| stared as| tried to figure out what she was saying.

“I know | haven't been the best mom,” she said as she let go of my hand and |ooked out the window.
“But I'd liketo believe raised you to think for yourself, though you do preciouslittle of it sometimes. |
trust you to make good decisions when it comes to the people around you.” She smiled. “ And what you
do with them.”

Just where has she been the last ten years? My decisions suck dishwater. “Mom.”
“Marshd, for instance,” she said, and | stared, shocked. She knows about Marshd?

“He snice,” she continued, gazing out the window at nothing. “ Too nice to be anything but arebound
guy, but he' d be good for you. Bless Kisten's undead soul, but | was never too keen on him. Two
vampiresin one room with awitch is asking for trouble. Now, two witches and one vampire...” Her eyes
danced. “Doeslvy likehim?’

God, just kill me now.

“Ivy knows she can't give you everything, you know,” my mother continued asif | wasn’t blushing so
hard | could set hell onfire. “ She' swise beyond her yearsfor being able to put aside her jealousy like
that. It's so much easier when everyone understands you can love two people at the sametime.” She
flushed. “For different reasons and in different ways.”



For amoment, | couldn’t speak, trying to process that. There were too many potential problemslyingin
wait for meto ask. “Y ou know about Marshd?’ | finally got out.

Touching her hair asif flustered, she rose and went to the fridge. “ He came over about noon to seeif you
weredl right.”

Swdll. Hewas here?

My mother pulled a butterscotch pie from the fridge. “We had anicetak about you and Ivy,” shesaid as
she set the pie on the counter and got out two plates. “We taked about alot of things. | think he
understands now. | sureashdll do. Heis coming off abitch of abad girlfriend. That' swhy he likesyou.”

“Mom!” | exclaimed.

“No, you're not abitch,” she cgoled. “1 meant that you' re excitable and fun. He thinks you' re safe
because you' re not looking for aboyfriend.” Shelaughed with aknifein her hand. “Men are idiots about
women sometimes. When awoman says she' s not looking, that’ swhen sheis.”

“Mom!” They talked about vy and me? She asked him about his girlfriends?

“I’'m just saying that he' slike you, in that he getsbored if areationship isal roses and hearts. It doesn't
help that he likes to rescue pretty women. That’ s probably why he looked you up. He doesn’t want a
red girlfriend yet any more than you do, but he’ snot going to st a home and watch TV. He staking you
out today. Y ou both need a break.”

“Mom, stop!” | exclaimed again. “I told you not to set up dates for me, and especidly not with Marsha!”

“Y ou' rewelcome, sweetheart,” she said, patting my shoulder. “ Get thislittle fling over with so you can
move on with your life. Try not to hurt him, okay?”

| stared at my hands circling my coffee mug, speechless. Thiswas not good. “How did he know where |
was?’ | asked, depressed. Littlefling? | so did not need adate right now.

“Jenkswaswith him.”

| exhded long and dow as| pulled my fingersfrom worrying a my new bites. That would explainit, |
thought. The soft scrape of the serving knife on the glass pie dish was obvious and she silently put two
diceson plates and licked the serving fork. Still silent, she set the largest piece before me. “Jenks said he
knocked Ivy unconscious by accident. It didn’t sound like adeep charm,” she said, her voice sharp with
accusation.

Embarrassed by my failed attempt at tweaking charms, | shifted my plate until the pie was pointing & me.
Thiswasn't atopic | really wanted to explore, but it was better than Marsha. “I wastrying to modify a
deep charm to give lvy some control over her blood lugt, but she lied to me about trying them out, so the
last batch was too strong. Jenks overreacted by hitting her with it in thefirst place. We werefine. We
had everything under control.” By the time he showed back up, that is, | finished Slently.

My eyes came up to see only interest in my mother’ s gaze. She set afork in front of me. Her platein her
hand, she leaned againgt the counter, looking years younger. “Y ou’ re starting with adeep charm as your
base?’ She amiled after seeing my nod and pointed her fork at me. “Well, there' syour problem. If you're
trying to break the hold her instincts have on her actions, you need to make her hyperadert, not deepy.”

| wedged aforkful of pieinto my mouth and chewed in thought. Therich tang of butterscotch was sharp,
and | ate another bite. Pie for breakfast was one of the perks of a crazy mom. “A stimulant would work



better?’ | mumbled.
“Guaranteed.”

Confidence emanated from her, but | wasn’t convinced, and | cringed at the thought of what would
happen if it didn’t have the desired effect. Besides, it didn’t matter anymore. | was going to be the model
roommeate and never trigger Ivy’sblood lust again. That is, if shedidn’t get mad and leave, ticked at dl
the time she had wasted on me. But if she stayed, she might someday want alittle something to take the
edgeoff....

My mother cameto Sit across from me, her eyeson her pie. “Throw in alot of crushed lime. Citrus sends
everything deep, and you want to stimulate the complex thought processes, not the surface ones.”

“Okay,” | said, my gaze flicking to my disguise charms. She wasthe expert. “ Thanks.”

Her smile widened, and she became amost teary. “I want to help, honey. I’'m sorry if I've been so odd in
the past that you felt you couldn’'t cometo me.”

| smiled back, feding warm inside. “I’m sorry, too.”

She reached out and patted my hand. “Marshal isworried about you. I'm glad you' re being honest with
him about how dangerous your lifeis. More honest than with me, | hope.”

Herewe go. Morequilt. “I didn’t want you to worry,” | dmost whined a my pie. God! | hated it when
my voice did that.

Giving my closed fist asharp tap so that her wedding ring hit my knuckle, she withdrew her hand. “I
know how deep in the shit pit you usudly are, but tell him before he sartsto redly like you.”

“Momt!”

She sighed then, following it up with aglum “ Sorry.”

| hid behind abite of pie. “I’'m okay,” | mumbled. “We re doing okay.”
Again she smiled, becoming my usua mother once more. “I know you are.”

We both looked up when the doorbell rang. “ That would be Marsha,” she said as she rose and tugged
her sweater sraight. “1 told him I d have you up and ready for your date by three thirty. Y ou sill have
time before you have to be back on hallowed ground, and adistraction is just what Dr. Mom ordered.”

| looked at the pie, then picked up the half | had yet to eat. “Mom,” | protested around afull mouth as|
followed her down the hdl, “1 can't. | have to go home and prep for arun. I’ ve got alead on who might
be summoning Al, and I’m going to lean on them tomorrow. Besides, I'm not ready for aboyfriend.”

My mother stopped in thelong green hallway, surrounded by pictures of my and Robbi€ slives, images
of the past that she drew strength from. | could see amasculine shadow moving outside on the steps, but
my mother put hersdf right in front of me, filling my world. | was unable to look away from the old regret
in her eyes.

“That is exactly why you need to go out with him,” she said, her grip on my shoulder tightening to keep
me silent. “Prep your spdlslater. Y ou' re strung out to the snapping point, sweetheart. Y ou need to do
something different to give your mind arest, and Marshd isagood man. He' s not going to break your
heart or take advantage of you. Judt...go do something with him. Anything.” Her mouth quirked. “Well,



maybe not anything.”

“Mom...,” | protested, but she stepped quickly to the door and opened it. Marshal was waiting, and he
took us both in, his attention going back and forth, comparing us as we stood side-by-side. Flustered, |
st the pie on the top of the hall bookcase and wiped my hands on my jeans. | didn’t think it wasthe pie
that had his eyebrows so high. My mother and | looked alot aike, apart from our hair and how we
dressed.

“Hi, Mrs. Morgan,” he said, smiling, and then said to me, “Rachdl.”

My mom smiled likethe MonaLisa, and | rolled my eyes, seeing hisbig-ass SUV ét the curb. “Hi,” |
sad dryly. “1 hear you met my mom aready.”

“Marshd and | looked at your baby pictures while you were deeping,” she said, then stepped back.
“Comeonin. We'reesting pie”

Marshal glanced at the half-eaten dice above our heads and smiled. Cracking his neck, he stepped in just
far enough to shut the door. “ Thanks, Mrs. Morgan, but if I’'m going to get Rachel back to the church
before sunset, we redlly need to go now.”

“He' sright,” | said, not wanting to endure an hour of humiliation at my mother’ s hand. Besides, the
sooner we | eft, the sooner | could apologize for my mom and he could make his escape. | wasn't going
on adate when Ivy was home thinking she screwed up again. She hadn’t. We had ended the entire
freaking messin success before Jenks screwed it up. But that didn’t mean | was going to let her break
my skin again. | had to stop saying a decision was good just because it made me fed better. But being
good, redly good, redly sucked.

“Oh!” my mom chirped. “Y our coet. | think you left your bag in the kitchen, t0o.”

She hustled down the hdll, and Marsha l1ooked over my shoulder when | heard the dryer door open. |
shifted in the reflected green light of the hallway, uncomfortable not knowing what they’ d talked aboui.
My pie sat over us, and | wondered if he d mind if | ateit.

“I'mredly sorry about this” | said, sending my attention down the empty hdl. “It'smy mom’smissonin
lifeto find aboyfriend for me, and she doesn't listen when | tell her to stop.”

Marshd’ s gaze shifted over the pictures before him with interest. “ It was my idea.”

A warning flag went up in me. He had to know what had happened after he left at sunrisethismorning. |
mean, he had talked to Jenks, and the bite marks on my neck were obvious. If it had been me, | would
have been hdfway to Mackinaw by now.

Marshd’ s gaze was on my favorite picture of mein thefal leaves when he said, “ Jenks wanted meto tell
you Ivy said she |l be out late tonight, getting her old friends sugared enough to talk about the night your
boyfriend died.”

The hesitation before he took a breath told me he had wanted to add something, but he stayed silent.
“Thank you,” | said cautioudly, trying to figureit out.

“She said she' d be back by sunup,” he added, and | shifted to make room for my mom as she
approached, my coat over her arm, my bag in one hand and adice of pie on anapkin in the other.

Maybe he thinks he can rescue me? No oneisthat stupid.



“Thanks, Mom,” | said, taking my coat and bag as Marsha flushed and made awkward comments about
the pie she was pushing at him. The cooler air coming in had tripped the furnace, and | shrugged into my
coat to relish the warmth soaking into me.

My mom beamed, her gaze running over both of us. “I put your costume charmsin your purse,” she said
as shewound ared scarf around my neck to hide the red-rimmed marks made by Ivy’ steeth. “ Y ou
forgot them Sunday. Oh, and that nice Were caled while you were degping. He wantsto pick you up
tomorrow at one. He says wear something nice.”

“Thanks, Mom.”
“Havefun!” shefinished cheerfully.
But | didn't want to have fun. | wanted to find out who had killed Kisten and tried to bind me.

“Wait, wait,” my mom said as she opened the closet door and pulled out my battered pair of whiteroller
skates. “ Takethese. I'm tired of them beingin my closet,” she said, looping them over my arm and
handing methe rest of my pie from the top of the bookcase. “ Enjoy yourselves.” She gave me akiss,
whispering, “ Call me after sunset so | don’t worry?”

“Promise” | said, thinking | was an insensitive brat of adaughter. She was scatterbrained, not stupid, and
she had put up with alot of crgp from me. Especidly lately.

“’Bye, Mom,” | cdled out as Marsha opened the door and preceded me down the two steps and to the
walk. He d dready eaten a bite of the pie, and his mouth wasfull. “Thanksfor everything,” | added,
laughing when Marshd made anoise of bliss My mom made excdllent pie.

“Wow, thisisgreat,” he said, turning to give my momasmile. | felt good al of a sudden. My mom was
cool. | didn’t appreciate her enough.

| eyed the two vehicles at the curb, my little convertible looking like adrop of red lightning next to
Marshd’sbig, obnoxious SUV. “Marshdl...,” | started, thinking | redlly had to get home and work in the
kitchen.

Marshd grinned, looking attractive in the sun. “ She'sgoing to cal me. If | tell her you went home, do you
know the grief I’'m going to get? | have amom, too, you know.”

| Sghed, holding my pie, knowing I’ d never get my keysout of my bag with one hand. Taking a bite of
pie, | looked at the house. My mom was at the window with the curtain edged aside. She waved but
didn’'t move from the glass. Y eah, it was probably not worth the hasse.

“Two hours,” he promised, eyes earnest and caring. “And I’ [l help you in the kitchen to make up for it.”
Weifling, | looked at our cars. | could spare two hours. *Y ou want to take my car?’

Marsha’ s expression brightened when his gaze landed on it. I had made the red convertible minewith a
few feminine touches, but it was gtill masculine enough to avoid being achick buggy. “Sure,” hesad. “I
don’'t mind coming back for my car. Therink isn't far away.”

That would makeit Aston’s, | thought, cringing. They wouldn’t remember me. Not from that long ago.
“Sounds good,” | said, harboring the belief that if wetook his car, something would happen and I'd be
stranded, unable to get back to my church before sunset. | didn’'t know how the undead lived, having to
be somewhere before sunrise or risk annihilation. I’ d better keep awatch onthetime. A freaking demon
inaroller rink. They’d ban mefor lifefor that.



We angled to my car, and after shoving the rest of the pieinto my mouth, | dug my keys out and handed
them to him. Marsha’ s brow rose as he took in the zebra-striped key, but he said nothing. He
courteoudly opened my door, and | did in, watching him go around to the driver’ sSide. His pie was gone
and his mouth was full when he got in with apained grunt at the tight space, taking amoment to adjust
everything to his consderable height. “Nice car,” he said when he was settled.

“Thanks. The FIB gaveit to me. It belonged to an |.S. agent until Trent Kalamack killed him.”

Okay, maybe that was alittle blunt, but it would help set the scene for the coming disaster tonight when
we would get stuck in traffic and a demon would show up to cause amgjor incident on the expressway. |
hated news vanswith a passion.

Marshd hestated, and the way he looked at the gearshift made me wonder if he knew how to driveit.
“Ah, hedidn’t diein the car, did he?’

“Nope. But I hit him with a deepy-time charm once and locked him in the trunk.”

Helaughed at that, the deep, comfortable sound making me fed warminside. “Good,” he said as he put
the car into firg, jerking us only once as he got us moving. “Ghosts give me the cregps.”

Fifteen

The vibration of whedls on varnished wood rumbled up through me, the speed and fedl both familiar and
exhilarating. Music blared, and the novelty of people skating in costume made the echoing, dingy space
seem brand-new. We d been here for about an hour, going round and round until my mind was numb
and my body pleasantly exhausted. Marsha had brushed my hand by accident twice now, and despite
his claim that he was't looking for anything but casua companionship, my mom’ swords made me
wonder if he wastesting the waters.

Together we made the next turn with a comfortable foot-over-foot motion to throw usinto afaster pace,
and when Marshd’ s hand bumped into mine again, hetook it. | said nothing, but a the dight stiffening in
my stance, helet go to pretend to fix the hem of hisshirt. Immediately | felt bad, but it redly wasn't a
date, and | didn’t want it to dip into one.

Againg thefar wall was a huge clock and asign updated daily stating what time the sun rose. They didn’t
have a Sign saying what time the sun would s&t, though. My tongue felt the bump on my inner lip, and a
flash of fear grew and died. | wasn't bound. | could be out on my own without Ivy protecting me from a
faceless vampire agppearing and making me beg to be bled. Nothing had changed, apart from me being a
little smarter, alittle more careful. And asfor Al?1 was completely safe...until the sun went down.
Demon bait. Thiswasnoway tolive.

Marshal followed my gaze to the clock before his atention dropped to my hand at my side. “Y ou want
togo?’

| shook my head as| fixed my red scarf, then felt guilty | was hiding my vamp bites. I’ d never felt shame
for them before, but | think it was because | understood for thefirst time how risky it had been to get
them and | was embarrassed to have been that stupid. “No. We ve got timeyet.” Being careful not to
touch him, | leaned closer so he could hear me over the music as we passed the speakers. “I need to
stop on the way home to pick up some tomatoes and another bag or two of candy. | ran out last year,
and when | turned the light off, someone tied condomsto my car’ santenna.” Tomatoes, candy, and a
complexion charm.

Marshal’ sfull laugh made me wonder how many he'd tied in hisday. Therewas adistinct glint of devilry
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inhiseyes. “Hey,” hesaid. “Hold on. Let me seeif | can dtill dothis” And in asharp movement of flailing
arms, he was skating backward. A turn was coming, and | took his hands to steady him when he
bobbled. | let go dmost immediately, but just that dight touch had eased the tightnessin hisjaw.

Now | redly felt bad about stiffening when he' d taken my hand earlier, and not wanting him to think |
thought he was ugly or anything, | skated closer toward him. | had an idea, and | started to swest. God, |
hadn't donethisinyears, but if Marshal wasn't afraid to fal and get an | BROKE MY ASSAT
ASTON'’ S button, then | wasn't either.

Smiling to hide my nervousness, | leaned forward to be heard over the speakers as we passed them.
“Turnaround!” | shouted.

“Whet?’
| grinned. “Stay in front of me, and turn around!”
We were past the speakers, and his eyeswere wide as he said, “ Okay,” and spun.

Hisback wasto me, and | took amoment to look at it, so wide and broad. Dang, he wastall. My mom
had been right. It felt good to get out and do something. If | didn’t remind mysdlf of what my life should
be, | was going to collapse into a puddle of hopelessness. Balance. It was al about balance.

Pushing my thoughts away, | gingerly put my hands on his shoulders aswe took the turn at the outer
edge. “Pull methrough?’ | said as | leaned in so he could hear me over the music. “Y ou'retall enough.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, darting aquick look over his shoulder. “ Sure. We ve got some straight board
coming up.”

Wewere at the speakers, and the music beat into me aong with the rumble of the boards. | should come
out here more often, | thought. Y es, the crowd was mostly human and the music was lame, but it was
redaxing. Safe.

Marshd bent at the waist, and when his hands appeared between hisknees, | sank to my heelsand
grabbed them. “Oh, crap!” | exclaimed when | redlized too late he had crossed hiswrists, and when he
pulled me through, he spun me.

“Oh-h-h-h-h no-0-0-0-0!” | gasped, adrenaline pulsing asthe world revolved. | scrambled for balance
as| ended up facing him. My eyeswerewide, and | caught aglimpse of Marsha laughing before he
pulled meto him so | wouldn’t go down. My wheds adigned, and breathless, | froze, my arms crunched
between me and him as | skated backward. | took a bresth, then looked up at him. He was holding me.
“I, uh, wasn't expecting that.”

“Sorry,” hesaid softly, gazing a me.

“Liar,” | said asthewalsraced by. | wasin hisarms, skating backward, going full tilt. It waskind of how
| lived my life. “You, ah, canlet go now,” | said, but | was't moving away, asmal, wounded part of me
just about dying to stay where | could soak up hiswarmth and acceptance.

His smile went soft at my awkward conflict, and when his grip loosened, | carefully turned to face
forward and dip out of hisarms. | probably shouldn’t have done a pull-through, but I hadn’t known he
wasgoingtoturnitinto...that. Crap ontoas, | should have left everything asit was.

“Hey,” | said nervoudy, hoping he wouldn't assume | wanted to change our relationship. Not that we
redly had one. “ Y ou're not bad a this. | practicaly lived here when | wasn't in school. How did you get



so good?’

Marsha glanced at the torn stickers on my skates festuring popular bands from the nineties. His brown
eyeswere crinkled in laughter, and | hoped his eyebrows would grow in soon. “ There' s not much to do
when the tourists leave. Y ou should see what elsel’m good at.”

| smiled when | imagined what one had to do to keep occupied when snowed in. Leave him aone,
Rachel. He s not looking, and neither are you.

“So now that you' ve got the job, you' re going to move down here?’ | asked.

“Mm-hmm.” He was smiling, too, when he looked up from the boards. “I’ ve got aguy who's been
looking to buy the business, so it’sonly amatter of finding a price we both like.”

| bobbed my head. “What about your house?’

Marsha shrugged. “I rent. Next trip up there, I [l bring everything back. Providing it’ s not out on the front
lawn or burned.”

Remembering what my mom had said about him coming off apsycho girlfriend, | winced. “Sorry.
Debbie?’ | guessed, remembering her.

Hewas silent as we took the turn, both of us going foot-over-foot to zoom past a couple dressed up as
Raggedy Ann and Andy. “It wasn't anyone' sfault,” he said when we straightened. “We' d been together
for along time, but the last two years have been adow-motion crash.”

“Oh.” The speakers were thundering out loud, fast rock, and | glanced at the clock.

“She wants atrophy husband, and gpparently I’ m not moving fast enough,” he said, with only the faintest
hint of bitternessin hisvoice. “Not to mention sheforgot | wasn't working for money to impress people
but to go back for my magter’s. | thought | loved her.” Again he shrugged, leaving his shoulders hunched
dightly. “Maybe | loved theidea of having her beside me. The same things weren’t important to us
anymore, and it just...died.”

| was glad his expression held more regret than anger. “ And what’ simportant to you?’ | asked.

Marshd thought while we maneuvered around Darth Vader, who was struggling to keep from hitting the
wall with hishelmet blocking hisvison. “ Success at work. Having fun doing it. Caring for someone and
supporting their interests because you like to see them happy. Having them care about and support yours
smply because they want to see you happy.”

There was acommotion behind us, and the “ass buster” light at the DJ pit started to spin. Darth had gone
down, taking three people with him. | was silent as my thoughts drifted from Marshd’ s godsto mine, and
then to Ivy. God, | hoped shewas al right. It seemed so cold to be out enjoying myself when shewas
trying to find out who had killed Kisten. But it wasn't asif | could go into aden of vamps and demand
information. Like| said, shedid the vamps, | did the demons.

“Hey,” Marshd sad, giving me atentative punch on my arm. “Y ou weren't supposed to go al serious.” |
smiled up a him, and he added, “Y ou want something to drink?’

| glanced at the clock yet again. “ Sure. Sounds good.”

Together we angled oursalves past thetrio of traditiondly dressed witches complete with black hats, arm
inarm asthey tried to do the cancan. We took the step up together onto the carpeted rest area, and |



took afast bresth as my momentum cycled down to nothing in two secondsflat. The air suddenly felt
warmer, and the music louder. It was only when | stopped that | realized how fast we' d been going.
Agan, sort of likemy life.

| tucked my hair behind my ear when Marshal leaned in so | could hear him better. “What do you want?’
he asked, hiseyeson theline.

Besdesto know what the hdll isgoing on?*“How about adushie?’ | suggested. “ Something green.”
“Something green,” he repeated. “Y ou got it. Why don’t you grab atable?”’

| nodded, and he moved to the line, settling in with his attention on the glowing menu. Looking & the
clock, | fdt like Cinderdlla. We had | ots of time, but | honestly didn’t know how vampires did this. Most
public places had emergency sun shdltersthat they charged you beaucoup bucks for. Sacred ground was
alittle more difficult to come by.

| didinto the hard plastic booth seat with my back to the rink. The minute my mother had said Marsha
wasn't going to last was the minute I’ d Started getting interested. God, | was stupid. | saw what | was
doing, and | still couldn’t stop it! But | redlly was starting to like Marshd, and that worried me. | mean,
neither of uswaslooking for arelationship, but that’ swhat made it dangerous. Both our guards were
down. That, like me, he enjoyed some excitement in hislifewasn't exactly agood thing, *cause | could
give him that dressed in leather and trailing vampire incense. But it was because of that very mind-set that
he hadn’t given me any grief about the new marks on my neck or the fact that a demon was gunning for
me. He hadn’t dropped me like apound of troll turds even after meeting my mom, and that was saying a
lot. My lifeisafresking mess.

My dateswith Nick had aways centered around talking or watching movies. Kisten had been more
extravagant, with dinner at expensive restaurants or tripsto dance clubs. But it had been agessincel’d
had a date that was anicely paced, moderate amount of activity that relaxed aswell astired me out. |
wanted to just enjoy it, but | couldn’t seem to do it without pushing alittle bit more to find out just where
wewere and if things had changed in the last fifteen minutes. Welcome to my nightmare, | thought,
determined to stop it and let the man be.

| Sghed, dumping in the hard plastic. | could be with aguy without thinking about ardationship. | did it
al thetime. Therewas Ford, and Glenn, and David. The guy down at the corner market who restocked
the ice cream shelves and had those fabulous shoulders. . .But none of them were witches, and as much
as|’dliketo think otherwise, therewas a pull there that didn’t exist with ahuman or Were...or evena
vampire. Starting afamily someday with awitch would be awholelot easier.

| shifted my skates back and forth, my feet feding as heavy as my mood now that | wasn't moving. |
could see the front door from where | was, and the skate counter. Someone was arguing with the
attendant, Chad, and | turned to watch.

Chad had been manning the skate counter even before | had started coming to Aston’sin high schoal.
The guy had hair to hisebows and was haf out of hismind from past Brimstone use, not giving acrap
about anyone but good at his job. The perfect customer-relations person, Chad could do anything up to
and including throwing out a patron, and Mr. Aston wouldn'’t fire him.

One of the men arguing with him was obnoxioudy tall, his slhouette, clear against the bright,
late-afternoon sky, visible past the glass doors. The other one was shorter but held himself with astiff
formdity. My amusement that they were trying to bully Chad faded as | recognized thetdl one. Damniit,
there couldn’t be two such vile, tall peoplein the world, even on Halloween. That was Jonathan, which
would make the other guy Trent Kalamack.



| glanced at Marshd, and seeing that the line hadn’t moved, | got up and shifted closer.

Y up, it was Trent, dressed in a suit and tie that looked way out of place with the threadbare carpet and
linoleum counters. The thought of a Pandora charm cameto me, and | dismissed it. | wouldn’t owe him

anything.

“I don't careif you'rethe prime minister of my girlfriend’ sass,” Chad said, pointing a Brimstone-stained
fingernail at Jon. “Y ou’ re not getting past the gate unless you have skates. Seethe Sgn?”’

| couldn’t seethe sgn fromwherel sat, but I'd seen it in the past. The thing was three feet by five and
took up the entirewall behind him, lettered in red and outlined in black.

“Thisisoutrageous,” Jon said, hisvoice dripping disgust. “We ssimply want to talk to someonefor five
minutes”

Chad leaned back and took aswig of hisbeer. “Likel haven't heard that before.”
Trent’ sjaw clenched. “Two pairsof nines,” he said, clearly avoiding touching anything.
Jon turned, surprise on hisangular, hawklike festures. “ Sir?”

“Just pay him,” Trent said as Chad gave Jon a shit-eating grin and dropped two ugly pairs of skateson
the counter.

Looking like he'd rather lick asphalt, thetall man pulled along walet from an inner coat pocket.
Jonathan’ s feet were way bigger than asize nine, but the point was to get past the gate, not go skating.
Trent’ sfair hair wasfloating in the breeze kicked up by the skaters when he left Jonathan to pay Chad.
His pace fdtered as he saw me watching him, and | gave him alittle wave. Eyes never leaving me, Trent
jerked forward, struggling to get through the turnstile without touching it.

My sarcagtic smile went annoyed. What does he want, anyway? | thought, wondering if thiswas about
his little vacation into the ever-after; if S0, he was going to be sorely disappointed. | wasn't going to work
for him, but irritating him wasright up on my list of favoritethings.

Smirking, | glanced at Marshal. He was going to be there awhile, so when Trent came forward with an
intent pace, | smply pushed off the carpet and back onto the boards.

“Morgan!” Trent exclaimed, and | spun to skate backward, giving him a cheeky bunny-eared kiss-kiss.
Hisbrow creased, so | started dancing to the music. Oh, God, it was“Magic Carpet Ride,” and the
entire place was emptying onto the rink.

By thetime | had done a circuit, Jon waswith him and Trent was lacing up. He was going to come out
here?Holy crap, he must be pissed. It wasn't unusua for Trent to track me down when he wanted to
wave money at me, but he usualy had his act more together than this.

| made another circle, my mind going over our last meeting. | hadn’t done anything to tick him off too
badly, had 1?1 mean, irritating him was fun, but the man could kill meif heredly wanted. Of course, the
nadty little secret of hisillegd genetic labs would come out and his empire would come tumbling down,
but hell, Trent might do it just to spite me.

My third circuit found Jon standing alone. | quickly scanned therink, but it wasn't until | looked behind
methat | found Trent moving easily and comfortably. He can skate? | toyed with the idea of making a
race out of this, but there were too many people out there in unsafe costumes, and besides, I’ d probably
dready pushed him to the limit. The guy wasadrug lord after dl.



Curious, | checked to make sure my scarf wasin place, then dowed to let the underweight Arnold pass
me so Trent could catch up.

“Rachd,” he said as he settled in besde me, and | felt uneasy when he looked at my scarf asif he knew
what lay under it. “'Y ou are unbelievable. Y ou know | want to talk to you.”

“So herel am.” | smiled and tucked a curl out of theway. “Besides, I’ ve dways wanted to see aworld
power on skates. Y ou skate really well—for amurderer.”

His green eyes squinted and hisjaw tightened. | watched him force the tension out of himsdf. God, |
enjoyed pushing his buttons. That he even cared what | thought said volumes.

“I need you to comewith me,” he said as we took the turn, and | laughed, the sound lost in the boom of

the speakers.

“Onyour suicidemisson?’ | said. “I’m glad you findly got smart and asked for help, but I’m not going
into the ever-after for you. Forget it.”

He went to say something, his emotions showing more than usud, but it was cut short asthe lights
dimmed and the disco bdl lit up.

“Couples skate,” Chad said over the loudspesker in abored tone. “If you don't have apartner, get off
the damned boards.”

My eyebrowsrosein challenge, but Trent surprised me, diding closer and looping hisarm through mine.
Hisfingerswere cold, and my smile faded. Something was serioudy wrong. | loved irritating Trent, and |
honestly got the impression that he put up with it So he could irritate me back, but this? I’ d never felt his
skin so cold.

“Look,” | said asthe music turned dow and the skaters moved closer. “1’m not going into the ever-after.
Al ishot for my soul again, and thelast thing | need to do isget on histurf, so forget it.”

Trent shook hishead in dishdlief. “I can’'t believeyou cal him Al.”

“Wdll, I'm not going to use his summoning name,” | said, affronted. We were passing the rest area, and |
caught Marshd’ s eye. He was standing at an empty booth with a concerned look and two dushies. He
sraightened as he saw me, and | gave him a“just aminute’ gesture.

His confusion and disappointment were clear despite the whirling disco lights, then he blinked as he
realized who | waswith. And then we were past him, headed for the other end of therink.

“Thisisn't about the ever-after,” Trent said, bringing me back to our conversation.

My lips pressed together, and | wondered if they would ban me againif | ran Trent into thewall. “Yeah, |
know, it'sfor Ceri and her baby. God, Trent. If it had been anyone but Quen.”

Trent dmost pulled out of my grip, but | held tight, not wanting to look at hisface. “ Ceri told you?” he
said, sounding embarrassed and making me wonder if he had been going to marry her and try to passthe
baby off ashisown.

| turned, letting him get agood look at my disgust. “ Y es. Shetold me. She'smy friend.” Or used to be.
Trent’ sface went empty of emotion, and | felt apang of guilt. “Look, I'm sorry. If it means anything, |
think Ceri and you look great together and would have redlly pretty babies, but you and her? Who would
be happy there? Redlly.”



He looked away, watching the couple before us dressed up as Bonnie and Clyde. “Rachel,” he said as
the song went into the lagt, barf-o-matic romantic verses, “I need you to come to my house. Tonight.”

| just laughed and looked at the clock. “Noway in hell.” Then, deciding that if | didn’t give him areason,
he might drug me and cart me off, | added, “Trent, | can’t. If I'm not on holy ground by sunset, Al will
know it and show up. | won't take the chance. Tl you what, though. I’ll come out to see you tomorrow
afternoon with abig, fat consultation fee, and you'll till get ano out of me.”

Fear crossed hisface, hidden too quickly for meto think he was trying to manipulate me. “ Tomorrow
might betoo late,” he said, his soft voice clear in the cessation of music and rumble of whedls on wood.
“Please, Rachd. | couldn’t care less, but Quen has asked, and I’ [l beg for him, not me.”

Whoa, wait up afairy-flipping moment. Suddenly unsure, | halted our motion, dragging Trent to the back
corner of the turn where we' d be out of everyone sway. “Quen?’ | asked. “Why does Quen want to
seeme?’

Thelights brightened and the popping of the loudspesker made both of uswince. “It’ sfive straight up,
skaters,” Chad’ svoice rumbled out. “Timeto award the daywalkers best costume. Line up, and Aston
and his beeyotch will award the lucky dick or dickette ayear’ s passto therink.”

The people in costume cheered, more than afew patronsfaling asthey shifted direction to line up. |
wanted to get off the boards, but everyone wasin the way. Marsha was standing beside Jon, both of
them watching us with the attitude of not wanting to be seen together but trying to get information from
each other. Marshd looked dmost short next to the unearthly height of the obnoxious df Trent had
handling most of hisoffice affairs, and | spared him aglanceto try to tell him thiswasn't my idea.

“Why can’'t Quen just come out to seeme?’ | said when | could hear myself over the excitement, and
then it cametogether. “Damnit, Trent!” | dmost hissed. “Y ou stupid businessman. Y ou sent himinto the
ever-after, didn’t you, when | said | wouldn't go.”

Anger marred Trent’ susua calm. Behind him, Aston, the owner of therink, skated onto the boards with
adark, wasp-waisted, buxom woman hanging on hisarm, clearly under the influence of a bust-enhancing
charm. They’ d both been drinking, but Aston was a past Olympic skater, and by the looks of it, his
companion had been aRoller Derby queen and could probably skate better drunk than sober. Pain
charmswereillegd in derby competitions; acohol wasn't.

The noise of the crowd rose and fell asthey passed the costumed patrons, people shouting their opinions
asto how the contest should end. | rounded on Trent before he could take the opportunity to dink out
without hearing my thoughts. “Did Quen go into the ever-after and come out cursed?’ | accused. “You
don’t know what you' re doing. L eave the demon stuff to the professionas.”

The blood washed from Trent’ sface, and his chin trembled in anger. “1 would, but the professionas are
afraid, Morgan, too cowardly to do what needsto be done.”

Furious, | got in hisface. “Don’'t you ever talk to me about cowardice!” | exclaimed.

But Trent met my anger with hisown. “1 didn’t send Quen into the ever-after,” he said, wispy hair
floating. “Asfar as| know, he' s never been there. What happened to him isadirect result of your
incompetence. Maybe that’ s why he wantsto see you. To tell you to your face that you need to stop
trying to live up to your father’ s name and open anice charm stal down in Findlay’ s Market and quit
trying to save theworld.”

| fdlt like’d been socked in the gut. “Y ou leave my dad out of this!” | dmost hissed, then nearly fell



when aspatlight hit us, hot and heavy.

“Congratulations” Mr. Aston durred, and | redized everyone was staring at us, cheering. “Y ou’ ve won
the daywakers best cosume!”

Hewastaking to Trent, and the angry man caught his emotional bal ance with an enviable quickness,
shaking the rink owner’ s hand with a practiced ease, smiling as hetried to redign histhoughts and figure
out what was going on. | could see hisfury at me smmering under his pleasant expression. The
buxom-spelled beauty giggled, draping aribbon of entry coupons around his neck, startling me and
shocking Trent when she gave him adoppy, red-lipsticked kiss on his cheek.

“What' syour name, Mr. Kalamack?' Aston was saying, gesturing grandly to the watching people.
Trent leaned past Aston to me. His green eyes were almost black with anger. “ Quen is asking for you.”

Fear did through me a hisforma words. Oh, God. I’ d heard that only once before. It had been inthe
nurse' s office at school. | don’t even remember the ride to the hospital to find my dad gasping hislast.

“Let’'sal have around of gpplause for Mr. Quen, here,” Aston shouted, the speaker squealing with
feedback. “Winner of thisyear’ s daywalker costume contest. If you' re afraid of the dark and those who
walk init, go home! Therest of uswant to par-ty!”

The music started up, and people began moving to it, round and round in useless circles. | stared at
Trent. Quen was dying?

“Sorry, miss,” Aston said as he put a hand on my shoulder and sent his bourbon-scented breath over me.
“Y ou dmost had him best, but you went overboard with the hair. Rache Morgan’s hair isn't thet frizzy.
Have ag-good night.”

Thewoman on hisarm crooned as she led him away. The spotlight went with them, leaving only Trent
and mein the smal corner of the rink where the dust bunnies gathered. Looking tired, Trent removed the
necklace of coupons and wiped away the lipstick with awhite linen handkerchief.

“Quenisasking for you,” he said, chilling me. “He sdying, Morgan. Because of you.”

Sixteen

| loved my church, but being confined to it sucked dishwater. Up in the belfry, | shoved thelast of my
spell books onto the shelf with enough force to threaten to knock over the freestanding bookcase|'d
found there. Adrendine struck through me, and | reached for the nicked mahogany wood to keep it from
tipping. Catching it, | exhaled, glad Ceri wasn't back from her search for spelling suppliesto see my sour
mood. Misplaced anger born in guilt accounted for most of it, and as | stood and tucked my complexion
amulet back behind my shirt, | resolved to let it go. | wasn't going to go see Quen. It might have been a
trick, it might not have. | wasn't going to risk it. It was agood decision, but | wasn't happy withiit,
adding credibility to my new philosophy that if | didn’t like adecision, it was probably agood one.

Thunder dowly grew, rolled, and died, echoing againgt the surrounding hillsthat sheltered Cincy to fade
into the soft, hissing rain. Exhaling with a deliberate downess, | sat on the edge of the elaborately carved
fainting couch to rest my chinin my cupped hands and look over the small, sparse space. My blood
pressure started to drop as the sound of the rain became obvious, shushing against the shingles and dying
leaves. The smdl, hexagon-shaped room had afedling of open arinessand smdled like cod dust, which
was odd seeing as the building had been constructed long after coal was abandoned asfudl.
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I’ d gotten home before sunset, and guilt had pulled me across the street to Ceri’ sto gpologize. When
Marshal and | had gotten back to my mom’s, he had seemed relieved to get in histruck and drive away,
pensive and deep in thought, and | vowed to back off lest | turn into a needy wanna-be-your-girlfriend
twit. | wasn't going to cal him, and if hedidn’t cal me...it would probably be for the best.

My intent in vigiting Ceri had been to apologize for losing my temper and to make sure she was okay.
That, and to dig for information about Quen’ s condition. She was going to see him tonight but said she
wanted to teach me how to make alight before sheleft. It was probably her way of apologizing, seeing
as she couldn’'t say thewords. | didn’t careif she said them or not, knowing they would come out when
the hurt I d caused her eased enough.

| still didn’t agree with what she was doing with Al, but shewastrying to live her life the best way she
knew. Besides, | made far worse decisions than she did with alot less power to back them up. And |
wasn't going to lose another friend because of stiff-necked pride and alack of understanding caused by
dlence

Ceri was currently looking for aring of meta for aley line charm she wanted to teach me, but until she
returned, | had nothing to do but stare at Jenks s gargoyle, still not awake but hiding high up in the rafters
and out of therain.

| had seen the quiet, unheated space last winter while avoiding Jenks s brood—before that Ivy’s owls
had been up here, briefly, but I’ d avoided them, and thus the belfry—but it wasn't until summer and the
first rainsthat | found the beauty init. Jenks had forbidden his kids from going near the gargoyle, so they
wouldn’t bother me. Not that it was likely they would venture out of their sump and into the rain. Poor
Matdina

Looking away from the gravel-colored, foot-high critter hunched on a support beam, | quietly moved a
folding chair to look out one of the long windows. They were datted to keep the vermin from getting in
and to let the bell’ s music out. How the gargoyle got in was amystery that was pissing Jenks off. Maybe
he was like an octopusin that he could squeeze through anything.

Hunching to pillow my chin on my arms, which werefolded on the sill, | tilted the blinds to seethe shiny
black night, breathing in the damp air tainted with the scent of roof shingles and wet pavement. | felt
warm and secure, and | didn’t know why. It was peaceful, dmost like amemory was wrapping itself
around me. It might have been from the gargoyle—they were said to be guardians—but | didn’t think so.
The fedling of peace had been there long before he showed up.

I’d moved the folding chair up here this past summer, but the shelf, the fainting couch, and the dresser
had been herewhen I’ d found it. The antique dresser had a green granite top and a beautiful, age-spotted
mirror behind it. It would make a great spelling counter, easy to clean and durable. | couldn’t help but
wonder if the space had been used for spelling before. There were absol utely no pipes or wires above or
below the high room—which waswhy | was using candlesto light the place—but even so, | was
tempted to make this more than atemporary spot to store my spelling books and stir charmswhen | had
to stay on hallowed ground. Dragging everything down to wash it would be tedious, though.

Fortunately Ceri’sspdl didn't involve much intheway of pargpherndia Theley line spdll wasn't in any
of my books, but Ceri said if | could Sart afirewith ley line magic | may be ableto do this. If so, | might
take thetimeto fix it into aone-word quick-spdll. Pulling mysdlf up from the datted window, | wrapped
my arms around myself in the damp, candldlit chill and hoped it was easy. The cool factor donewould be
enough reason to fix it into my memory.

Ley line magic wasn't my forte, but theideathat | might be able to make alight whenever | wanted had a



definite appedl. I’ d once met someone who could useley linesto hear people at adistance. A faint smile
curled the corner of my mouth up a the memory. I’ d been eighteen, and we were eavesdropping on the
|.S. officersinterviewing my brother, Robbie, about amissing girl. The night had been an utter disaster,
but now that | thought about it, maybe thiswas the root of the1.S.’ sdidike for me. Not only had we
shown them up by finding the missing girl, but we had tagged the undead vamp who had kidnapped her,
too.

The faint sounds of Ceri’s steps crossing the tree-hidden road drifted through the datted windows, and |
sat up. lvy was downgtairs with her computer and spreadsheets, trying to uselogic to find Kisten's
murderer. She had gone very quiet at the sight of my complexion amulet, her tight face telling me shewas
not ready to talk. | knew better than to push her. If she was here, then we were doing okay for now.
Jenks was with Matdinaand the kids, avoiding the gargoyle. The church was quiet with the three of us
doing our separate things. Peaceful.

| heard Ceri comeinand cal to Ivy, and | roseto pretend to dust the shelves. A fast skittering on the
gairsturned into Jenks s cat, bounding in and diding to astop whenit redlized | was up here, sanding
with her tail crooked and staring a me with black eyes.

“Hey, Rex,” | said, and the cat’ stail bristled. “What?’ | snapped, and the stupid feline darted back out
the door. There was afeminine murmur of surprisein the stairway, and | smiled.

Ceri’slight steps on the stairs grew loud, and chak in hand, | looked at the unfinished ash floor to decide
how big acircle | wanted to draw. The door to the stair cresked, and | turned, smiling. “Find aring?’ |
asked, and she smiled as she held up aflat ring of gray meta. “Found it in Keadey’ stoolbox,” she said,
handing it over.

“Thanks” | said, fedling theweight of it in my pam. Rain glistened on her fair hair and spotted her shirt,
and | fdt guilty for making her come up here. “Redly. Thank you. | wouldn't even try thisif you weren't
mpm rre”

Her green eyes glinted in amusement in the light from the candles, and something about her tonight flipped
my warning flags up. It was asif she was up to something. Her voice was casud, but my instincts had
been pinged, and | was watching her.

“I’'mgoingto set acircle” | said over the hush of rain. “Do you want to bein or out of it?’

She hegtated asif to tell mel wouldn’t need acircle, then nodded, probably remembering thefirst time
she had taught me how to scribe ademon calling circle and my aura had unexpectedly pooled out. “In,”
she said, and when she stood to move, | gestured for her to stay. | would draw it right around the couch
she had goneto St on.

“You'refinethere” | said, starting my circle afoot insde the hexagona room’swalls. My hair made a
red curtain between us, and the feding of wrongness coming from her strengthened. The hiss of the chalk
mixed with the rain, and the breeze dipping past the open datswas chill. | couldn’t shake the feding that
there was something shewasn't telling me. Finished, | stood straight and blew my hair out of my way. |
met her gaze and narrowed my eyesin challenge. Sure enough, she glanced away.

My heart did alittle flip-flop of fear. | wasn’t going to do another charm Ceri taught me unless| knew
exactly what it was before | did it. Finding out belatedly that the spells |’ d used to go wolf and turn Jenks
human-size were actualy curses had been lesson enough.

“Thisisn't anormd charm, isit,” | Sated, and she looked up.



“ NO_”

| Sighed, dumping to sit backward in the folding chair. My gaze went to the chalk in my hand, and | set it
on the green marble top of the dresser with atap. “It’sdemonic, isn't it?’

She nodded. “Thereisno smut for thisone,” she offered. “Y ou' re not changing redity, you' re just pulling
onaline. It'ssmilar to how you dmost threw raw energy at Ivy. If you can do that, and pull it back into
you without hurting yoursdlf as you did, then you should be ableto do this....”

Her sentencetralled off at theend, and | flexed my fingers, remembering the pain had lasted only a
moment before vanishing in the chaos that had followed. Demon magic. Damn it back to the Turn.

“You might not be ableto do it,” she said, sounding asif she hoped | couldn’t. “1 smply want to know,
and if you can, then you have something that might save your life someday.”

My lips pressed together as | thought about it. “No smut?’
She shook her head. “Nothing. Y ou're just modifying energy, not changing redlity.”

| was tempted, but there was still something shewas't telling me. | could seeit in her subtle motions, my
runner training screaming & me. | thought of Quen on his deathbed, and why Ceri was sitting herein my
damp bdfry instead of with him. It made no sense. Unless...*Y ouwant to know if | can do thissoyou
cantdl Quen. That'sit, isn'tit?’

Ceri actudly flushed, and a pulse of fear did through me, pulling me straight. “1 shouldn’t be ableto,
should 1,” I demanded, and when she shook her head my gut twisted. “What in hell did Trent’sdad do to
me?’ | said, panicked, and her eyesflashed.

“Rachd, stop,” she said, rising and coming to me with the scent of damp silk. “Trent' sfather didn’'t do
anything but keep you dive. You areyou.”

Her hands hesitated a bare second before taking mine, but | saw it and the fear did deeper. “Y ou arethe
same person you were when your mother birthed you,” Ceri said firmly. “And if you can do amagic that
no other witch can do, then you should become skilled in it so you can go where othersfail. Great power
does not corrupt a person, it only bringstheir true self into the light, and Rachdl, you are agood person.”

| pulled away from her, and she took a guilty step back. Mistrust, ugly and unwel come, trickled through
me, and | vowed to purgeit right now. | couldn’t lose her asafriend. | couldn’t. “Promise me you won't
tell Quen,” | said. She hesitated, and | added, “ Please, Ceri. If I’'m different, | don’t want anyoneto
know. Let metell who | want, if | want. Please. Otherwise, I'm judt...apawn in someone ese' sgame.”

Looking miserable, she clasped her hands before her, and then dowly she nodded. “I will tell no one,”
she whispered.

Immediately my tension dropped to my gut like lead. | looked at the dresser top where the charm’ stools
were assembled, and with atired regret for the lost chancethat | could ever liveanormd life, | stood.
My reflection in the age-spotted mirror above the dresser stared back at me. | took adow bregath. “Do
you want to show mefirg?’

Ceri moved so | could see her reflection behind me. “I can’t do it, Rachd.”
Swel.

It was asif adoor had closed behind me. Before me was a great blackness, but it was wide and



sweeping, and | had to believe that somewhere in my future was a hagppy ending. Thisiswho | am, |
thought with an overpowering sensation of findlity. Wiping my hands on my jeans, | resolutely went to the
dresser. Timeto find out what | can do.

The candle on the dresser was reflected in the mirror, making two. Set to the sde wasthe chalk, the
metal disk, aspool of twine, afinger sick, and avia of grapeseed ail. | had my ley line textbook there,
aswell, open to the dozen blank pages at the back for notes. At the top of onewasamessy LIGHT
CHARM BY CERI and the pictorial representations of the hand movements and phonetically spelled
Latin that went dong with them. | knew Ceri was disgusted that | didn’t know enough Latin to read it
normally, but I’ d been focusing my attention on other thingsfor the last few years—and | didn’t expect
that to change. But aclassin hand gestures might have been in order.

“Wadll, then,” Ceri said as she nervoudy eased up behind me. | eyed her candldlit reflection in the mirror,
wondering how she was going to teach me acharm she couldn’t do herself. The scent of cinnamon and
slk mixed with the bayberry candle and the scent of iron from the bell above us. That reminded me of the
gargoyle, but hewas till degping when | glanced up.

“We should tie your base ring up so we get anice sphere instead of one half insde the dresser,” she
added with aforced brightness that made my head hurt. “Onceit’s set, you can't touch it, or you'll break

the spell.”
“Likeany circle?’ | guessed.

She nodded, blinking in surprise when she looked up and saw the gargoyle. “Isthat...,” she sammered,
her expression showing wonder.

“It'sagargoyle,” | finished for her. “He showed up yesterday. Jenksisticked, but al he doesisdeep.” |
hesitated. “ Should we do this somewhere e se?’

Smiling asecret smile now, Ceri shook her head. “No. They’ re good luck, according to my grandmother.
He sfine up there. She had a saying that pixies are to elves as gargoyles are to witches.”

| smirked as| recalled how Jenks s kids took to Ceri, and how Ellasbeth’ s mother, another pure-blood
ef, adored Jenks. | didn’t have any such “charmed” fedings for the lump of somnolent rock in the belfry
rafters, and asfar as| knew, neither did any other witch. But then, | was the only witch | knew who lived
inachurch, which wasthe only place agargoyle would stay. Something about the big bellsionizing the air
or some such.

“Areyou surethisisn't aproblem?’ | said, pointing up to him.
“No. I"d ask to make his acquaintance and for him to tie up your string if he was awake.”

| stared hopefully up at the gray winged shape, but he didn’t move. Not even hishig fringed ears. “I'll do
it,” | said, then levered myself up onto the dresser top, and from there to standing. My head wasin the
bell, and the faint echoes hitting my ear made me shiver. | quickly tied the string to the clapper and got
down.

Ceri bit the string to cut it long, then expertly shifted her pale fingers to make athree-cornered ding to set
the pam-sized ring of metd into. Shelet it go, and it swung gently at chest height above the dresser.
“There,” she said, backing away. “ That will make a pretty light.”

| nodded, conscious of the gargoyle and wondering if hisor her tail curling around the pair of craggy feet
had twitched. | didn’t like spelling in front of people | didn’t know, especially one who had taken up



residence without paying rent.
“Sothefirst gepis...,” Ceri prompted, and | pulled my attention back to her.
“Sorry,” | said, gathering mysdif. “Let me set my outer circle”

Ceri nodded, and | sent my will to theley line out back. Energy flowed, bright and pure, and | exhaled as
the forces balanced in me. | kicked off my dipper and touched my toeto the metallic chalk ring. My
trigger word, rhombus, echoed forcefully in my thoughts, and a molecule-thin sheet of ever-after
swarmed up to arch to aclose over our heads. The trigger word condensed afive-minute prep with
candles and chak to ahaf-second. It had taken me six monthsto learnto doit.

| winced at the ugly black that crawled over the half-sphere a second later, doing its best to smother the
bright gold my aura had colored the typically red sheet of ever-after. The smut wasavisua
representation of what was on my soul. | felt ugly as| slently scuffed my dipper back on. It didn’'t seem
to bother Ceri, but her smut level was athousand times thicker than mine. Minus one year, | thought,
hoping she had redly forgiven mefor yeling & her.

The gargoyle wasn't in the circle, which made me fed tons better. My hair was starting to float from the
currents of energy running through me, and | ran ahand over my curls. “I hate it when it doesthat,” |
muttered as | found aloose strand and pulled it free for the charm.

Ceri chuckled arueful agreement, and seeing her confident nod, | took the strand and turned to the
candldit dresser. | exhaled apuff of air. Camer, | reached for the ail.

“Infidemrecipare,” | said, dabbing it on my fingers and running the strand through it to coat it thoroughly.
The hair was aconduit to keep the energy flowing into the circle and maintain the light, and the ail withits
high smoldering point would keep the sirand from igniting.

Ceri’ sbrow was furrowed, but she nodded in agreement, so | carefully coiled the strand so it lay across
thering. A drop of my blood was next, and | hardly felt the prick of the finger stick. The metal ring
seemed to be warmer than it should have been when | smeared the blood onto it. “Um, iungo,” | said,
rubbing my pams nervoudy againgt each other to wipe off the oil and blood, then, after checking my
notations, performed the gesture that cramped my right hand.

“Good,” she prompted, easing closer, attention fixed on the dull gray metd.

“Rhombus,” | said strongly, holding back a surge of power that wanted to dip my control, allowing only
the barest amount to spill forth as| touched thering.

A second bubble of force sprang up, and the ring of metd shifted to exist both here and in the ever-after,
looking unredl and tranducent. Like aghost. | smiled at the black-and-gold sphere hanging there like one
of lvy’sglass Chrissmas balls, the cord bisecting the sheet of unredlity asit suspended the metdl the
charmwasin. It wasn't often that | saw the bottom half of a protection circle, and though | knew it was
wrong to think the black demon smut marring the glittering golden sphere of my will was pretty, | did. It
looked like an aged patina.

“Seeif you can makeit glow,” Ceri prompted, but she still seemed worried.

My lifeisgoing to change with the creation of light, | thought. Gut clenched, | said, “Lenio cinis” while
watching my fingers awkwardly make the invocation movement. The two had to be smultaneous,
otherwise the air would burn up and snuff the spell before the connection spell to bring in more energy to
burn wasin place. At least, that was the theory.



Anxious, | held my breath and watched the sphere flash before settling to a steedy burn. “ Oh, my God!”
| squeaked when a dropping sensation plinked through me and settled to a steady flow. The power
keeping the globe burning rushed through me, and | reached to steady myself against the dresser. |
couldn’t take my eyes off the burning sphere.

“Breathe!” Ceri said with forced gaiety, and | took abreath and held it. Feeling the energy flow into the
ball and become an ephemerd light was just too weird. It was akin to amenta vacuum, or what being in
freefall could fed like. It wasthe oddest thing I’ d ever felt, but Ceri was smiling at me through the mirror,
her expression pinched and her eyes bright with moisture.

“Doyou know what it fedslike?’ | said, tense, edgy, and excited dl at the sametime.
Blinking fast, she shook her head. “I can’t do this. Rachdl...be careful.”

| swallowed hard. | could do something that no other witch or ef could do, save Lee. Demon magic.
And it was easy.

And that fast, my life shifted again. | didn’t change, but suddenly | was different. A small globe of light
had been my signpost. | hoped it was agood portent.

Becoming used to the odd feding of energy pulling through me quickly, | looked a my light. The glow
was not the clear glow of fluorescents, but that of amber. It lit the six-sided room with a black-and-gold
haze that seemed darker than the candldight, but infinitely more far-reaching. Laying heavily upon the
empty walls, it brought to mind the late sun close to the horizon that shows from under storm clouds il
hanging over you, making everything look like it had arazor-thin shadow, the air full of hidden pressure
and the scent of ozone. Demon magic aside, | had created it, and that made it the most everlastingly cool
thing | had ever seen.

Eyeingit, | licked my lips, wondering. “What happensif | let more energy into it?’
“Rachd, no!” Ceri shouted.

Something dropped from the celling, thumping onto the marble top of the dresser with asharp crack. It
was the gargoyle, hisred eyeswide and the tuft of lion fur on histail bristled. | sumbled back, my elbow
knocking into my protection circleto makeit fall.

“Don’'t,” he said, hisvoice both high and resonant.

My mouth gaping, | stared at the foot-high person before me as he shook hisleathery wings and settled
them againgt himsdlf. Flushing a deep black, helooked at hisfeet and the new cracks spreading out from
them. “Dragon fewmets,” he muttered. 1 cracked your table. I'm sorry. God in dl hisgrace hedlp me. |
amaclay bran.”

| bumped Ceri when | took another step back, and she made a smdll, questioning noise.

His color turned back to a comfortable gray splotch, and he shifted hiswings. “ Do you want meto fix it?
| can.”

That shook me, and | remembered to breathe. “ Jenks?’ | called loudly. “ Someone hereto talk to you
about rent!”

The gargoyle flushed again, everything but the white tuft of fur on thetip of hiswhiplike tail going black.
“Rent?” he squesked, somehow suddenly looking like an awkward teenager as he hunched his muscular
shoulders and shifted from foot to foot. “I don’'t have anything to pay you rent with. Patron saints berserk



us. | didn't know I’ d haveto pay rent. | never should have...No onetold me...”

Hewas dmost frantic, and Ceri scooted closer with dy amusement. “Be easy, young goyle. | think the
landlord would agree to afew months' lodging for what you just did.”

“Break thewitch'stable?” he said quizzicdly, hisbig clawed feet shifting with sharp taps. He had redly
big earsthat moved to show hisemotion, up and down, amost like adog’s. And the white tufts were
adorable.

Smiling wider, Ceri pointed with her eyesto my light, till glowing despite the distractions. “ For keeping
said witch from frying her synapses,” she said. It was my turn to flush, and seeing it, Ceri added, “It'snot
that big of acircle for the power you' re channeling. If you added to it, it might implode and then backlash
intoyou.”

My mouth twisted up as an uneasy feding took me. “Redly?’

“Why don’'t you let it go?’ she asked, and when the gargoyle avkwardly cleared histhroat, | nodded,
separating my will fromtheline.

| tiffened when the pulling sensation seemed to fdl in on itsdlf, blinking when every last erg of power in
me was sucked into the bal and the light hanging over the dresser extinguished itself. That fast, the golden
shadow-light was gone, and everything looked dull and gray in the glow of the flickering candle on the
dresser. Poised, | listened to the rain asthe silver metal ring swayed dightly. It seemed colder, and |
shivered. Demon magic without cost. Thiswas going to bitch-dap me somewhere. | knew it.

“Thisishigh magic, Rachel,” Ceri said, bringing me back to the present. “Beyond what | can do. The
chance you will misstep is high, and you can serioudy hurt yoursdlf if you jump into experimentation. So
don't.”

| had aflash of irritation that she would tell me not to do something, but it died fast.

The gargoyle shifted hiswings with the pleasant sound of diding sand. “I just thought it was abad ideg,”
he said. “ The power resonating in thet bell ismaxed asitis”

“Just s0.” Ceri turned to the window as Jenks buzzed in through the pixy holein the topmost window.

“Hey!” he shouted, hiswings clattering aggressively, hovering with his hands on hiships as helooked at
the awkwardly shifting gargoyle. “It' s about time you woke up. What do you think you' re doing here?
Rachd, make him leave. No oneinvited him.”

“Jenks, hewantsto tak rent,” | said, but Jenks was having none of it.

“Rent?’ heye ped, buzzing hiswingsto shake the water from them, leaving spots on the granite. “Did you
egt fairy dust thismorning for breskfast? We can't have agargoyle herel”

My head was starting to hurt. It didn’t help when Jenks landed on my shoulder with the scent of wet
garden. | felt adamp spot through my shirt, and | didn’t like that he had bared the sword he had taken to
carrying around with him since yesterday. Ceri had moved to St on the fainting couch, her handsresting
to either Sde of her and her ankles crossed asif she were holding court. Clearly it was up to me. “Why
not?’ |1 said when | saw the gargoyle had flushed again, shifting from foot to foot.

“Because they’'re bad luck!” Jenks shouted.

Tired of himydling in my ear, | flicked him away. “They arenot,” | said. “And | like him. Hejust saved



me from frying my littlewitchy brain. At least have him fill out arental questionnaire or something. Y ou
want the city to come down on you for not being an equal opportunity renter? Y ou just don't like him
because he dipped your sentry lines. God, Jenks, you should be begging him to stay. Y ou're starting to
sound like Trent.”

Jenks swings stopped and he dmost fell. Ceri hid asmile, and | felt amoment of amusement. The pixy’s
features bunched up, then smoothed out. Clearly flustered, he warily dropped to the edge of the dresser
top, hiswingsablur of motion. Making ashow of it, he sheathed his sword. | doubted very much it
would have pierced the gargoyl€ s skin, but everyone in the room probably appreciated it.

“I don't have aform,” Jenks admitted, somewhat embarrassed. “We can do it verbally.”

The gargoyle nodded, and | backed up astep, sitting beside Ceri when she shifted to make room. It was
darker now without my globe, and thunder rolled in acomfortable sound.

“Name?’ Jenks shot out. “ And your reason for vacating previous residence?’
“Jenks, that’ srude,” | said, and the gargoyle twitched histail in ashow of acceptance.

“My nameisBis” hesaid, “and | waskicked off the basilica because | was spitting on the people
coming in. Suck-up little Glissando thinks she knows angd dust from dirt and tattled on me.”

“Tink’stitties, redly?” Jenkssaid in admiration. “How far can you spit?’
My eyebrows rose. His name was Bis? What kind of a name was that?
Bispuffed upin pride. “If we ve had arecent rain, | can hit astop sign from ablock away.”

“Holy crgp!” Jenks swingslifted him, and he landed closer. “Think you can hit that creepy angel statue
from the steeple?”’

Bis s color went silver-white to match the fur on hisears and tail, and gold flecks grew in hisred eyes.
“Faster than you can throw toad shit at ahummingbird poaching your nectar.”

“No fairy-assway!”

“Yesway.” Bis sdttled hiswings againgt himsdf. The sound was soothing, and my shoulders eased. |
think Jenks had found afriend. It was so sweet | could just barf. Except that he really needed one.

“Bis, it'sgood to meet you,” | said as| extended my hand, then hesitated. He was only afoot tall, about
half the size of most gargoyles |’ d seen from the distant vantage of the road. His hand wastoo small to
comfortably shake even if | wanted to chance those raptorlike claws, but | waswilling to bet he wastoo
heavy to land on my wrist in aproper pixylike gresting.

With asurprisingly smal whoosh of sound, Biswasin ahopping flight. Jenks jerked back into theair in
aurprise, and | froze when the gargoyle landed on my wrist. He had gone black again, and his huge ears
were bent submissively, likeapuppy’s. And when his smooth skin touched me, | suddenly felt every
sngleley lineintheentirecity.

Shocked, | did nothing as my gaze went vacant. | could sense them, softly glowing in my awareness, like
potential unmasked. | could see which were hedlthy and which weren’t. And they sang, like the deep
thrum of the earth.

“Holy shit!” | gasped, then covered my mouth, embarrassed. “ Ceri,” | sammered, turning to her. “The



lines...”
Shewas amiling. Damn it, she had known.

The gold flecksin Bis seyeswere whirling dowly, mesmerizing me. “May | stay, misresswitch?’ he
sad. “If Jenks allows meto pay rent?’

Hewaslighter than | ever would have expected, dmost not there. “You cantap aley ling” | said, till in
apleasant shock. My God, the lines were humming with different vibrations, like different bells have
different sounds. The university’ swas heady and deep, and the one out back was aclear ting. From
Eden Park was a discordant twang that had to be that ley line someidiot had built areflecting pond over,
turning it weak and dmost dead.

Bis shook hishead. “No, but | can fed them. They flow through the world like blood and leak from the
surface like an unhealed wound.”

| took abreath, only now redlizing | had been holding mine. *“ Jenks, he’ s got my vote to stay. We can
work rent out later, but maybe he can do night sentry duty so you can spend more time with Matalina.”

Jenks was standing on the dresser, his reflection making two pixies frowning suspicioudy a me. “Y eah,”
he said absently, histhoughts on something else. “That'd be greet.”

Ceri came forward and made a short, courtly curtsy. “I’'m glad you got kicked off your parapet,” she
sad, smiling. “My nameis Ceri. | live acrossthe street. And if you spit on me or my friends, | will turn
your wingsto feathers”

Bisflashed black and his gaze dropped submissively. “Y es, ma am.”

| looked at Jenks, seeing him asking my opinion with just hisexpresson. | couldn’t imagine Ivy would
protest. | nodded, enthralled.

“Welcometo the garden, Bis,” Jenks said cheerfully. “ Rent isdue on thefirgt.”

It was't until haf an hour later when | wastrooping downstairsto cal my momthat | redized I’ d taken
my protection circle down after the gargoyle had dropped through it without awhisper of resistance.

Not before.

Seventeen

Jenks clutched at my ear as David' s car cut asharp right. The small pixy wasn't feeling well, seeing asit
was noon and he was missing his afternoon nap. | had told him he could stay home and spit seeds at the
creepy statuein the garden with Bis, but he swore so prettily at methat | had invited him aong on

David’ sand my run. And | say David'sand my run because we both had a vested interest. Now that
David had started aredl pack, he'd be up for araiseif he could show asignificant savingsto his
company. | just wanted to smack some sense into whoever was summoning Al and freeing him to kill me.
Please don't let it be Nick, | thought, brow furrowed. The woman who owned the house was a witch,
but that didn’t mean Nick couldn’t be wrapped up with her.

The day was sunny, and | had my shades on. The cool breeze coming in the open window felt good in
my hair, which was |oose and flowing. The skies promised to be clear, and with the moon just past full, it
was shaping up to be an excellent Halloween night. If thiswas the group that was summoning Al and |
could suitably impress upon them the error of their ways, | might risk going out. Marsha hadn’t called,
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but | hadn’t expected him to. | think he was backing off after our very quiet car ride back to histruck.
Trent had put mein an exquisitely bad mood. Exhaling heavily, | made aface no one could see.
Whatever.

At least Ceri and | aren’t il a odds, | thought, smiling faintly. It felt good to settle that so fast, and | was
glad I'd taken theinitiative. It wasn't that she' d taught me anew charm that made mefed good, it was
knowing that | hadn’t lost afriendship. The only thing bothering me now was not knowing what was
going on with Quen. | hoped hewas dl right and that Trent was being adrama queen.

David glanced across the short width of his gray sports car as he dowed at acrossng. The sun glinted on
hislong black hair, which was pulled back in acasud dlip, making him look good. “Y ou should wear a
business suit more often,” he said, hislow voice mixing with the sound of fighting sparrows. We were out
in the suburbs, and traffic waslight. “Y ou look nice”

“Thank you.” | tugged the blah-brown skirt down over my knees. | had on nylons, and they fet icky. My
flat-black, no-hed shoesdidn’t do anything for me either. And the purse that went with this outfit was so
not me. At least my splat gunfitinit. David had ingsted | look the part if | was coming with him. If he
had made me dye my hair and put on brown contacts, | would have thought he was embarrassed to be
senwithme.

“It'snot thedress” Jenks chimed in, yawning. “ She' sgot anew boyfriend.”
| looked askance at him. “Marsha? | don't think so. He bugged out pretty fast yesterday.”

Laughing, Jenks darted to David' s steering whedl and landed there. “ Sure, he’ s gone now, but he'll be
back. Not looking for agirlfriend, my dragonfly’ slittle green turds. That’ sthe oldest linein the book,
Rache. Tekeasmart pill oncein awhile, huh?’

We had had fun yesterday, until Trent showed up, but | wasn't sureif | wanted Marshd to call. | mean, |
knew what was going to happen if he hung around, and | didn’t want to go through that crap again. “He's
coming off apsycho girlfriend,” | said, remembering the soft ook in his eyeswhen he had spun meinto
him. “Thelast thing he wantsis another.”

“That' swhat I'm saying!” Jenksthrew hisarmsup in frugtration. “He sjust like you, going from one
relationship to another to keep from getting bored, and you are going to get so burned on this one that
you' re going to need skin grafts.”

| made an ugly face a him, but he only laughed. David was eyeing Jenksto get him to continue, and the
pixy was more than happy to oblige. “Y ou’ ve got to meet thisguy,” he said, hands on hishipsand his
wingsgoing full tilt as he walked aong the steering whedl when David turned it. He wasin the sun now,
and hiswingsglittered. “A norma relationship isn't enough for him, and he’ s got thiswhite-knight
complex on top of that, which Rachel fed when we asked for his help up in Mackinaw. | hope he gets
smart faster than her, or he' sgoing to bein aworld of hurt. Probably find himsdlf turned into arat or
something.”

| didn’t appreciate the reference to Nick, and my mood darkened. “ Jenks, shut up,” | said tiredly, then
turned to David. “Have you talked to the | adies about the pack tattoo?”

Jenks snickered. “Nice segue, Rache. From one pain in the assto another.”
“Learn anew word, Jenks?’ | needled.

David grinned to show hissmall teeth. “I’ ve got an appointment for you with Emajin, Cincy’ s best tat



design artist, the first week in April. I'll pick you up.”

“April?’ | said, my fear and anticipation easing. “1 didn’'t know it would take that long.” Maybe with a
little luck, they’ d forget about the entire thing.

Shrugging, David watched the road. “ She' sthe best, and nothing but the best for my first female apha”

| snorted and propped my elbow up on the window as | looked out. My schedule was going to be very
full in April. Just wetch.

Jenkswas snickering, and | sent my gaze to the passing upper-class homes, ignoring him. We were
amost there by thelook of it, and I’ d be glad to get out of the car and take my frustration out on some
demon summoners.

“Biglots,” | said, seeing the eighty-year-old oaks and shady lawns. The houses were set way back and
had iron fences and stone drives.

“The harder to hear your neighbors scream, my dear,” was David’ sanswer, and | sent my head up and
down in agreement.

Halloween decorations were everywhere—expensive and elaborate displays. Most of them moved, a
combination of mechanics and magic that had been found only on locked Hollywood back lots until the
Turn. David exhaled loudly as he turned the car onto a cobblestoned, circular drive. “Thisisit,” hesad
as our momentum sowed and the sound of the tires became louder.

The house was a sprawling ranch with what looked like an inground pool in the back and elaborate
landscaping in front. Inside the garage was a black two-seater Beemer, ariding lawn mower, and little
else. A basket of cherry tomatoes with agingham liner was sitting on the steps, aclear indication that the
homeowner was Inderlander. | fill had to go out and get my tomatoes, and | made a menta note to ask
David if hewould mind stopping &t the Big Cherry on the way home.

Black and orange decorations covered the front porch between the huge Boston ferns and the greyhound
satue. They might want to take it in tonight, or someone was going to cover it in tomato. Or worse.

The brakes squeaked as David stopped, and as he put the car in park, Jenks hovered before me. “Be
right back,” he said, then zipped out the window.

David got out of the car, shutting it with an attention-getting thump. Insde the house, asmal dog Sarted
yapping hystericaly. David looked good in his suit, but also tired. It was just after the full moon, and the
two ladies had probably run him hard.

Eager to get my life back, | jumped out of the car and dammed the door.

“Reax, Rachel,” David murmured as he came around the car, gripping his briefcase and wrangling his
shades into place.

“l anrdaxed,” | sad, then jiggled my feet impatiently. “Y ou want to hurry up?’ Please don't be Nick.
Let me have made one good choiceinmy life.

David hesitated, hisdark eyesflicking to the barking dog visible through awindow. “ Y ou can't arrest
anyone. You don’'t have awarrant.”

| nudged him into motion and up the short walk. “If I’'m lucky, someone will take aswing a me, and then
| can hit’em.”



Looking askance a me with awry grin, David snorted. “ Just tell meif it was demon damage, and we'll
leave. If itis, you can come back and make whoever it is chew his own balls on your terms, but asfar as
I”’m concerned, thisisjust some nice lady with acrack in her wall.”

Y eah, and I’'m the cosmetics girl at Vaeria s Crypt. “Whatever,” | muttered, then tugged my dress
straight and checked my complexion charm as we took the stairs to the shady porch. | wanted my
Halloween back.

David rocked to ahalt on the mat, tilting his head to watch the dog having hysterics through the long
window beside the door. “It' snot illegal to summon demons.”

| huffed as | tucked my shadesinto that ugly brown purse, right next to the splat gun, the magnetic chalk,
and the heavy-magic detection amulet—so far anicefriendly green. “It’'sillegd to tell them to kil
someone.”

“Rachel...,” he coaxed as he rung the bell and the barking dog jumped up and down. “Don’t make me
sorry | brought you.”

| stared, fascinated as the blond fuzz ball turned somersaults. “Me?’ | said coyly.

Thelittle dog ye ped, vanishing in the blur of aswinging foot. | blinked, and my mouth was hanging open
unintelligently when the door moved, revedling a middle-aged woman wearing a paid ey-patterned dress
and an honest-to-God apron. | sure hoped it was a costume, because the fifties ook was not an
attractive fashion statement.

“Hello,” she said, sounding like alittle-miss-hostess doll. Her eyebrows arched, and | wondered if | had
aruninmy stockings. She didn’t appear asif she was ademon summoner. She didn’t appear asif she
wasin mourning either. Maybe she was the cook.

“I'm David,” David said as he shifted his briefcase and shook her hand. “ David Hue. And thisis Ray, my
assgtant. We're from Were Insurance.”

Ray? Asinalittle drop of sunshine? | gave him adry look. | wasn't incognito, here.

“Ms. Morgan,” | said, extending my hand, and the woman took it briefly with anoncommitta smile. A
wave of redwood spilled from her, telling me she was awitch rather than awarlock, and she'd been
spelling heavily latdy. | wasn't buying the housewife image—she could probably dam me againgt the
wall. Better be polite.

“I’'m Betty,” she said, stepping back and giving her dog another shove. It skittered sideways and parked
itslittle yappy buitt in the archway to the dining room. “Comeonin.”

David gestured for meto precede him, so eyeing the panting but silent dog happily staring a me, | went
in. Betty’ s skirt swayed as she set a cordless phone on the table by the door between the huge bowl of
wrapped candy and the plate of frosted sugar cookies. Orange pumpkins and black cats. By gally, she
bakes, too.

“I understand you have some water damage?’ David prompted when the door shut.

A shiver passed through me asit clicked smartly closed. Everything was clean and bright, lit by ahigh
window. The hall was spacious, and clearly the woman was wedlthy. Thefact that her husband had just
died of aheart attack was nowhere on her face or house. Nothing.

Heds clacking, the woman started down the hall. “In the basement,” she said over her shoulder. “This



way. | haveto say I'm surprised you' re working on Halloween.”

Her tonewas dightly sour, and | imagined Betty only offered to be available today as she thought we
wouldn’t work on Halloween. No one dse did.

David cleared histhroat. “Welike to settle clamsfast. Get your life back to normal.”

Catchyouinalie, | added, looking at the décor. It was al angles and stark colors that made me
uncomfortable. It smdled like hard-boiled eggs. On along table was abig flower arrangement of lilies
and black roses. Okay, so someone had cared.

Therapid patter of the dog’ snailsa my ankle pulled my gaze down, and the little dog panted happily up
at measif | werehisbest friend. “Go away,” | muttered, motioning with my foot, and he yapped
playfully, dancing around my toes.

Betty halted at an unadorned door painted white, and she turned, frowning a him. “Best it, Sampson,”
she said roughly, and the cheerful little dog sat a my feet, his banner tail sweeping thetiled floor like mad.

With alast scowl, she opened the door, flicked on the light, and headed down. | looked at David, and he
gestured for meto go first. | shook my head, not liking the bare boards and ugly walls after the open
whiteness of the rooms upgtairs, and sighing, he went first.

Betty was yammering about something, and | took abresth to steady mysdlf. | didn’t want to go down
there, but that’ swhat | was here for. Frowning, | looked at Sampson. “ Everything okay down there,
sport?’ | asked him, and he stood, his entire backside waving as he ate up the attention.

“Stupid dog,” | muttered as | started down. But maybe not so stupid, since he stayed at the top of the
gairsinthe sunwhile| followed Widow Betty into the el ectric-lit blackness underground. Two stepsin, |
opened my purse and checked the lethal-spell amulet. Nothing. But the heavy-magic charm was glowing
brightly enough to read by.

“I don’t know how long the wall has been leaking.” Betty’ s voice came echoing up as she reached the
bottom and opened up a second door. It was unusual, but they might have had the vamp door for resdle
vaue. “I only come down herewhen | have to store something,” she said as she flicked on the lights and
the scent of carpet cleaner came drifting up. “1 noticed it was wet afew weeks ago, and | ran the
extractor over the carpet and forgot about it, but earlier thisweek, the crack just sort of opened up, and
it got alot worse.”

David stepped into the basement, and after a quick amulet check, | halted at the base of the sair. |
wasn't ready yet to let that woman get between me and the door. It wasredly thick, and it had a
conventional lock on the outside and adeadbolt on theinside. Nice. Bet it was soundproof. No one likes
screams disturbing their Sunday dinner.

Seeing methere, David nodded amost imperceptibly and went to drop his briefcase on the long
conference table set up in the middle of the large room. It smelled too clean for Betty to be coming down
here only oncein awhile. Bleach, and maybe that spray that Ivy used on the blood circles this spring.
The cinder-block wall under the front door had a crack | could put my pinky in running from floor to
caling, thinner raysfollowing the mortar lines.

Betty clustered close to David asthe clicks of thelocks on his briefcase made atiny echo. He brought
out some paperwork, and feeling safer, | meandered to the cracks. My skin crawled when the woman’s
gaze sharpened on me, even as she started signing papers. If thiswas water damage, then | was an €f.



There was aback room behind some fake pine pandling. The drop ceiling was low, and the brown
indoor/outdoor carpet looked like dirt. No wonder Al liked my kitchen; thiswould be an ugly placeto be
summoned into. Past David and Betty at the far end under the high basement windows, an eight-inch-high
platform took up the entire end of the room. | looked at the crack inthewall and smirked. Y eah. This
had demon-summoning al over it. I’ d seen the damage they could do. The water on the floor had
probably come from trying to get the blood out of the carpet.

“Ma am?’ David said to get Betty’ s attention. “ Just acouple more placesto sign, and I'll take afew
pictures. Then we' |l get out of here and you can return to your day.”

Betty sgned where David was pointing, hardly taking her eyes off of me as| flicked abit of mortar out of
the crack to find it dry underneath. “What' s she doing?’ Betty asked, stiffening.

David took a breath to answer, but | interrupted with a pleasant, “1’m Mr. Hue' s demon speciadist.” This
woman wasn't the top person, and that was who | wanted to talk to.

David'slipstwitched, and | beamed. Y es, he wasirritated, but we had two agendas here, and mine
wasn't being met.

“Demon?’ Betty said faintly.

“It sstatelaw,” | lied. “When the structurd integrity of adwelling has been compromised, it must be
ingpected for demon damage.” Well, it wasn't alaw, but it should be.

“I...didn’t know that,” Betty said, turning anew shade of pale.

David frowned, and | surged ahead. “I’ d say that by the looks of this, that you have a demon problem,
Betty. And aredly bad one. Thiswal isbowing out, not in, asistypica in water damage. And asyou
can see by theflakes,” | said, picking another one out, “the concrete isdry under it. We Il haveto run
some tests, but | would guessthat either someone ran ahose down here to wash out the blood, or a
demon urinated al over the carpet. Either oneisbad news. Demon urineisredly hard to get out.”

Betty was backing to the door, and my confidence grew. Shewasn't going to do anything. She was
scared.

“Rachd,” David warned, telling meto back off.

But | couldn’t resist. “David, be sure to get apicture of that window. Look, you can see the hoseright
outsde”

“Excuseme,” Betty said nervoudy. “1 think | hear my phoneringing.”

“And it smellsdown here, too,” | added, wanting to make sure she caled her friend the demon
summoner and not the 1.S. Pretending surprise, | brought out the high-magic charm. It was abright red,
and my fingers glowed fromiit. “Oh, yes, yes!” | exclaimed, looking at the crack and bobbing my heed. “I
will definitely have to report this to the demon manifestation department. Big magic within the last few

days”
David had his head down and was rubbing his forehead as Betty stared at me with wide, frightened eyes,
tense and ready to run. Almost enough. Just one more nail.

“Next time you' re going to try to pass off demon damage as something else, Betty, you should wait until
after the new moon for the accumulated smut they |eave behind to be wiped off. Now you go toddle off
and cal your grand pooh-bah.”



Hand to her mouth, Betty fled. | tensed, not surprised when she dammed the door shut. The sound of the
lock was ominous and the patter of her heels on the stairs entirely expected.

“Rachd...,” David complained.
“Hey!” | shouted when the lightswent out. “Oh, nice,” | said, fists on my hipsand frowning at the calling.

“Thiswasn't the plan,” David said, and | heard his briefcase snagp shut. Being aWere, his eyes had
probably aready adjusted to the thin glow coming in the sparse windows, but his approaching shadow
was ominous-looking and creepy.

“Yesitwas,” | sad. *You wanted to know if the damage was demonic in origin, and | gave you my
opinion.”

“I didn’t expect you to giveit to meinfront of her!” he exclaimed, then sighed, sitting back on the table
with hiscasein front of him likeafig lesf.

“Sorry,” | said, and | jumped when his hand hit my shoulder. “1 know these kind of people, and the head
guy won't show unless| cal him out. She' s phoning him right now. We Il have our chat, and we can dl
go home and enjoy trick-or-treats tonight.”

“Or they’ Il keegp us here until they summon your demon again.”

| laughed. “They wouldn't dare. Jenksis outside, and I’m under Rynn Cormel’ s protection. He d wipe
them out.” | hesitated. “Would you be more comfortable waiting aboveground?”

David moved to the window, a dark shadow that ghosted like awisp of fog. “Y es. How do you plan on
getting out of here? Blow the door off the hinges? My company won'’t pay for that.”

“I'vegot Jenks,” | said, surprised he hadn’t shown up yet. If dl esefailed, David could boost me out a
window. Betty was aboob if she thought we were going to stay here until they chose to deal with us.

| opened my purseto get my phoneand cal lvy to tell her | might be alittle late this afternoon, and the
red light of the high-magic detection amulet blazed forth to make everything anasty haze. “Four barson

my phone,” | said, squinting.

“Someone sheredready,” David said, coming from thewindow and joining me a thetable. “That dogis
having afit.”

Even | could hear Sampson, and | winced at his sudden yelp of pain. The sound of heavy footstepsin the
gtairwel was clear, and Betty’ s voice was an irritating, panicked chatter.

“David, if | ever get likethat, just dap me,” | said, leaning againgt the table and crossing my armswith my
eyeson thedoor. | didn’t know who was going to come through, but | wanted to look confident when
they did. The Were chuckled and joined me, then blinked and winced when the lights went on and the
lock turned with an oiled dickness. The heavy door opened, and Jenks came in an instant before adight
man in acomfortable pair of dacks and acasud sweater. Behind him was Betty in full hysterics.

“Sorry, Rache,” Jenks said as helit on my earring. “1 would have been here sooner, but when | saw Tom
Thumb-up-his-assin the backyard, | stuck with him.”

Tom? Asin |’ m-going-to-arrest-you-for-summoning-demons-in-a-charm-shop Tom? Arms going to my
sides, | looked closer. Relaxing, | started to laugh. “Oh, my God. You?’ | said, too relieved to be angry.
This| could handle. If | could jail city powers, evade master vampires, and outsmart demons, then getting



anidiot of an 1.S. agent to stop freeing demonsto kill me was going to be easy. Findly...something was
going my way for achange.

Tom stopped at the base of the stairs, ignoring Betty as he glanced from me to David to assess how big a
threat the Were was. David camly clasped his hands before him and waited. Me, | stepped forward as
belligerently and obnoxioudy as| could.

“Wow,” | said sarcadtically. “I’'m impressed. Congratulations. Y ou had mefooled. Y ou didn’'t even make
my who-wants-to-off-Rachd list. Are you going to kill us now, or sic Al on uswhen the sun goes
down?’

Tom pried Betty’ s grip off hisarm. The woman wouldn’t shut up, and it was getting on my nerves. “You
don’t know when to stop, do you?’ he said, cluelessas ever. The guy wastoo young to pull off the
amount of domination he wastrying for. Trent could do it, but he had the right clothes, not to mention the
right demeanor. Slacks and a cardigan sort of ruined it.

“Not when you make ahabit of dismissing demons so they can walk Cincy fredly,” | sad. “And don’'t
think you' re going to saddle me with the bill for that charm shop. Y ou summoned him. Y ou' re paying for
it

Tom laughed and came farther in, glancing at the wall before taking an aggressive stance between usand
thedairs. | felt him tap aline, and | swvung my purse around and brought out my splat gun to casualy
check the hopper. David shifted hisweight and loosened histie. From the top of the Stairway, Sampson’'s
barks grew frenzied.

“Mr. Bansen,” Betty said, eyes on the cherry-red gun as she moaned, “I didn’t know about the demon
investigation. It does't say that in the policy!”

“Go upgtairs,” Tom growled, shoving her hand off him again. “It’snot in the policy because shewas
|yi r.g.”

David sighed, and | beamed.
“But they know it was ademon!” she walled.

Tom spun, shouting, “1 told you not to put in aclaim, you stupid cow. Go upstairs and take that ridiculous
costume off. Y ou look like my mother!”

The poor woman fled, her red hedls clacking so fast up the stairs | dmost felt sorry for her. Sampson
went with her, and the tension in the basement eased.

“Having trouble with your neophytes?’ | said when an upstairs door dammed. “Jeez, Tom, no wonder
you wanted mein your club. That's pathetic.”

Tom'slipstwigted. Clearly feding asting, he gave his head a shaketo get the hair from hiseyes. “A splat
gun? Red witchesdon’t need guns.”

“Red witchesuse dl their available resources.” David shifted in agitation, and before he could say
anything, | said, “Look. | know you’ ve been summoning Al and letting him go to kill me.”

“Moi?" hesad coyly.

That wasjust stupid. “Knock it off,” | said, taking astep toward him. “You'll live longer.”



Tom watched Jenks hovering beside me and backed up. “1 know what I'm doing,” he said loftily. “He
has yet to break my control.”

“Redlly.” | sent my gazeto thewadl. “What wasthat from?’

The witch went dightly green, and the scent of bleach seemed to grow stronger. *“ Someone got careless,”
he said, not dropping his eyes.

“And you got apromotion?’ | guessed. Pity came from nowhere. God! It wasright in front of him, and
he till didn’t get it. “Tom, you are so Supid.”

“I’'mavisonary,” he countered.

“You'reawalking corpse. Al isplaying with you. Y ou think your little circleis going to keep you safe?” |
sad, pointing a the stage. “I’ ve circled him every time you sent him to me. It doesn’t matter what you
told him to do after | catch him. HE smine at that point. And what if | send him back to you instead of
the ever-after? Huh? How about that? Think you' d enjoy trying to catch himin thislittle hidey-hole of a
pit you' re summoning himinto? Or maybe he'll find you in the shower, or adegp?’

The witch blanched. Behind him, David padded with dl the stealth of an dphawalf to the stairsto
protect my escape. Jenks was with him, making mefed doubly secure.

“Didn’'t think about that, didja,” | said to knock the precariousness of his Situation home. | was agood
girl, but | didn’t haveto be. I'd sent Al back to his summoner before. “ Y ou little pissant,” | said bitterly,
not liking that Tom was probably going to make me do it again. “ Y ou don’t want to play thisgame with
me. Redlly, you don't.”

Tom drew himsdlf up and David tensed. | couldn’t let him think he had the upper hand, and after alook
a David to tdl him | wasn't closeto being supid, | got in Tom'sface.

“Stop summoning him,” | said, tapping aline so my hair would float ominoudy. “If Al shows up to bother
me, I’'m sending him back, and you' |l be cleaning up more than one person hitting acement wall. Got it?’

Shaking insde, | turned to leave, glad David had the sairs. “ And tell Betty not to expect acheck for the
damage ether. Her insurance doesn’'t cover demons.”

Sampson was barking from somewhere as | somped up the stairs, Jenks a quiet hum before me and
David s steps soft behind. | fdt like the cream filling in acookie, my brain full of fluff and nonsense. What
inhell was| doing telling Tom I’ d send Al back at him? Tom wouldn't have a chance. He d be dead in
thirty seconds.

Why am | giving him an ounce of thought? He' ssending Al to kill me.

| got halfway through the sterile house done in pastels and sharp corners before Sampson was at my
hedls, panting for attention. “Did she buy you because you matched the couch?’ | said bitterly, and the
little dog yapped, histail putting out enough motion to power Cincy for ayear. Struck by asudden
thought, | hesitated at the front door to look a my high-magic amulet. It was green; hewas just adog.

“What anasty littlerat chaser,” Jenks said from the security of my shoulder as| wiggled my foot to keep
him ingde when David opened the door.

“He sasaint in fur for putting up with that woman,” | said, wanting to pick him up and take him home. |
didn’'t even like dogs. Giving him alast 1ook, | stifled my desireto pat him on the head and just shut the
door.



David was eyeing me questioningly, and ignoring it, I schlumped down the stairs and to the car. | wanted
to get out of here before Tom found his balls and started after me. In abad mood, | got in David' s car,
fastened my belt, and stared out the front window, waiting.

Both David and Jenks were unusudly silent, hesitant aimogt, asthey got in.

“What!” | snapped, and Jenks et alittle dust dip from him to color David' s shoulder.

David shrugged, and after glancing at Jenks he said, “Y ou okay?’

| looked at the house and saw Sampson sitting at the long window, tail still going. “No.”

The Were took a breath as he started the car up and put it into drive. “I hope he doesn’t call your bluff.”
Silently | stared at the Halloween decorations so | wouldn't have to think.

“Uh, it wasabluff, right?’ David prompted, and when Jenks swings hummed nervoudly, | put on afake
amile

“Duh, yeah, it was abluff,” | said, and Jenks swingstook on amore normal tranducence. But even as|
busied mysdf with changing David’ sradio from country to something alittle moreradica, apart of me
worried it might not be.

But at least it hadn't been Nick.

Eighteen

| held the black lace top up against me over my black T-shirt, knowing it would take that bust-enhancing
charm of minetofill it out properly and make the thicker lace land in the proper strategicaly placed
gpots. It wasn't worth the risk of embarrassment if | had an amulet malfunction, and so | put it back on
the rack, reaching instead for something more substantia. Smiling, | pulled out aslky slver-and-black
top that would drape fantastically on me, faling right to the top of my hip-hugger jeans. It wasamix of
casual sophistication and daring modesty that Kisten would have approved of .

Recdling hisblue eyes, | held my amile, though it went decidedly melancholy as| consdered the blouse. |
didn’t need it. | was't going anywhere fancy anytime soon.

Ivy drifted up from the next rack over. Her motions edged into vamp speed as she concentrated, shuffling
through the clothes using arating system | had no concept of. We had always enjoyed shopping together,
but when I’ d suggested that we go out this afternoon, she had agreed with surprising reluctance. | think
she knew | wastrying to lull her into agood mood before | tried talking to her about yesterday morning.
She dill hadn’t given me any sign of being ready to discussit, but the longer it took, the more lame my
reasoning would sound.

Shopping together wouldn’t get her anywhere near agood enough mood to camly accept my vow that
shewould never break my skin again, but | had to start somewhere. Much as| hated it, | had to grow
up. | couldn’t risk my life anymore for something asflegting as ecstasy, evenif it fostered a stronger
relationship with Ivy. The fact that we had brought everything back down to norma before Jenks butted
in had lost much of itsimpact, seeing as| had had to hurt her before she could regain control of her blood
lust. Jenks had been right that shewasn’t ready, and | wasn't going to risk having to hurt her again.

She had done better, fantastically so, but vy’ singtincts were till stronger than her will. That done
wouldn’t have been enough to sway my decision—wheat had forced my decision wasthat terrifying thirty
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seconds of methinking I’ d been bound.

| had to start making smart, crushing decisions. In a perfect world, maybe we could have done what we
wanted without consequence, but it wasn't aperfect world. Just likein a perfect world I’ d have been
ableto go out tonight. But the reality was | couldn’t chanceit. | didn’t trust Tom to be smart.

And being smart sucked, | thought glumly as| looked at the silvery black top. | had alot more fun when
| was stupid.

| glanced at Ivy, whose brow was furrowed. Maybe after coffee and cookies...with apint of
double-chocolate monkey ice cream nearby in case of emergency.

“Thisisnice” vy said as she held up the same bit of black lace | had just put back. “Not for my
costume, but | ill likeit.”

“Try iton,” | prompted, and she turned to the nearby dressing room with it. My smile faded when she
disappeared behind the door, but we could still talk since her head showed. Tired, | flopped into the
cushy chairsthey had for bored boyfriends and stared at the ceiling. The long length of my neck pulled at
the hedling bites, and | shifted the complexion amulet to make sureit wasin place.

Ivy slently pulled her shirt over her head and put the new one on. The music from the shop next door
thumped like a heart, and | glanced around the moderately busy, trendy mall store. No one had rushed to
help us after vy glared at the first woman who said hello, and for that | was grateful. How on earth was|
going explain to Ivy that the past year had been awaste of her time and that she was never going to get
her teeth in me again? Even if our auras had blended? At the very least, she’ d get mad. And then leave.
And then Jenkswould kill me. Maybeif | ignored everything, it might go away. It sounded like agood
idea—which meant it waan't.

The dressing room door squesked as Ivy came out. Her expression was hopeful as she posed for me,
and just that faint glimmer of softer emotion in her eyesturned her beautiful.

“Damn, girl! You look grest!” | said enthusiagticdly, thinking she would ook good in anything with the
faint, hesitant smile she now wore. The top hung perfectly on her, and the black lace stood out in sharp
contrast to her pale skin. “Y ou have got to get it. It was made for you.” | nodded to further my approval.
It was the perfect vampire tease of lace and skin. | couldn’t get away with wearing it, but Ivy? Oh, yesh.

Ivy looked down at the black lace barely covering afew key places. A glimmer of silver and red showed
where her belly button ring was, and her hand rose to her neck to hide the low scar Cormel had put
there. | couldn’t help but wonder who she was thinking of as she murmured, “It' snice.”

Nice, nice, nice, everything isfresking nice. | didn’t watch when she turned and went back into the
dressing room. “Y ou’ re not getting anything?’ she asked over the door as the ripping sound of Ve cro
tore through the pounding music. “ Thisisthe third shop and you haven’t even tried anything on.”

Reclining in the soft legther, | looked at the calling. “ Budget,” | said smply.

Ivy’ s slence brought my gaze down, and | saw her looking at my neck, apainful salf-recrimination
pinching her brown eyes. “ Y ou don't trust me,” she said out of the blue, and her motions, mostly hidden
behind the door, stopped. “Y ou don't trust me, and you' re ashamed of me, and | don’t blame you. You
had to hurt me to get meto stop. I’ d be ashamed of me, too.”

Tension jerked through me and | sat upright. Two nearby shoppers turned toward us, and | stared
blankly at Ivy. Whet in hell?



“I said | could doiit, and | failed,” Ivy said. Her shoulders were bare, and her motions were fast and
jerky as sheroughly put her T-shirt back on.

| stood, scrambling to figure out what was going on. | shouldn’t have taken her shopping; | should have
gotten her drunk. “You didn’t fail. God, Ivy, sure, you lost it, but you caught it again. Don’'t you even
remember what happened?’

Her back was to me as she returned the lacy chemiseto its hanger, and | retreated when she came out. It
had been...fantagtic. But it isn't going to happen again.

Shemust have seen it in my face. Ivy stood stock-still before me with the lace top on a hanger, perfectly
arranged and ready for the next person. “ Then why are you ashamed of me?’ she said softly, her fingers
shaking.
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Silent, she pushed past me to hang the shirt where she’ d found it with asharp clink and headed for the
door.

“Ivy, wait.” | darted after her, ignoring theidiot of aclerk cheerfully telling usto come back for the big
sdletomorrow. The spell checker at the entryway made ablip at my complexion charm, but no one
stopped me. Ivy was aready a store down. Her hair was shimmering in the sun coming through the
skylights, and | jogged to catch up. Typicd lvy, running away from the emotiond stuff. Not thistime.

“Ivy, stop,” | said as| caught up. “What the Turn gave you that idea? I’ m not ashamed of you. God, I'm
thrilled at the control you found. Did you not see how much better you did?’ Not that it makes any
differencein my decison.

Head down, she dowed and halted. People flowed around us, but we were alone. | waited until she
looked up, and the pain in her eyeswas dmost scary. “ Y ou're hiding your bites,” shesaid in alow voice.
“You've never donethat before. Never. It was...” She sank down on the bench beside us and looked at
thefloor. “Why else would you hide my mark, unless you' re ashamed of me?| said | could handleit, and
| couldn’t. You trusted me, and | failed.”

Oh, my God. Embarrassment warmed my cheeks as| redized the message I’ d been sending. My hand
cameup, and | pulled the amulet over my heed, tugging my hair asit pulled free. Why in hell didn’t
Corme’ sbook have anything useful init?*1’m not ashamed of you,” | said, throwing the charminto a
nearby trash can. | lifted my chin as| felt the spell leave me and my red-rimmed bites appear. “I hid them
because I'm ashamed of me. | have been living my life like afreaking kid with avideo game, and it took
methinking | was bound to Kisten’ skiller to redlize what I’ m doing. That’ swhy | was hiding them. Not
because of you.”

Her brown eyes were dark with tears she would never shed as she blinked up a me. “Y ou had to dam
meinto awall to get meto stop.”

“I'm sorry for damming you into awall,” | said, wanting to touch her arm so she knew how bad | flt.
Instead, | sat down beside her, our knees amost touching as| faced her. “I...thought you were Kisten's
killer.” Her expression was pained, and | got mad. “I was having afreaking flashback, Ivy!” | exclaimed.
“I'm sorry!”

Ivy’sjaw clenched and relaxed. “ That’ swhat I'm saying,” she said bitterly. “Y ou thought | wasKisten's
killer. How bad isthat, Rachd, when | turn into something so close to Kisten' s murderer that it triggersa
memory of...tha?’



Oh. I dumped back against the hard bench and put a hand to my head asit started to hurt. “He was
playing on my scar, Ivy. So were you. My back wasto thewall, and | was scared both times. That' s al
it was. It wasn't you, it was the vampire stuff.”

Sheturned to me, though | was still looking down the hall. “He?’ she asked.

| felt my focus blur as| thought about that, weighing what little memory | had regained against my
emotions. “Yeah,” | said softly. “It wasaman. A man attacked me.” | could dmaost smell him, amix of
cold and stone.... Old dust. Cold. Like cement.”

Ivy wrapped her arms around herself and took a deep bregth. “A man,” she said, and | noticed her long
fingerswere clenched about her upper arms with awhite-knuckle strength. “I thought it might have been
rre”

She stood up with her head bowed, and | followed her. Silent, we angled to a coffee cart in an unspoken
agreement, and | felt for the presence of my bag. “I told you it wasn't you months ago.”

Her posture was heavy with rdlief, and her fingers shook as she fixed two cups of coffee, handing me one
after | paid the woman at the register. It was a comfortable pattern, and | took asip as we dowly started
down the busy corridor for the car. Ivy’ s posture had shifted, asif ahuge doubt had been removed from
her soul aong with the amulet around my neck. | could walk away from thisand leave everything asit
was, but | had to tell her now. To wait would make me acoward. “lvy?’

“Jenksisgoing to kill me” she said, giving me aquick Sdewayslook. Therewas ahint of moisturein her
eyes, and she amiled bitterly as she wiped it away. “You'releaving, aren’t you.”

Oh, my God, when lvy got it wrong, sheredly got it wrong. | didn’t need aboyfriend. | had al the
dramal could stand right here. “Ivy,” | said softly as | pulled her to astop among the oblivious people
around us. “ Sharing that with you was the mogt intoxicating thing I’ ve ever felt. When our auras
chimed...” | swallowed hard, having to be honest with her about the good aswell asthe bad. “It was as
if 1 knew you better than mysdf. Thelove...”

| sniffed and wiped my nose. “Damnit, I'm crying,” | said miserably. “lvy, asgood asthat fdlt, | can’'t do
that again. That’swhat I’ ve been trying to say. | can’t let you break my skin again, not because you lost it
or because | don’t trust you. But because...” | looked up at the ceiling, unable to look at her. “Because |
thought | was bound to avampire, and it was the most frightened I’ ve ever beenin my life.” | laughed
bitterly. “And I’ ve had some pretty scary shit to dig myself out of.”

“Thenyou areleaving.”
“No. But | won't blame you if you want to.”

| stood where we werein the filtered sun, searching for words so smple that they couldn’t be
misinterpreted or misunderstood. “I’'m sorry,” | breathed, but | knew she could hear me over the
surrounding chatter of commerce. “1 wasn't leading you on. | like you—hdll, | loveyou,
probably—but...” | gestured helplesdy, seeing her expression dark with emotion when | found the
courage to meet her eyes. “Kisten died because | wasliving my lifelike it had areset button. He paid the
pricefor my stupidity. | can’t keep combining the risk of desth with the joy of ...caring and love. I'm not
going to ever sharethat with you again.” | hesitated. “No matter how good it fedls. | can't keep living like
that. | risked everything to gain—"

“Nothing,” sheinterrupted bitterly, and | shook my head.



“Not nothing. Everything. | risked everything yesterday to gain everything, but it was an everything that |
can't have and 4till keep what | love the mogt.”

Shewasligening. Thank you, God. | think | can say it now.

“The church, Jenks, you,” | said. “You asyou are. Meas| am. | likeme, lvy. | like things the way they
are. And if you biteme again...” | shivered and gripped my coffeetighter. “It felt so good,” | whispered,
lost inthe memory of it. “1’d let you bind me, if you asked, just so | would havethat forever. I'd say yes.
Andthen...”

“Y ou wouldn't be you anymore,” Ivy said, and | nodded.
Ivy went silent. | felt drained. I'd said what | had to say. | only hoped we could find away to livewithiit.

“You don’'t want meto leave,” Ivy said, and | shook my head. “ And you don’t want meto bite you,” she
added, looking at the coffee clasped between her hands.

“No, | said | can’t let you bite me. There sadifference.”

She was smiling thinly when she brought her gaze to mine, and | couldn’t help but meet it with my own
weak verson. “Thereis, isn't there,” she said. Her posture shifted, and she exhaled long and dow.
“Thank you,” she whispered. | froze when she hesitantly touched my arm and then drew back. “ Thank
you for being honest.”

Thank you?| stared at her. 1 thought you' d be pissed.”

She wiped her face and put her attention on the skylights to make her pupils contract. “ Part of meis,” she
sad lightly. My pulse quickened, and my grip tightened on my cup. Sensing my movement, lvy looked at
me. Thering of brown around her pupilswas shrinking, but shewas till smiling. “But you aren’t leaving.”

Wary, | nodded. “Thisisn't me playing hard to get. | meanit, lvy. | can't.”

Her shoulderslost their stiffness, and she haf turned to look at the people around us. “1 know. | saw how
scared you were when you thought you were bound. Someone tried to blood-rape you.”

| recalled my terror, how she had comforted me with security and understanding, telling meit was okay.
What we had shared in those brief moments was dmost stronger than the blood ecstasy. Maybe that’s
what she was getting at. Maybe that’ s what was important here.

Shoulders dumped in an unusua show of fatigue, she leaned forward. With her hair dmost brushing my
shoulders, she whispered, “If you aren’t staying because | might bite you, then you are staying because
you likeme.”

Taking asip of coffee, she started down the hdl, pace confident and dow.
My mouth opened inan O, and | jumped to follow. “Uh, wait amoment, Ivy.”

Still she smiled. “Y ou like me, not the way the damned vampire pheromones make you fed when | bite
you. | can get blood from anyone, but if you keep saying no, then it sme you like. Knowing that isworth
the frugtration.”

Shetook thelid off her coffee and threw it away aswe passed atrash can. | tried to watch her face and
my footing to keep from knocking anyone as we neared the main doors and the traffic increased. Her
expression was calm and peaceful. The lines of worry and uncertainty that had looked so wrong there



were gone. She had found peace. It might not be the peace she wanted, but it was peace. |, though, was
never oneto leave anything alone. “So...are we okay?’

Ivy’ssmilewasfull of private emotion. Free arm swinging confidently, she parted the way with her sheer
presence and people turned to look at her. “ Y eah,” she said, looking ahead.

My pulseswasfad, and | felt thetension pulling me stiff. “Ivy...”

“Shhhhh,” she breathed, and | jerked to ahalt when she stopped at the doors and turned to put afinger
to my lips. Her eyes were inches from mine, and | stared at them, shocked. “Don’t ruinit, Rachd,” she
added, drawing away. “Leave me with alittle make-bdieve to keep mysdlf sane acrossthe hal from
you.”

“I’'m not going to deegp with you,” | said, wanting to make that perfectly clear, and the man coming in
gave us aonce-over.

“Yeah, | know,” she said lightly. Pushing the door open, she went outside. “How was your run with
David yesterday?’

| looked at her suspicioudy aswe stepped into the sun, not trusting this. “ David wants me to get a pack
tattoo,” | said cautioudy as| pulled the windblown hair from my mouth.

“Sowhat are you getting?’ she said cheerfully. “A bat?’

As| walked beside her and told her what | had in mind while we searched for my car, | redized how
much our failed blood tryst had been preying on her. She had royally messed up. She had thought I'd
been ashamed of her and was going to leave. But we were till friends and nothing had changed.

But aswe got into my car and put the top down to enjoy the sun, | found my fingers creeping up to fed
the red-rimmed bites, still swollen and sore. Recalling the sensation of our auras becoming one, |
shivered.

Well, dmost nothing had changed.

Nineteen

The crack of pool balswas pleasant, reminding me of early mornings a Kisten’s dance club whilel
waited for him to finish up with the stragglers and spend some time with me. Eyes shut againgt the heet of
the overhead light, | could dmost smell the lingering aromaa hundred partying vampiresleft behind,
mixing with good food, good wine, and just a hint of Brimstone.

No, I didn’'t have a problem. | wasn’t addicted at al. Nope. Not me. But when | opened my eyes and
saw lvy, | wondered.

Doesn't matter, | thought as| went to take my shot and felt the skin around the marks vy had put in me
pull. Thisafternoon | might have been scared to tell Ivy shewas't going to bresk my skin again, but I'd
doneit. And it felt good. Like we had redlly made progress, even though neither of uswas going to get
what we wanted.

Warming, | focused on the yellow-gtriped nine as| lined the shot up. So it was Halloween and | was
stuck homein jeans and ared top handing out candy instead of wearing leather and lace, bar-hopping
with lvy. At least | waswith friends. Holding to my new smart-but-dull-Rachel mission statement, |
was't ready to trust Tom to do theintelligent thing, and though | was regularly stepping off halowed
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ground to raid thefridge, risking aroomful of drunk potential casudtiesjust so | could have afun night
out was alittle much.

Ivy agreed, not at al surprised when | told her Tom Bansen of thel.S.”s Arcane Divison wasthe one
summoning and releasing Al to kill me. Actudly, she laughed, noting, “Least it wasn't crap-for-brains.” |
was gill toying with theidea of filing ademon complaint with thel.S,, if only to avoid that spell shop bill,
but Ivy said it would be cheagper hedthwise to let degping demonslie. If nothing happened this next
week, | might letit go, but if Al cameat meagain, | wasgoing to let Tom haveit right whereit hurt—in
the checkbook.

Apart from the annoyance of being stuck home on Halloween, | wasin agood mood. Jenksand | were
manning the door, and Ivy wasin the corner watching apost-Turn comedy classc with lots of chainsaws
and astump grinder. Marshal hadn’t called, but after yesterday, | wasn't surprised. My mild
disappointment only affirmed my belief that | needed to back off before he dipped into boyfriend status. |
redly didn’'t need the trouble.

Exhding, | tapped the cue ball. It hit the dip by the corner and waobbled into the nine, hitting it perfectly
wrong.

The doorbell bonged as | straightened, followed by a chorus of “Trick or treat!”

From under acelling of paper bats, vy’ s eyesflicked to mine, and | jerked into motion. “Got it,” | said
as | propped the cue stick against the wall and headed into the dark foyer with the huge bowl of candy.
Ivy had filled the unlit entryway with candlesto makeit suitably cregpy. We had turned the lights off in
the sanctuary before midnight to impress the human kids, but now it was al Inderlanders and we didn’t
bother. A dark candldlit church didn’t impress them haf as much asabowl of sugar and chocolate.

“Jenks?’ | questioned, and atight wing hum hit my ear.

“Ready!” he said, then let out an unreal wing chirp to pantomime a squeaky hinge when | opened the
door. It was enough to make my teeth hurt, and the assembled kids complained loudly asthey covered
their ears. Damn pixy was worse than aWere s nails on a chalkboard.

“Trick or treat!” the kids chimed out when they recovered, but it wasn't until they saw Jenks glowing
over the candy bowl that their expressonslit in ddight, as charmed as the next person by a people-loving
pixy. | had to crouch so thelittlest one, in afairy costume with illusionary wings, could reach. Shewas
sweet, wide-eyed, and eager. It was probably the first Halloween she would remember, and | now
understood why my mom |loved manning the door. Watching the parade of costumes and delighted kids
was well worth the sixty bucks I’ d spent on candy.

“Ring the bell! Ring the bell!” akid in adragon costume demanded as he pointed to the ceiling, and after

| set the bowl aside, | reached for the pull, grunting as | yanked the knot almost to my knees. They stared
at mein the surprising silence as the rope was jerked back up. An ingtant later, a deep bong reverberated
over the neighborhood.

The kids squealed and clapped, and | shooed them off the stoop, wondering how Biswas handling the
noise. Inthe distance, | heard the faint sound of two more bells from neighboring churches. It was agood
feding—like adigtant affirmation of safety and community—and | watched the kids file down to the
dtreet to join their moms with strollers and wagons. In the street, vans prowled, creeping dowly amid the
flashing lights and flapping costumes. Jenks s carved pumpkin glowed at the base of the stairslike Al's
faceitsdf. Damn, | loved Halloween.

Smiling, | waited with the door open until Jenks finished lighting the stairsfor the youngest. Acrossthe



dtreet, Keadey was Sitting on his porch alone to hand out candy. Ceri had |eft at sunset for the basilicato
pray for Quen, walking the distance asif in penance. My brow pinched, and as| shut the door, |
wondered if thingswere redlly that bad. Maybe | shouldn’t have refused to see him after al.

“Ivy, you want agame?’ | asked, tired of hitting the same balls around. She at least could sink them.

She looked up and shook her head. There was aclipboard on her drawn-up knees as she sat with her
back to the arm of the couch. A broken mug filled with colored pencils was next to her, and she was
trying to force spreadsheets and flowcharts to give us the answer asto who killed Kisten. My redlization
that it had been aman had revitaized her, and her night investigating yesterday had turned up only that
Piscary had given Kisten to someone outside the camarilla. That meant we' d be looking for Kisten's
killer outside the city, since Piscary wouldn’t have given himto alesser, loca vampire. It wasonly a
matter of time though before we' d know who it had been. When vy set her Sights on prey, she never let
go. No matter how long it took.

| ambled over to bug Ivy, sinceit was her favorite part of the movie and she needed a break. “ Just one
game,” | prodded. “I’ll rack "em.”

Ivy’ s brown eyes were peaceful as she curled her feet under her. “I’'m working. Make Jenks big and play
withhim”

| lifted my eyebrows, and from behind me at the desk till blissfully empty of hiskids came Jenks s bark
of rude laughter. “Make me big,” he scoffed. “No fairy-loving way.”

Ivy’ s attention did to my wrist, where Kisten' s bracel et had been for the last three months, when |
handed her the cue. It immediately flicked back to me, accusing, and | tightened my jaw. “Y ou took off
Kisten'sbracelet.”

My pulseincreased and | let go of the cue stick. “1 took it off,” | admitted, feding the same flash of grief
that | had worked through this afternoon when | had placed it in my jewelry box and shut thelid. “I didn’t
throw it away. There sadifference. Think about it,” | finished belligerently.

From behind me came a soft “Uh, ladies?” as Jenksflitted nervoudy between us. He had no clue what
we had talked about while shopping. All he knew was we had |eft tense and returned with ajar of honey
for him and aroll of wax paper for the kidsto dide down the steeple on. And that’ s al he was going to
know.

Ivy’ s expression softened, and then she looked away in understanding. | hadn’t thrown the bracel et
away, I'd set it asdein memory. “One game,” she said as sherose, deek and lanky in her exercise outfit
and the long, baggy sweeter she hid half her body behind.

| dropped the chalk into her hand. “I rack, you break.”
The doorbell rang, and Ivy sighed. “I'll rack them,” she said. “Y ou get the door.”

Jenks stayed with Ivy, and content, | swatted aside alow-hanging bat and grabbed the candy bowil.
Fedling dl wasright with theworld, | pushed the door open only to have my good mood fadein aflash
of annoyance. Trent?

It had to be him. He looked his usual self apart from the fact that he was wearing abaggy suit that was
three inchestoo long and shoes that gave him an extratwo inchesin height. Obvioudy he had beenin
costume. My eyesflicked to the KALAMACK FOR CITY COUNCIL 2008 button, and he reddened.
A sports car idled at the curb, its hazard lights flashing, and the door open. Trent’ s gaze went from the



bats behind me to the bruises decorating the underside of my jaw where Al had gripped me, and finally to
my new, red-rimmed bites. Maybe he' d think they were a costume. Maybe.

“What the sweet sugar candy-assdo you want?’ | said in irritation, then stepped out of hisreach in case
itwas Al in disguise. My thoughts winged back to Quen, and | fought with the urge to demand that hetell
meif Quen wasdl right and the desireto cdl the FIB and tell them | was being harassed by a Trent
look-dike. | had aready said no. He wasn't going to change my mind.

Jenks had darted up at my exclamation, and hiswingstook on afaint orange glow ashiscirculation
increased. “Hey, l[vy—come herefor asec! | know how you like watching Rache kick the bad guysto
the curb.”

A trio of witcheswith glowing wands, chattering madly, dodged Jenks' s pumpkin and ran up the sairs
shouting, “Trick or treat!” Looking pained, Trent brushed hishair from his eyes and stood aside, clearly
agitated. Ivy did up behind me, and | handed the bowl to her when the three boys | eft amid thank-yous
prompted by their moms on the sdewak. They jumped the last two steps, and | put my fist on my hip,
eager to tell Trent to shoveit.

“| want you to come with me,” he said before | could speak, hisvoice terse and his attention darting to
Ivy.

A hundred rude responses came from nowhere, but what | said was, “No. Go away.”

| moved to close the door, shocked when Trent put hisfoot intheway. | stopped Ivy’ sreach to shove
him back, and Trent’ s tanned face reddened. Then, with what must have been aHerculean effort, he
pulled hisfoot back and said in amuch softer voice, “Why do you have to be difficult?’

“It keepsmedive,” | shot back, “but inthis caseit’sfun, too. I'm busy tonight. Get off my front steps so
the kids can get up here.” How on earth had Jonathan let him come out here on hisown? Trent seldom
had an entourage, but I’ d never seen him done.

| shooed him off the steps, and his face took on awhisper of fear. “ Please.”

Jenks rose up in acolumn of gold sparkles. “ Sweet daisies, | think I'm going to crap my silk undies. The
cookie maker said please.”

Trent’ seyesglinted in annoyance. “Please. I'm asking. I’ m here for Quen, not mysdlf, and most definitely
not you.”

| took a breath to answer, but Jenks was way ahead of me. “Go suck adug egg,” he snarled, unusualy
defensive. “ Rachel doesn’t owe Quen anything.”

Actually, | sort of did—seeing as he saved my butt last year with Piscary—and the beginnings of shame
trickled through me. Damniit. If | didn’t go vist Quen, | wasgoing to fed guilty therest of my life. | redly
hated this growing-up thing.

Ivy crossed her arms and cocked her hip. Trent dropped his gaze, steadying himsdlf. When he brought
his attention back to me, | saw aglimmer of fear, not for himsdf, but for Quen. “Heisn't going to live
through the night,” he said, the calling children in the Street a macabre contrast to hiswords. “He wantsto

speak to you. Please.”

Jenks saw me hesitate, and in aburst of anger, helit my shoulder with gold sparkles. “Hell no, Rachdl.
Hejust wantsto get you off hallowed ground so Al can kill you.”



| winced, thinking. Quen had given me information before, and people did weird stuff on their desthbed.
Last confessions, that kind of thing. | knew | should stay on hallowed ground, but I" d been on and off it
al night. I was going to go. | had to. Quen had known my dad. This might be my last and only chanceto
find out about him.

Ivy saw it in my face, and she grabbed her coat from the peg. “I’m going with you.”
My pulse quickened, and Trent’ s expression turned confused at my change of heart.
“I'll get your keys,” Jenks said.

“We ll takemy car,” vy countered, turning to get her purse.

“No,” Trent said, stopping her cold. “Only her. No pixies. No vampires. Just her.”
Majorly ticked, vy looked him up and down.

The two were going to be at each other’ sthroats before we hit the sdewak, even if Trent did givein and
let her come. “None of you arecoming,” | said firmly. “Trent doesn’t live on halowed ground—"

“Which isexactly why weare going,” Ivy interrupted.

“And | can take care of mysdlf easier if I’m not worrying about you.” | took a deep breath, my hand
coming up to forestal another protest. “Tom isn't going to summon Al. He safraid I’ ll send him right
back at him.” Trent blanched, and | shot him adry look. “I’ [l get my stuff,” | said, then darted to the
kitchen.

Ivy and Jenks were having a hushed argument in the corner when | returned to the foyer, and while Trent
watched in silence, | made apoint of pulling out my splat gun, checking the hopper, then diding it into the
small of my back. Therewasastick of magnetic chak and the amulets from my run with David earlier,
and as vy flung her hand in the air and scowled at Jenks, | looped the cord of the heavy-magic detection
charm over my head. It would give me afew secondsif Al showed.

“I'll cal youinafew hours,” | said, and jingling my car keys, | stepped past the threshold and firmly
outside the church'’ sinfluence.

My heart pounded. | heard the excited kids, felt the night. The sméll of burning pumpkin was strong, and
| waited for a“Héello, Rachdl MarianaMorgan” or “Trick or treat, love’ in aproper English accent. But
there was nothing. Al was't going to show. | had taken care of it myself. Y ay, team.

Jenks landed on my hoop earring, flying up and away when | reached for him. “Y ou're staying, Jenks.”

“Smdly green grassfarts, I'm not,” he said, darting to Trent and forcing him back a startled step. “Ivy
and | discussed it, and I’ m going with you. Y ou can’'t stop me, and you know it. And who' sgoing to help
you circle Al if he shows up? Trent? He should be begging me to come with you. Hecan't top a
demon.” The pixy got inthe ef 'sface. “ Or do you have some specid talent we aren’'t aware of 7’

Tired, | looked at Trent. The young man frowned. “He can cometo the front gate, and that’ sit,” he said.
With asmooth grace, he turned and started down the stairs.

“Front gate, my dragonfly’ s green turds,” Jenks muttered.

Worry tightened my chest, and my gaze went to Ivy standing alone with her arms over her middle just
ingdethedoor. God, | was o stupid, running off to Trent’s stronghold to sit with adying man. But the



guilt, and maybe curiosity, were stronger than my fear.

“You know | want to go,” she said, and | nodded. Quen had been hitten by avampire and had an
unbound scar. To ask him to overlook Ivy’ s presence wasn't going to happen.

“I'll call youwhen | know something,” | said. | hesitated before her, not knowing what elseto say, and
when Jenks landed on my earring, | headed down the stairs. Seeing me going to the carport, Trent rolled
down hiswindow and cdled, “I’ll drive you out, Morgan.”

“I’'mtaking my car,” | countered, never dowing. “1’m not going to get stuck at your compound with no
way home.”

“Suit yoursdf,” he said dryly, then rolled the window up. The hazard lights flicked off, and he waited for
me

| looked to vy, who was standing beside Jenks' s pumpkin. Somewhere between me opening the door
to find Trent and me getting to my car, it had gone out. She didn’t look happy, but neither did I. “1 hope
she'sokay,” | said as| opened my car door.

“I"m more worried about us, Rache,” said Jenks.

Getting in, | dammed the door and settled mysdlf. “Tom’'saweenie” | said softly. “He' snot going to cdll
Al”

Jenks swings cooled my neck. “What if someone else does?’

| started the car, the engine rumbling to life with the sound of security. “ Thanks, Jenks. | redlly needed
that.”

Twenty

Thelong road just off the interstate to Trent’ s house/corporate office was busy. The two-lane road
wound and twisted its way through a sprawling, planned old-growth forest. Having run for my life through
it once with dogs and horses chasing me, it had lost much of its gppedl.

Theride out here had been fast and quiet once we got out of the city. Jenks had maintained a pensive
slence after | suggested he peacefully stay at the outer gate and meet me inside when he managed to dip
the guards. That had been a mere five minutes ago, and | missed the pixy aready. Worried, | glanced at
my shoulder bag on the seat beside me. I'd leave it open so he could duck in when he showed up. I'd be
stupid to think Trent didn’t expect Jenksto try to circumvent their security, but it would be one way to
proveto Trent he was doing himsdlf adisservice by shunning pixies as security specidists. With Quen
dying, hewas going to have to come up with something.

Quenisredly dying? 1 thought, feding guilty for not taking Trent serioudy yesterday. And why does he
think it' smy fault?

My gaze dropped to the speedometer, and | tunked it down to keep from running into Trent. And asthe
multistory, sprawling complex of offices and business research buildings cameinto view, | dowedto a
crawl, surprised.

Hisvidtor lot was crammed and overflowing onto the grass. To one Sde were severd white-painted
school buses clashing with the ranks of expensive cars and what was clearly aband’ stour bus. | looked
at the back of Trent’s head in the car ahead of me, disgusted. Quen was dying, and he was having a


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

perty?

| dowed further, rolling my window down to hear the chatter, hoping Jenks would swoop in. Peoplein
costume were everywhere, their movements fast with excitement as they milled around before heading to
the expansve front entryway. Trent’ s brake lights flashed, and adrenaline surged when | hit my own
brakes to avoid rear-ending him. | was ready to loseit when | glimpsed athree-foot-tall ghost darting
between cars, a harried woman with aclipboard chasing him or her.

It was Trent’ s yearly Halloween extravaganza, thrown for the obscenely wedlthy to mingle with the
tragically unfortunate, hoping to tug at heartstrings and make abold politicad statement as much as
genuingly help them. | hated election years.

My fingerstightened on the gearshift and | crept forward, watching for both people and a parking spot. |
couldn’t believe there weren't vaets, but apparently part of the fun was pretending you were dumming it.

Trent’sarm came out the window to point to a service entrance. It was an excellent idea, and | took the
|eft after him, ignoring the DO NOT ENTER sign. A man in ablack suit sarted jogging acrossthe
manicured grassto us, but he drew to ahalt and gestured for us to continue when he saw who it was. |
wasn't surprised. We d been waved through several informa checkpoints since passing themain
entrance three miles up the road.

My gaze scanned the dark grounds as | followed Trent into his private underground parking ares,
squinting until my eyes adjusted to the eectric lights. Another big man in asuit had come forward with the
pace and attitude of someone who knew who we were but had to check anyway. This guy had agun and
apair of glasses|”d be willing to bet were charmed to see through spells. | rolled my window down to
talk to him, but Trent parked his car and got out, drawing the man to him instead.

“Good evening, Eustace,” he said, his voice carrying over the sound of our cars with aweary cadence
that I’d never heard in him before. “Ms. Morgan wanted to bring her car. Can you find a spot for it,
please? We need to get to the private floors as quickly as possible.”

The big man bobbed hishead. “Y es, Mr. Kdamack. I ll have another driver herefor Ms. Morgan's car
inamoment.”

Trent’shed ground into the grit as he shifted to glance a me. Hisworry was clear in the bright glare of
my headlamps. “Ms. Morgan can drive me to the kitchen entrance and you can park mine now.”

“Yes, dr,” Eustace said, ahand atop the open car door. “I’ | have the staff clear out as many people as
they can, but it’ sgoing to be difficult to get through unless you want pushers.”

“No,” Trent said quickly, and | thought | heard frugtration iniit.

Eustace bobbed his head, and Trent touched his shoulder in parting, surprisng me. Thelargeman's
motionswere quick and efficient as he got in the car and drove away. Trent’ s head was bowed and his
steps dow. | moved my shoulder bag to the back when he got in, surprised and alittle uncomfortable
when he settled wearily into the leather seatsto fill my car with the scent of awoodsy cologne and his
shampoo.

“That way,” he prompted distantly, and | put the car in gear, jerking us.

Warming from the rough start, | let out the clutch and we started forward. My fingerstwitched, and |
wondered why | cared if he was honest with his fedingsto everyone but me. He wouldn't show me any
true warmth or depth of emotion. But Eustace probably hadn’t put himinjail.



“Takethat left,” hedirected. “It will bring you up to the back.”
“I remember,” | said, seeing two men waiting for us outside the kitchen entrance.

Trent checked hiswatch. “ The easiest way in isthrough the kitchen and the bar. If I'm detained, get to
thetop floor. It's been cordoned off, so no one should be there. The staff is expecting you and will let
you through.”

“Okay,” | said, feding my hands start to swest. | didn’t likethis. | didn’'t likethisat al. | had been
worried about Al trashing abar. What if he showed up here amid Cincy’ sfinest citizens and its most
helpless orphans? I’ d be lynched.

“I"d appreciate you waiting for me in the common area upstairs before going in to see Quen,” hewas
saying as| pulled up beside the two guys and put the car into park.

“Sure” | said, very uncomfortable. “Ishe going to be okay?’
“No.”

Theemotion in that single utterance was vadt, aglimpse of histrue emotions dipping through. Hewas
scared, angry, frugtrated. ..and blaming me.

The shadow of one of the waiting men fell over the car, and | jumped when he tapped expectantly at the
window. The doors had automaticaly locked, and | fumbled for the button. The moment they
disengaged, Trent’s door was opened by a second man whose suit and tie screamed security.

The faint thumping of music echoed in the vast underground garage. The dark carried the scent of damp
concrete and the tang of exhaust. My door was opened aswdll, and my ankles went cold in the new
draft. | looked up at the man’ s stoic face, suddenly unsure. | was being rushed into asituation | didn’t
have control of, and it made me fed vulnerablein away | hadn’t before. Shit.

“Thank you,” | said, unbuckling mysdlf and getting out. | grabbed my bag from the back, moving out of
the way when asmaller man came from the kitchen and settled himself in my seat. He drove away with
an ease that assured me he wasn't going to damage my car, leaving nothing but space between me and
Trent, who was deep in conversation with the second man.

Again, | saw himin an unguarded moment, the aide’ s caring and concern pulling a depth of emotion from
Trent that | hadn't seen in him before. He was hurting. Deeply.

The two men shook hands, and the security guy took a deferentia step back. Trent pushed himsdlf into
motion, bothered and hurried as he put ahand on the small of my back and guided mein. The two men
stayed outside.

| preceded Trent in. The short aide opened up to abusy kitchen that had a steamy, fragrant warmth and
exotic accents shouted at loud volumes. | could hear the music better, and my step bobbled as|
recognized Takata ssSnging.

Takatais here?| thought in delight when | remembered the tour bus, then quashed it. | was herefor
Quen, not to be afawning groupie.

Trent’s presence was quickly noted by the kitchen staff, each and every one of them meeting Trent's
eyeswith an understanding that bit deep, making me dmaost angry that they cared so much for him. Then
| quashed that, too. No one stopped us, and it wasn't until we came out into the extravagant bar tucked
under the second floor that we saw the first guest.



“Herewe go, Ms. Morgan,” Trent said, the professonal, congenid air of ahost coming over him. “ Get
upstairs and wait.”

| faltered when the heat of the room hit me, the music pounding my insides. “No problem,” | said, not
sure he heard me. Suddenly | felt vastly underdressed. Hell, even the woman dressed down as a hobo
hed diamonds on.

One of the bartendersintervened when the first guest approached, and we lost our security escort at the
next. News of Trent'sarriva went out like awake, and aribbon of panic pulled through me. How did he
ded with this? So many people wanting his attention, demanding it.

Trent himsdlf begged off from the third guest, promising to come back as soon as he could. But the dight
pause had been his downfdl, and the surrounding people in costume closed in like banshees over a
wallinginfant.

The professond palitician hid hisannoyance with agrace | had a hard time seeing through. An
eight-year-old boy pushed hisway through the knees, clamoring for Uncle Kalamack. And at that, Trent
seemed to give up. “ Gerad,” he said to the security escort who had gotten to ustoo late. “If you would
escort Ms. Morgan upstairs?’

| looked up at Gerad, desperate for away out of the swirling, excited mass of people.

“Thisway, maam,” hesaid, and | gratefully Sdled closer, wanting to take his deeve but afraid to look
foolish. Gerald looked nervous, too, and | wondered if it was because of the people he had to politely
find away through or because he' d been told | dedlt in demons and one might be crashing the party
looking for me.

The music ended, and thefirst floor exploded into cheers. Takata s gravelly voice echoed over it dl with
the expected “ Thank you,” which only made them yell louder. My ears hurt, and when Gerdd fdll into
step behind an hors d' oeuvres lady, | gave up and put my hand on hisback. So | looked foolish. Gerad
was hotfooting it to the stairs, and if | got separated, | might not get there by mysdif.

We reached the stairs as the band began a new piece. The amps shook the air, and from the bottom
sep, | findly caught sight of the band. Takata bounced over the stage as he played hisfive-string bass,
long blond hair caught back in dreadlocks. Expending energy faster than a.chipmunk on Brimstone, he
pounded the music out, sporting an old-rocker/punk look that only someone very cool could pull off in
their midfifties

My gaze shifted to Trent. He was smiling warmly, hisarm around that kid, who was now standing on the
arm of achair so hewouldn’'t get trampled. Trent was trying to move forward, doing agood job of
covering hissorrow and frugtration. | could seeit, though, in his stance. He wanted to be somewhere
else, and aglimmer of hisimpatience showed when he lifted the child and set him in someone sarms,
moving forward al of three steps before he was caught again.

“What apainintheass” | whispered, my voicelogt in the thundering music. No wonder Trent hid in his
forest most of thetime.

“Maam?’ It was Gerald, and he held the velveteen rope aside for me.

Feeling out of placein my jeansand top, | started up, holding therail sincel couldn’t take my eyes off
the room. It was astounding. Trent’ s entertaining room was the size of afootbal field. Well, not redlly,
but the fireplace at the far end was as big as a dump truck. One of those big ones. Takatawas on asmall
stage at the other end with his band, and the dance floor was filled with kids and adults. The ward on the



huge opening that looked out onto the deck and pool had been removed, and people moved fredly insde
and out. Kids were everywhere, running from the hot tub to jump into the big pool and come up shouting
from the cold.

| paused at the top of the landing and tried to get Takatato look at me, but he just kept jamming. That
never worked except in the movies.

“Please, md am,” Gerald inssted, and tearing my attention away, | followed him past the second rope
and twin security guardsinto the open walkway that overlooked the party and went on to the cozy living
room | knew was ahead.

“If youwould, please,” Gerdd said, his eyes darting from meto thefloor. “Stay in Mr. Kaamack’s
private quarters.”

| nodded, and Gerald settled in beside the archway to make sure | didn’t wander.

The music wasn't as overpowering up here, and as| went in, | scanned the suite arrangement of four
doors opening up onto a sunken lounging pit and a black, wide-screen TV taking up a huge amount of
gpace. Tucked in the back was an open, normal-size kitchen and an informal dining area. Seated at the
round table were two people.

My pace bobbled, and stifling afrown, | continued forward. Great. Now I’ d have to make nice-nice with
two of Trent’ s specid friends. Dressed in costume, no less.

Or maybe nat, | thought as | got closer. They were both wearing lab coats, and my plagtic smile went
even more stilted as | redlized they were probably Quen’s doctors. The younger one had very straight
black hair and the tired look of an intern. The other was clearly the superior of the two, older and with
the upright posture and stiffnessthat I’ d seen in professionas who thought too much of themselves. |
looked closer at the tall woman with her silvered hair back in an ugly bun, then looked again. Apparently
Trent had gotten hiswish for aley line witch after all.

“Holy crap,” | said. “1 thought you were dead.”

Dr. Anders tiffened, her faceriang to give me asmile utterly lacking in warmth. Glancing at her
companion, she shifted her head to get awisp of her silver hair out of her eyes. She wastall and thin, her
narrow face having no makeup or charm spell to make her look younger than she was. She' d probably
been born around the turn of the century. Most witches born then were reluctant to show their magic,
and that she had become ateacher of it was unusud.

I’d had the distasteful woman for an ingtructor, twice. Thefirgt time she flunked me the first week of class
for no good reason, and the second time she threatened to do the sameiif | didn’t take afamiliar. She had
been amurder suspect | was checking out, and her car had gone over a bridge during the investigation,
eliminating her asasuspect. But I’ d known she hadn’t committed the crimes. Dr. Anderswas nasty, but
murder wasn't on her syllabus.

Y et seeing her having coffee in Trent’ s private kitchen, | wondered if shewas learning new skills.
Apparently Trent had hel ped her stage her death so the redl ley line witch murderer wouldn't target her
and she could safely come to work for him.

Shereminded me of Jonathan, her disdain for earth magic as palpable as Jonathan’ sdidike for me. | ran
my gaze over her too-thin form as| neared. It had to be her. Who would want to dress up in costume
and pretend to be awoman that plain looking?



“Rachel,” thewoman said as she turned, her legs crossing now that they were out from under the table.
She glanced inquiringly at the heavy-magic detection amulet around my bruised and bitten neck, and my
eye twitched when her voice brought back oodles and oodles of good memories of being embarrassed in
dass.

“How niceto see you doing so well,” she continued as her intern glanced between us, weighing our
moods. “I understand you managed to break the familiar bond with your boyfriend.” She smiled with the
warmth of apenguin. “Can | ask how? Another curse, perhaps? Y our aurais smutty.” She sniffed asif
her long nose could smell the blackness on my soul. “What have you been doing to it?’

| stopped three feet back, hip cocked, and imagined how good it would fed to plug my foot in her gut
and send her chair crashing back. She had faked her own desath, leaving meto try to figure out how to
break the bond on my own—the harpy. “The familiar bond broke spontaneoudy when a demon made
me hisfamiliar,” | said, hoping to shock her.

Theintern gasped, his amond-shaped eyes widening as he sat back in his segt, thetips of his black hair
hifting.

Fedling like asmartass, | pulled out achair and propped my foot on it instead of Sitting down. “When the
bond didn’t work through thelines,” | said lightly, enjoying the man’ s horror, “heforced atighter
connection by making me take some of hisaura. That broke the original bond with Nick. It aso made
him my familiar. He didn’t expect that.”

“Y ou have ademon for afamiliar?” The young man stammered, and Dr. Anders gave him alook to tell
him to shut up.

| wastired of this, and as Takata shifted to one of hisfew ballads, | shook my head. “No. We agreed
that because the familiar bonds were unenforcesble, so wasthe dedl. I’ m no one’ sfamiliar but my own.”

Dr. Anders s expression changed, her long face becoming greedy. “Tdl mehow,” she demanded as she
leaned forward dightly. “I’ ve read about this. Y ou can spindle line energy in your thoughts. Can't you?”

| looked at her in disgust. She had bdlittled and shamed mein front of two entire classes because | had
pursued earth magic instead of ley line skills, and she thought I” d tell her how to be her own familiar?“Be
careful what you wish for, Dr. Anders,” | said dryly, and she pursed her lips sourly at me. | leaned over
my bent knee toward her to hammer my words home. “I can't tell you,” | said softly. “If I do, I’'m his.
Just like you belong to Trent, only alot more honestly.”

A faint flush colored her cheeks. “He doesn't own me. | work for him. That'sall.”

Her intern was looking nervous, and taking my foot from the chair, | stood and rummaged in my bag.
“Did he help you fake your death?’ | said as | pulled out my cell phone and checked for messages and
thetime. Two A.M.—till no demon, il dive. She said nothing, and flipping through the menu, | made
sure my phone was on vibrate before dropping it away and adding my splat gun. “Then you belong to
him,” | added crudly, thinking of Keadey and hoping it might be otherwisefor him.

But Dr. Anders sat back, snorting through her long nose. “1 told you he wasn't murdering the ley line
witches”

“He murdered those Weres last June, though.”

The older woman dropped her eyes and anger flooded me. She had known. Helped him, maybe.
Absolutely disgusted, | shoved the chair in, refusing to sit with her. “Thanks for hel ping me with my



problem,” | added hitterly.

My accusation had unbalanced her, and the woman’ s face reddened in anger. 1 couldn’t risk breaking
my cover by helping you. | had to pretend to die, or | would have died for red. Y ou are achild, Rachel.
Don't even begin to think to lecture me on mordity.”

| thought | would have enjoyed this more than | was, and in the soft hush of Takatawhispering “1 loved
you best/l loved you best,” | said bitingly, “Even achild would have known better than to leave me
hanging like that. A letter would have doneit. Or aphone cal. | wouldn't have told anyone you were
dive.” | rocked back, my bag held tight to me. “And now you think I’'m going to risk my soul to tell you
how to spindle line energy?’

She had the grace to look discomforted. Still standing, | crossed my arms and looked at the intern. “How
isQuen?’ | asked him, but Dr. Anderstouched his arm, stopping hiswords.

“He has an dleven percent chance of seeing the sunrise,” she said, glancing to one of the doors. “If he
makesit that far, his chances of surviving riseto fifty-fifty.”

My knees went weak and | locked them. He had a chance. Trent had let me drive al the way out here
thinking his deeth wasinevitable.

“Trent saysit’ smy fault,” | said, not caring if she knew by my palefacethat | fdt guilty. “What
happened?”’

Dr. Anderslooked at me with that cold, reserved expression she saved for her most stupid students. “It
wasn't your fault. Quen stole the antidote.” Her face twisted in disdain, and she completely missed the
guilty look that crossed the intern’ sface. “Took it from alocked cabinet. It wasn't ready for testing,
much less consumption. And he knew it.”

Quen had taken something. Something that likely had tampered with his genetic Sructureor he dbeina
hospitd. Fear did through me as | imagined the horrors that Trent was capable of in his genetic labs, and
unable to wait anymore, | turned to the door Dr. Anders had looked at. “He' sin there?’ | asked, then
headed for it, my pace quick and determined.

“Rachel. Wait,” Dr. Anders predictably said, and my jaw clenched. | reached Quen’sdoor and jerked it
open. Cooler air dipped out, softer somehow, with acomforting dampness. The lights were dim and the
patch of carpet | could see was a soothing mottled green.

Dr. Anders came up behind me, the sound of her steps|ost in the noise from the band. | wished Jenks
were hereto run interference.

“Rachd,” the woman demanded in her best instructor voice. “You'reto wait for Trent.” But | had lost
any respect | might have had for her, and what she said meant nothing.

| jerked to keep from reacting with violence when she grabbed my arm. * Get your hand off of me,” |
sad, my voice low and threstening.

Fear widened her pupils, and suddenly ashen, shelet go of me.
From insde the dark room came araspy, “Morgan. It's about time.”

Quen’ svoice was replaced by awet cough. It was awful, like the sound of moist cloth tearing. I'd heard
it somewhere before, and it sent shivers born in a stifled memory through me. Damn it back to the Turn,
what am | doing here? Taking abreath, | pushed my fear down. “Excuseme,” | said coldly to Dr.



Andersas| went in. But shefollowed, closing the door to shut out most of themusic. | didn’t care as
long as sheleft medone.

My tension eased as | took in Quen’s shadowy suite. It felt good here, with low ceilings and deep colors.
The few pieces of furniture were spaced to leave lots of room. Everything was set up for the comfort of
one person, not two. It had an inner-sanctum fedl that quieted my thoughts and soothed my soul. There
was adiding glass door looking out onto amossy stone courtyard, and unlike most of the windowsin
Trent’ sfortress, I’ d be willing to bet this one was rea and not avid window.

Quen' s breathing drew meto anarrow bed in asunken part of the expansive room. His eyesfocused on
me, clearly seeing my approval of his private rooms and appreciating it. “What took you solong?’ he
said, hiswords pronounced carefully so he wouldn’t start coughing. “1t' samost two.”

My heart sped up, and | came forward. “ There sa party going on. You know | can't resist aparty,” |
quipped, and he snorted, wincing as he worked to keep his breathing even.

Guilt was heavy on me. Trent said thiswas my fault. Dr. Anderssaid it wasn't. Hiding my tenson behind
afalseamile, | took the three steps down into the sunken area. It put him below the level of the floor, and
| wondered if it was a security precaution or an df thing. There was a comfortable leather wing chair that
had clearly been pulled from a different part of the house, and an end table holding aworn leather journa
with no name. | put my bag on the chair, but | didn’t fed right Sitting.

Quen was struggling to keep from coughing, and | looked away to give him some privacy. There were
severa hospitd-like carts set to the side, and an IV. The IV wasthe only thing hooked up to him, and |
appreciated the lack of the obnoxious beeping of a heart monitor.

Finaly Quen'’ s bresthing evened out. Braver, | hesitantly sat on the front of the chair with my bag behind
me. Dr. Anders hovered on the main level, unwilling to break the mentd barrier of the tairsandjoin us. |
solemnly looked at Quen, gauging the marks his struggle had put on him.

Hisusualy dark complexion was pale and wan, and the pox scars the Turn had given him looked stark
red, dmogt asif they were active. Sweat had tangled hisdark hair, and lines creased his brow. His green
eyeswere glinting, brilliant with afierce passon that twisted my gut. I’ d seen that glitter before. It wasthe
look of someone who was seeing around the corners of time to his own deeth, but he was going to fight it
dl thesame. Damnit. Damnit dl to hell.

| settled mysdlf, not yet willing to take his smal but muscular hand, which lay on the gray cotton sheets.
“Youlook likecrap,” | findly said, bringing apained smileto hisface. “Wheat did you do? Tanglewith a
demon?Did youwin?’ | wastrying for levity...and faling.

Quen took two dow bregaths. “Get out, witch,” he said clearly, and | flushed, dmost standing before
redized he wastaking to Dr. Anders.

Dr. Anders knew who he was talking to, though, and she came forward to look down at us. “ Trent
wouldn’'t want you alone—"

“I'm not done,” he said, hisvoice gaining strength as he used it.

“Hewouldn’t want you done with her,” shefinished, loathing heavy in her words. It was an ugly, ugly
sound, and | could tell it bothered Quen.

“Get—out,” he said softly, angry that hisillness had given her theideashe could assert her will over his.
“| asked Morgan here because | don’t want the person who sees me take my last breath to be a stinking



bureaucrat or doctor. | gave an oath to Trent, and | won't break that. Get out!” A cough took him, the
sound, liketearing fabric, dicing through me.

| turned in my chair, gesturing for her to get her ass out of here—she was making things worse, not
better—and she backed to the shadows. Stiff and angry, she leaned against adresser with her arms
crossed. | could see her frown even in the dark. The mirror showed her back, making it ook like there
were two of her. Someone had draped a bit of ribbon over the top to drape down in asmooth arc over
the glass, and | redlized Ceri had been here before she had gone to pray. She had gone to pray—walked
al theway to the basilicato do it—and | hadn’t taken this serioudly.

The distance Dr. Anders put between us seemed to satisfy Quen, and his clenched body dowly relaxed
asthejerksof his coughing eased and stopped. | felt helpless, and tension drew my back into an ache.
Why does he want me here seeing this?*“ Gee, Quen, | didn’t know you cared,” | said, and he smiled,
making hissresswrinklesdl fold in together.

“I don't. But | meant it about the bureaucrats.” He stared at the celling, taking three careful, rattling
breaths. My panic stirred, settling in afamiliar placein my soul. I ve heard this sound before,

Hiseyesclosed, and | jerked forward. “ Quen!” | shouted, then felt stupid when hislids flew open and
focused on me with an egrieintensity.

“Just resting my eyes,” he said, amused by my fear. “1 have afew hours. | can fed thingsfdtering, and |
have a least that long.” His gaze lingered on my neck, then rose. “Having trouble with your roommate?’

| refused to cover my bites, but it was hard. “Wake-up call,” | said. “ Sometimesit takes atwo-by-four
across your head to redlize what you want isn't what you' Il end up with if you get it.”

His head barely shifted. “Good.” He took adow breath. *Y ou're a safer person to be around now. Very
good.”

Dr. Anders shifted position to remind me she was listening. Frustrated, | leaned closer until the new skin
on my bites pulled, smelling pine and sun under the medicina smells of acohol and adhesivetape. |
glanced at Dr. Anders, then asked him, “Why am | here?’

Quen’s eyes opened wider and he turned his head to see me, hesitating as he stifled the urge to cough.
“Not ‘What did you do to get likethis 7’ he asked.

| shrugged. “| aready asked that, and you got dl nasty, so | thought I’ d go with something dse”

Closing hiseyes again, Quen smply breathed, dow and labored. 1 dready told you why | asked you
here”

The bureaucrat thing?“ Okay,” | said, wanting to take his hand to give him strength, but | felt funny about
it, asif hewould think I pitied him. That would just tick him off. “Then tell mewhat you did to yoursdlf.”

Hetook aragged bregth, then held it. “ Something | had to,” he said on the exhale.
Nice. Just peachy. “So I’'m just hereto hold your hand whileyou die?’ | said, frustrated.
“Something like that.”

| looked at his hand, not ready to takeit. Awkwardly | scooted closer, the chair bumping over the low
wooden mat. “Least you have good music,” | muttered, and the creasesin hisface eased dightly.



“Youlike Takata?’ hesaid.

“What'snot to like?” Jaw clenched, | listened to Quen breathe. It sounded wet, like he was drowning.
Agitated, | looked at his hand, then the journa on the bedside. “Should | read something?’ | asked,
wanting to know why | was here. | couldn’t just up and leave. Why in hell was Quen doing thisto me?

Quen gtarted to chuckle, cutting it short to take three dow breaths until they evened out again. “No.
Y ou’ ve watched death come dowly before, haven't you.”

Thoughts of my dad surfaced, the cold hospital room and histhin, pale hand in mine as he fought for
bresth, his body not as strong as hiswill. Then Peter as he gasped hislast, hisbody shuddering in my
amsasit finaly gave up and freed his soul. Tears pricked and afamiliar grief sained my thoughts, and |
knew I’ d done the same with Kisten, too, though | didn’t remember it. Damn it back to the Turn. “Once
ortwice” | sad.

Hiseyesmet mine, riveting in their gleam. “I won't apologize for being selfish.”

“I’'m not worried about that.” | really wanted to know why he' d asked me hereif hedidn’t want to tell
me anything. No, | thought abruptly, feding my facelose dl expression. It's not that he does't want to
tell me something but that he promised Trent he wouldn’t.

Stiffening on the cool legther chair, | leaned forward. Quen sharpened the focus of hisgaze, asif he
recognized I’ d figured it out. Fully aware of Dr. Anders behind me, | mouthed, “What isit?’

But Quen only smiled. “You'rethinking,” he said, amost breathing it. “ Good.” His smile softened his
pained features, making him look almost fatherly. “I can't. | promised my Sa'han,” he said, and | pushed
myself into the back of the chair, disgusted and fedling the bump of my bag behind me. Stupid €f moras.
He could kill aperson, but he couldn’t break hisword.

“I haveto ask the right question?’ | said, and he shook his head.
“Thereisno question. Thereisonly what you see.”

Oh, God. Wise-old-man crap. | hated it when they did that. But | tensed when Quen’ s breathing became
labored over the sound of the faint music. My pulse quickened, and | looked at the hospital equipment,
dlent and dark. “'Y ou need to be quiet for awhile,” | said, agitated. “Y ou' re wasting your strength.”

A shadow againgt the gray of the sheets, Quen held himsdlf ill, concentrating on kesping hislungs
moving. “ Thanksfor coming,” he said, hisgravelly voicethin. “I probably won't last long, and |
gppreciate you dedling with Trenton trying to cope afterward. He' s having ahard. ..time.”

“No problem.” | reached out and felt hisforehead. It was hot, but | wasn't going to offer him the
sippy-straw cup on the table unless he asked. He had his pride. His pox scars stood out, and | did take
the antiseptic wipe that Dr. Anders silently gave me, dabbing hisforehead and neck until he scowled.

“Rache,” he said, pushing my hand away, “since you' re here, | want to ask you afavor.”

“What?' | asked, then turned to the door as the music rose when Trent entered. Dr. Anders went to
tattle on me, and the music faded as the door shut and the light vanished.

Quen’s eye twitched, telling me he knew Trent was here. He took a careful breath, then, softly so he
wouldn’t cough, hesaid, “If | fail, will you take my position as head of security?”

My jaw dropped, and | pulled away. “Oh, hdl no,” | said, and Quen’s smilewidened even ashiseyes



shut to hide that unsettling seeing-around-corners glint.

Trent came up beside me. | could sense hisirritation at me for not waiting for him, and under that, his
gratitude that someone, even if it was me, had been with Quen.

“I didn’t think you would,” Quen said. “But | had to ask.” His eyes opened to fix on Trent besde me. “I
had someone elselined up if you said no. Can | at least get you to promise to help him when he needs
it?’

Trent shifted from foot to foot as histension looked for an outlet. | went to say no, and Quen added,
“From timeto time, if the money isright and it doesn't compromise your morals.”

The scent of sk and other peopl€ s perfume grew stronger as Trent became more upset. | glanced at his
frustrated worry, then back to Quen struggling to take another breath. “I’ll think about it,” | said. “But
I’'mjust aslikely to haul hisassin.”

Quen’ seyes closed in acknowledgment and his hand rolled palm-up in invitation. My eyes pricked again.
Shit. Shit. Shit. Hewas dipping. His need for support had surmounted his pride. | hated this. | hated it!

Hand shaking, | dipped my warm fingersinto his cool grip, feding hisfingerstighten about mine. My
throat closed, and | angrily wiped at my eye. Damnit al to hell.

Quen’ s posture eased, and his bregthing evened out. 1t was the oldest magic in the universe, the magic of
compassion.

Dr. Anders began to pace from the window to the dresser. “It wasn't ready,” she muttered. “| told him it
wasn't ready. The blending had only athirty percent successrate, and the linkages were wesk at best.
Thiswasn't my fault! He should have waited!”

Quen squeezed my hand, and hisface crinkled in what | recogni zed as asmile. He thought she was
funny.

Trent left the sunken area, and | relaxed. “No oneisblaming you,” Trent said, ahand on her amin
solace. He hesitated, then said without emotion, “Why don't you wait outside.”

Surprised, | turned to see her indignant shock. “ Oh, she' s pissed,” | whispered so Quen would know,
getting my fingers squeezed in return. But | think she heard me, too, Since she stared at me with aprune
face for an entire three seconds, fumbling for words before she turned on a hed. Pace tiff, she went to
the door. Therewas aflush of drumsand light, then the soft smothering of darkness returned. Tekata's
base thrummed through it like apulse.

Trent stepped into the lowered pit of Quen’s bedroom. In afast motion of anger, he shoved a piece of
expendve equipment off alow cart. The noise of it hitting the floor shocked me as much ashis
unexpected show of frustrated anger, and | stared as he sat down whereit had been to put his elbows on
his knees and drop his head into his cupped hands. Trent had once sat and watched hisfather die, too.

| felt my face blank as| saw him raw and stripped down to the pain in his soul. He was young, afraid,
and watching yet another person who had raised him dying. All his power, wedth, privilege, andillega
bio labs couldn't stop it. Hewasn't used to being helpless, and it tore a him.

Quen’ seyes had opened at the crash, and | found them waiting for mewhen | turned to him. “ Thisiswhy
you're here,” he said, confusing me. Quen’ s attention did to Trent, then back to me. “ Trent’ sagood
man,” he said asif hewaan't Stting right there. “But hel sabusinessman, living and dying by numbers and
percentages. HE sgot mein the ground aready. Fighting thiswith him isalosing bettle. Y ou believein



the eleven percent, Rachel.” He took an arduous bregth, hislungs moving in an exaggerated motion. “I
need that.”

Thelong speech had winded him, and as he labored to catch his breath in wet inhdations, | held hishand
tighter, remembering my father. My jaw gritted and my throat closed as| heard the truth in hiswords.
“Not thistime, Quen,” | said, fedling aheadache start and forcing my grip to ease. “I’m not going to Sit
here and watch you die. All you haveto do is seethe sunrise, and you' re home free.”

It was what Dr. Anders had said, and unlike Trent, | saw it asarea possbility. Hell, | didn’t believein
the eleven percent, | lived oniit.

Trent was staring in horror at usasit sunk in. He wasn't capable of living any other way than by his
graphsand predictions.

“It'snot your fault, Sa han,” Quen said, hisgravelly voice carrying a softer pain. “It'samindset, and |
need her. Because as much asit looks otherwise...l want to live.”

Hisfaceriven, Trent stood. | watched him rise out of the sunken areaand walk away, pitying him. |
could help Quen—he could not. The door opened and shut, letting in adiver of life before the uncertain
darknessthat hid the future cocooned us again in awaiting warmth and smothering stillness. Waiting.

Wewere aone. | looked at Quen’sdark hand in mine and saw the strength in it. The coming battle
would be fought by both the mind and the body, but it was the soul where the balance lay. “Y ou took
something,” | said, my heart pounding at the chance that he might actualy talk to me. “ Something Dr.
Anderswas working on. Wasit genetic? Why?’

Quen’seyeswere bright, till seeing around corners. Taking a breath that it hurt to hear, he blinked at
me, refusing to answer.

Frudtrated, | took hisgrip morefirmly. “Fine, you son of abitch,” | swore. “I’ll hold your stupid-ass
hand, but you' re not going to die.” God, give usthe eleven percent. Please? Just thisonce? | hadn't been
ableto save my dad. | hadn’t been able to save Peter. | hadn’t been able to save Kisten, and the guilt of
his dying to keep me dive was enough to bring me sobbing to my knees.

Not thistime. Not thisman.

“It does't matter if | live or die,” he rasped. “But seeing methrough thisisthe only...way you'll
find...thetruth,” herasped, hisbody clenching in pain. It was getting worse. His bird-bright eyesfixed on
mine, and the hurt in him was obvious. “How bad do you want to know?’ he taunted as the swesat
beaded on hisforehead.

“Bagtard,” | dmost snarled as| dabbed it away, and he smiled through the pain. “Y ou son of abitch
bastard.”

Twenty-one

My lower back hurt, and my arms. They were crossed to serve asapillow as| lay dumped forward in
my chair with my upper body draped on Quen’sbed. | was just resting my eyes while Quen had another
gpan of time where he could breathe without my encouragement. It was late, and so very, very quiet.

Quiet? Adrendine pulsed through meand | jerked upright. I’ d fallen adegp. Damnit! | thought in panic,
my gaze going to Quen. His horrible tearing bresths had ceased, and guilt twisted in me as| thought he
had died while dept—until | redlized he didn’t have the waxy hue of the dead, but a soft color.
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He sill dive, | thought with relief, reaching to shake him back into breathing as 1 had numeroustimes
that night. The cessation of hislabored breathing must have woken me.

But my outstretched hand stopped and tears threatened when | saw his chest rise and fal in an easy
motion. Slumping back into the leather wing-back chair, I sent my attention to the wide diding door that
led to the patio. The moss and stones, hazy with the reflected sunlight, grew blurry. It was morning, and
damnit dl to hdll, hewas going to make it. Eleven percent chance my ass. He had doneit. If he had
crossed the eleven percent barrier, fifty was nothing.

Sniffing, | wiped my eyes. There was the softest rattle in Quen' s breathing, and his sheets were sweat
soaked. Hisblack hair was stuck to his skull and he looked dehydrated despite the 1V, wan with stress
wrinkles, making him appear old. But hewas dive.

“I hopeit wasworth it, Quen,” | whispered, still not knowing what he had done to himsdlf or why Trent
blamed me. | fumbled in my bag for atissue, forced to use anasty onewith lint al over it. Jenks hadn’t
shown up, and | hoped he was okay. There was absolutely no sound anywhere. The thump of themusic
was gone, and | could fed the peace that had settled over Trent’s compound. By the light coming from
the patio, it looked a shade after sunrise. | had to stop waking up at this hour. It was just insane.

Dropping thetissuein thetrash, | carefully scooted my chair from Quen’ s bed. The soft sound of the legs
bumping against my discarded shoes seemed loud, but Quen remained unmoving. His night had been an
ugly, painful orded.

| was cold, and with my arms wrapped about mysdlf, | tottered out of the sunken pit and headed for the
light. The outside pulled at me. | took alast look at Quen to assure mysdlf that he was breathing and then
carefully unlocked the patio door and pushed it aside with a swoosh of sound.

Birdsong filtered in, and the cold sharpness of frost. The clean scent filled my lungsto ingtantly wash out
the warmth and darkness of the room behind me. A second look back, and | stepped outside only to
jerk to asurprised hat when | ran into the spider-web touch of sticky silk. Disgusted, | waved my arms
to clear the doorway of the ddlicate but effective pixy and fairy deterrent.

“Sticky silk,” | muttered as | brushed it from my hair. | thought Trent should get over his pixy paranoia
and admit he had an eerie attraction to them, like every other pure-blood f I'd met. So he liked pixies. |
liked double-crunch ice cream, but you didn’t see me avoiding it in the grocery store. My thoughts drifted
to Bisin the belfry and being able to hear and fed the city’ sley lineswhen he touched me. No, that
wasn't thesame at dl.

Armswrapped about mein the chill, | watched the steam from my breath catch the sun. Thelight felt thin
and the sky looked transparent. | could smell coffee somewhere, and | gingerly rubbed the soft
beginnings of scarring on my neck. My hand dropping, | bresthed deep and pressed my feet into the
rough stone the patio was tiled with. Dampness soaked my socks, but | didn’t care. Last night had been
awful. The stuff of nightmares and torture.

| honestly hadn’t expected Quen to survive. | ill didn’t believe he had. After the third time Dr. Anders
had stuck her long nosein, | had escorted her out with atwisted arm, telling her if she came back, | was
going to break her toes off and jam them up her ass. Quen had gotten akick out of that. It had kept him
fighting for about ahaf hour. After that, it got really bad.

My eyesclosed, and | felt aprickling in my nose from the hint of tears. He had suffered longer and

harder than anyone I’ d ever seen, endured more than I’ d thought possible. He hadn’t wanted to givein,
but the pain and fatigue had been so gredt. .| shamed him into taking just one more breath, bullied him,
coaxed him. Anything to keep him aive and tortured though his muscles ached and each breeth tore my



soul asit tore hisbody. | reminded him to bresthe when he forgot or pretended to forget, disgracing his
honor until he took one more. Then another, and anothe—enduring the torment and shunning the peace
that deeth offered.

My stomach hurt, and my eyes opened. Quen would hate me. Thethings| said...Hatred had kept him
aive. No wonder he hadn’t wanted Trent in the room. Quen could hate me if he wanted, but
somehow... | didn’t think hewould. Hewasn't stupid. If | had truly hated him and meant what I’d said, |
could have walked out of the room and let him die.

Focus blurry, | stared at the canopy of bare branches above me to the pale blue of an autumn morning.
Though Quen had suffered and won, | was till feding an inner pain, made worse by my utter exhaustion,
both physical and mental. My dad had died the same way when | had been thirteen, and | recognized an
ugly ember of anger growing in methat my dad had given up while Quen hadn’t. But then the anger
shifted to guilt. | had tried to keep my dad adive and failed; what kind of a daughter can keep a stranger
alive and not be able to save her own dad?

Watching Quen struggle had brought back every little detail of holding my dad’ shand ashedied. The
same pain, the same labored breething. . .the same everything.

| blinked, and my focus on the trees cleared in asudden crystaline thought. My dad had died exactly the
sameway. | wasthere. | saw it.

Socks catching on the rough stone, | turned to the dark room past the open door. Quen had said it didn’t
meatter if helived or died, but to find the truth, | had to see him through it. He wouldn’t break hisword by
telling me why my dad had died, but he had showed me the connection by forcing meto endure his
grugglewith him.

The blood drained from my face, and | went colder till. Dr. Anders hadn’t concocted whatever Quen
had taken, but I'd be willing to wager she' d been modifying it so it would work better. And my dad had
died from an earlier verson of it.

Asif inadream, | walked from the luminous morning and dipped back into the cocooning warmth of
shadow. | |eft the door open so Quen’ s unconscious would hear the birds and know hewas dive. He
didn’t need me anymore, and he had shown me what he intended to. What Trent had forbade him to say.

“Thank you, Quen,” | whispered as| passed the bed, my pace never dowing. Trent. Where was Trent?
He had to know. Trent’ sfather had died first, so whatever had killed my dad, it had been Trent who
meade the decision to administer it.

Tense, | opened the door and heard the murmur of distant voices. The common areawas empty but for
the intern on the couch, his mouth hanging open as he snored. Silent in my socks, | went to the walkway
and looked down on the grest room.

The comforting sound of conversation and sporadic clinks drew my attention to the stage. It was empty
but for the band roadies packing up, doing more talking than anything else. The morning sun lit the
aftermath of the party with its scattered glasses, crumb-smeared plates, crumpled cocktail napkins, and
decorationsin orange and red. The ward on the window was back up, shimmering faintly, and in the far
corner by thewindow, | found Trent.

Hewasdgtting in sllent vigil, till wearing the baggy clothes he' d had on last night. | remembered that the
big lesther chair and small round table beside it was his spot, near the huge fireplace and set where he
could seethe waterfal that burbled down the cliffs and encircled his backyard pool and deck. Though
the rest of the room was amess, the five-by-eight area he was in was clean and vacuumed. A cup of



something steamed beside him.

My chest clenched. Grip loose on therail, | took the stairsfast in my socks, bent on finding out what he
had given my dad that killed him—and why.

“Trent.”

The man jerked, pulling his attention from where he had been watching the water ripple on hispoal. |
wove through the couches and chairs, ignoring the smell of spilled acohol and hors d’ oeuvres crushed
into the carpet. Alarm cascaded over Trent as he straightened. Fear amost. But he wasn't afraid of me.
Hewas afraid of what | would say.

Bresthless, | cameto a stop before him. His face showed no emotion, but his eyes were haunted with a
horrible question. Pulsefadt, | tucked astrand of hair behind my ear and took my hand off my hip. “What
did you givemy dad?’ | said, hearing my voice asif from outside my heed. “What did he die from?’

“Excuseme?’

Anger burst from nowhere. I’ d suffered last night, reliving my dad’ s death and helping Quen survive,
“What did my dad die from!” | shouted, and the soft conversation at the stage hesitated. “My dad died
from the same thing Quen suffered from, and don’t you expect meto believe that they aren’t connected.
Wheat did you give him?’

Trent’ seyes closed, hislashesfluttering againgt skin that was suddenly very white. He dowly leaned back
inhischair, placing his hands carefully on hisknees. The sun turned his hair tranducent, and | could see
the ambient heat making it float. | was so frustirated and full of conflicting emotions, | wanted to shake
him.

| took astep forward, and his eyes flashed open to take in my clenched jaw and disheveled appearance.
Hisface was empty of emotion, dmost scaring me. He gestured for me to take the seat across from him,
but | folded my arms over my chest and waited.

“Quen took an experimenta genetic treetment to block the vampirevirus,” he said, hisvoiceflat, its usua
grace and subtleflavorslost in the tight grip he had on hisemotions. “It makesit permanently dormant.”
His gaze met mine. “We vetried severa waysto mask the virus sexpression,” he added tiredly, “and
though they work, the body violently rgjects them. It’ sthe secondary treatment to trick the body into
accepting the origina modification that your father died from.”

| softly bit the scar insgde my lip, feding anew the fear of being bound. | had those same vampire
compounds sunk deep into my tissue. vy protected me from casud predation. Quen’s scar had been
tuned to Piscary, and since poaching would lead to anasty second death smply on principle, Quen had
been safefrom al but the master vampire. Piscary’ s death effectively turned Quen’s bound scar into an
unclaimed scar that any vampire, dead or undead, could play upon with impunity. The risk must have
become intolerable for him. He could no longer protect Trent in anything but an administrative way. Quen
took the eleven percent chance, preferring that to adesk job that would dowly kill him. And since Quen
had been bitten while saving my butt, Trent blamed me.

| sank to Sit on the edge of the segt asthe lack of food hit me. “Y ou can get rid of the vampirevirus?’ |
sad, hope striking me, quickly followed by alarm. vy waslooking for this. She might risk an eleven
percent chance to befree of it. Not her. | can't do thiswith her. | know | couldn’t surviveit again. Not
after watching Quen suffer.

Trent’ slips pressed together. It wasthe first show of emotion he'd let dip through. “I never said it got rid



of thevirus. | said it masksits expresson. Makesit dormant. And it works only in still-living tissue. Once
you' re dead, it doesn’t work anymore.”

So evenif lvy took it, it wouldn’t iminate the virus and she would become an undead upon dying. It
wasn't acurefor Ivy, and aknot of worry eased. But ill...Why had my dad risked it?

The leather chair was cold, and | couldn’t seem to think, my brain fuzzy from the early hour and too little
deep. My dad had been bitten by Piscary. Wasthat it?

My head came back up to find Trent staring at nothing, his hands clenched with awhite-knuckled
grength. “ Piscary bound him? My dad?”’

“Therecordsdon’'t say,” he said softly, not paying attention.

“Youdon't know?’ | exclaimed, and hisfocus sharpened on me, amost asif hewasirritated. “Y ou were
therg!”

“Itwasn't anissue a thetime,” he said, angry.
Why the blue blazes wouldn't it be an issue?

Pursing my lips, | felt my own anger tighten until | thought | would scream. “ Then why did hedo it?” |
said from between clenched teeth. “Why did herisk it? Even if he had been bound to Piscary, he could
have just quit thel.S.,” | said, gesturing at nothing. “Or been transferred to another part of the country.”
People were occasionally bound by accident, and when the cover-up failed, there were waysto avoid
being sued. It happened to |.S. employeesjust like everyone dse, and there were optionsinvolving large
sums of money and generous moving packages.

Trent wasn't saying anything. Thiswas like playing twenty questionswith adog. “He knew therisk, and
he took it anyway?’ | prompted, and Trent sighed.

His hands unclenched, and he flexed them, gazing at the stark white pressure points standing in contrast
to thered. “My father risked immediate trestment because being bound to Piscary compromised his
position as...” He hestated, hisangular face twigting in an old anger. “ 1t compromised his politica
power. Y our father begged meto let him do the same, not for power but for you, your brother, and your
mother.”

| stared at Trent as hiswords and face became harsh.
“My father risked hislifeto maintain power,” he said bitterly. “Y our dad did it for love.”

It ill didn’t explain why, though. The jedlousy in Trent’ s gaze gave me pause, and | watched him stare
into the garden his parents had created, lost in memory. “At least your father waited until he knew there
was no other option,” he said. “Waited until he was sure.”

Hisvoice was breathy, trailing off into nothing. Tense, | asked, “ Sure of what?’

In asoft rustling of silk and linen, Trent turned. His youthful face was hard with hatred. Both our dads
had died, but he was clearly jedl ous that mine had risked death for love. Hisjaw clenched, and
gpparently intending to hurt me, he said, “He waited until he was sure that Piscary had infected him with
enough virusto turn him.”

| took abreath and held it. Confusion blanked my thoughts. “But witches can’t beturned,” | said,
nausested. “ Just like elves”



Trent sneered at me, acting for once as he wanted instead of hiding behind the facade he comforted
himsdlf with. “No,” he said nadtily. “They can't.”

“But...” My kneeswent watery, and | couldn’t seem to get enough air. My mind shot back to my
mother’ s old complaint of no more children between her and my dad. | had thought she had meant
because of my discovered genetic blood disease, but now...And her free-thinking advice about marrying
for love and having children with the right man. Had she meant marrying whom you loved and having
children with someone else? The age-old practice of witches borrowing their best friend’ s brother or
husband for anight to engender a child when they married outside their species? And what of the lovingly
retold story of her invoking al my dad’'s charmsfor himin college in exchange for him working all her
circles. Witches couldn’t be turned. That meant...

| reached for the arm of the chair, my head spinning as | forgot to breathe. My dad wasn’t awitch? Just
who had my mother been deeping with?

My head came up, and | saw Trent’ s bitter satisfaction that my world was going to be rearranged—and |
probably wasn't going to likeit.

“Hewasn't my dad?’ | squeaked, not needing to see hisnod. “But he worked at the |.S.!” | exclaimed,
scrambling for away out. Hewaslying. Trent had to be lying. Jerking me around to see how screwed up
he could make me.

“Thel.S. wasfairly new when your father joined,” he said, clearly getting alot of satisfaction out of this.
“They didn’'t have good records. Y our mother?’ he said mockingly. “ She's an excdllent earth witch. She
could have taught at the university—gone on to be one of the leading spell developersfor the nation—if
she hadn’t been saddled with children so soon.”

My mouth was dry, and | flushed when | remembered her dipping Minias acharm to hide his demon
scent. And catching her thisweek reeking of heavy spell casting, only to have it muted afew hours|ater.
Hell, it had even fooled Jenks.

“Y ou get your earth magic from your mother,” Trent said, hiswords seeming to echo in my head, “your
ley line kill from your red father, and your blood disease from them both.”

| couldn’t move, shaking ingde. “The man who raised mewasmy red dad,” | said in asurge of loyaty.
“Who...,” | began, having to know. “Y ou know who my birth father is. Y ou haveto. It'sin your records
somewhere. Who ishe?’

Smiling nastily, Trent eased back into his chair, crossng hisknees and setting his hands gracefully in his
lap.

Son of ahitch...

“Who ismy father, you freaking bastard!” | shouted, and the roadies at the far end of the room stopped
what they were doing to watch.

“I don't want you to endanger the poor man,” he said caustically. “Y ou put everyone around you in
jeopardy. And how vain of you to assume he wants you to come looking for him. Some thingsare
forgotten for good reason. Shame, guilt...embarrassment.”

Infuriated, | stood, not believing this. Thiswas apower play for him. A damned power play and nothing
more. He knew | wanted to know, so hewouldn’t tell me.

My fingertips were tingling, and unable to stop myself, | reached for him.



Trent moved, scrambling up and behind hischair sofast | amost didn’t see. “Touch me,” he said grimly,
the chair between us, “and I’'ll haveyou inan |.S. cdll before your head stops spinning.”

“Rachd,” came araspy voice from the upper level, and both Trent and | turned.

It was Quen, wrapped in ablanket asif it was a death shroud, the black-haired intern at hisside,
supporting him. Hishair was plastered to his skull with swest, and | could see him wavering as he stood
there. “Don’t touch Trenton,” he said, his gravelly voice clear in the hush, “or I’m going to have to come
down there...and smack you around.” He was smiling a me, but hisface logt its pleasure and gratitude
asheturned to Trent. “ Thisis petty of you, Sa han. Far...beneath your dignity...and standing,” he
finished bregthily.

| reached out as his knees buckled and the intern sagged under the sudden deadweight.

“My God, Quen,” Trent whispered. Shock on hisface, helooked at me. “Y ou let me think he was
dead!”

My mouth dropped open, and | took astep back. “1, uh...I’'m sorry,” | finally managed, chagrin warming
my face. “1 never said hewas dead. | forgot to tell you hewasdiveisdl. Y ou assumed he was dead.”

Trent turned his back on me and started for the stairs. “ Jon!” he shouted, taking them two at atime. “He
madeit! Jon, get out here!”

| stood alonein the middle of the floor; Trent’ s voice echoed againgt the silent wallswith hope and joy,
making mefed like an outsder. A door down the hal thumped open and Jon ran down the open
walkway to where the intern was |owering Quen—out cold again—to the floor. Trent had already
reached him, and the excitement and caring flowing from them hit me deep.

Not even aware | wasthere, they carried him back to hisroom and the comfort they shared. | wasdone.
| had to get out of here.

My pulse quickened, and | scanned the room, the dregs of the party seeming to soak into melikeastain.
| had to leave. | had to talk to my mom.

With single-minded intent, | headed for the kitchen. My car wasin the garage, and though my shoulder
bag and wallet were upstairs, my keyswerelikely in theignition where I’ d left them. Therewasnoway |
was going up into that room where they were suffused with joy. Not now. Not when | waslikethis:
numb, confused, and mentally dapped by Trent, scorned for not having realized the truth before now. |
fet stupid. It had beenin front of me dl thetime, and | hadn’t redlized it.

Thekitchen was ablur, the lights dim and the ovens cold. | hit the heavy service entrance a arun, and
the metal door crashed into the wal. Two big guysin tuxes jumped up from the curb at my sudden
appearance. Ignoring them, | jogged into the underground lot in search of my car. The cold pavement
soaked into me through my socks.

“Missl” one shouted. “Miss, hold up amoment. | need to talk to you.”

“Likehdl you do,” | muttered, then spotted Trent’s car. Minewas nowhere | could see. | didn’t have
timefor this I'd take his. Angling to it, | brokeinto arun.

“Maam!” hetried again, hisvoice dropping in pitch. “I need to know who you are and your clearance.
Turn around!”



Clearance? | didn’t need no lousy clearance. | jerked the handle up, and the cheerful dinging told me the
keyswerein theignition.

“Maam!” came an aggressive shout. “1 can't let you leave without knowing who you arel”

“That’ swhat I'm trying to find out!” | shouted, curaing mysdf when | redlized | was crying. Damn it, what
was wrong with me? Distressed beyond dl belief, | did into the supple lesther seet. The engine turned
over with alow rumble that spoke of adumbering power: gas and pistons, a perfect machine. Samming
the door, | put it into drive and floored it. Thetires squedled as| jerked forward and took the turn too
fast. A sguare of light beckoned. If they wanted to know who | was, they could ask Trent.

Sniffing, | looked behind me. The big guy had hisgun out, but it was aimed & the pavement asthe
second officer on the two-way relayed ordersto him. Either Trent had told them to let me go, or they
were going to stop me &t the front gate.

| hit the ramp fast, and the undercarriage scraped as | bounced out into the sun. My breath caught in a
sob as| wiped my cheeks. | didn’t make the next turn properly, and | felt amoment of panic when |
drove off the pavement and blasted the DO NOT ENTER sign.

But | wasout. | had to talk to my mom, and it was going to take more than two security guardsin tuxes
to slop me. Why hadn’t she told me? | thought, my palms sweating and my stomach clenched. Why
hadn’t my crazy, loony mother told me?

Thetires squealed as| took the turns, and once on the three-mile drive out of here, | started to get
scared. Was the reason she hadn't told me because she was allittle nuts, or was she alittle nuts because
shewastoo afraid to tell me?

Twenty-two

Thethump of Trent’s car door shutting broke the autumn stillness, and the human kids waiting for the bus
on the corner turned briefly before going back to their conversations. Someone had smeared atomato on
the Street Sgn and they were giving it awide berth. My arms wrapped around me againgt the cold, |
tossed the hair from my eyes and headed for my mother’ s front walk.

The chill from the rough pavement went right through my socks and into me. Driving over without shoes
had felt odd, like the pedal wastoo small. The time spent getting here had cooled me down, too, Trent’s
comments about shame, guilt, and embarrassment reminding methat | wasn't the only onewhose lifethis
touched upon. Actudly, | was sort of coming in on thetail end of this drama—an afterthought, an
aso-ran. | was either the accidental shame of someone’ s mistake or the result of a planned action whose
beginning was covered up.

Neither option left mefeding very good. Especidly since my dad had been dead for along time, leaving
plenty of opportunity for the man who' d gotten my mom pregnant to come forward if he wanted. Or
maybe it was aone-night fling and he didn’t care. Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe Mom just wanted to
forget.

Thekids at the stop had noticed | wasin my socks, and | ignored their hoots as | tiptoed up the walk
with a hunched posture. The memory of standing at the bus stop rose through my thoughts, of me going in
on the same bus that dropped the human kids off. | never understood why my mom had wanted to livein
amostly human community. Maybe it was because my dad had been human, and no one would be as
likely to notice hewasn't awitch?

My toeswere cold from the melting frost as | reached the porch. Starting to shiver, | rang the bell and
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heard it chimefaintly. Waiting, | looked around, then rang it again. She had to be home; the car wasin
the drive and it was freaking seven in the morning.

All the kids at the stop were watching me now. “Hey, there' s crazy Mrs. Morgan’ s crazy daughter,” |
muttered, diding back the loose piece of siding to get the spare key. L ook, she don’t have no shoes!
What a skipped track.”

But the door wasn't locked, and with agrowing sense of unease, | pocketed the key and went in.
“Mom?’ | caled, the warmth of the house obvious on my cheeks.

Therewas no answer, and | wrinkled my nose. It smelled funny, like burnt metal.

“Mom?It'sme,” | said, raising my voice and shutting the door hard. “1’m sorry for waking you up again
so early. | havetotalk to you.” | glanced into the empty living room. God, it was quiet in here. “Mom?”’

My tension eased when | heard from the kitchen the familiar sound of a plastic photo album page being
unstuck. “Oh, Mom,” | said softly, and pushed into motion. “Have you been looking at picturesall night

agan?’

Worried, | strode into the kitchen with my damp socks squeaking againgt the linoleum. My mom was
gtting at thetablein apair of faded jeans and a blue swester, her hand around an empty coffee cup. Her
hair was a comfortable disarray, and the photo album was open to one of our family vacations of
sunburned noses and exhausted smiles. Shedidn’t look up as| camein, and seeing one of the stove's
burnerswasroaring full tilt, I quickly went to shut it off, jerking when my foot found an amulet Sitting on
the floor in the middle of the room.

“Jeez, Mom,” | said as| clicked the burner off and felt the heat radiating from the meta rack. “How long
have you had thison?’ Damn, it was glowing. That’ swhere the hot meta smell was coming from.

She didn’'t answer, and my brow pinched in concern when | saw the never-used percolator on the
counter beside the sink. 1t was one of those old ones you set atop the stove, and it was the only thing my
dad had drunk coffee from. There was an open bag of grounds waiting to be scooped out, and the filters
were scattered across the counter.

Double damn, she' d been reminiscing again.

My shoulders dumped, and | picked up the amulet and set it on thetable. “Mom,” | said, putting ahand
on her shoulder to bring her back to redity. “Mom, look at me.”

She smiled a me with her green eyes bloodshot and her face blotchy from crying. “Good morning,
Rachd,” she said lightly, chilling me with how at odds her voice was with her gppearance. “Y ou're up
early for school. Why don’t you go back to bed for awhile?’

Shit. Thisisbad. I’d better call her doctor, | thought, then took a deeper sniff, scenting what the hot
metal smell had been covering. My face went cold and | searched her empty expression. It smelled like
burnt amber in here.

Alarmed, | looked closer at the amulet I'd picked up, then pulled achair around so | could Sit and see
her face-to-face. Al hadn’t shown up last night, but what if Tom had sent him...

“Mom,” | said, scanning her face. “ Areyou okay?’ She blinked a me, and | gave her alittle shake,
becoming scared. “Mom! Was Al here? Wasit ademon?’

Shetook abreath to say something, then dropped her attention to the photo abum and flipped a page.



Fear dove deep, tensng me. Tom wouldn’t risk sending Al to me, knowing | could circle him and send
him back, so he sent the demon after my mom. I’'m going to kill him. 1 will freaking kill him.

“Mom,” | said, pushing the dbum away and cloang it. “Was Al here? Did he hurt you?’

My mom focused on me, her gaze clearing for an ingtant. “No,” she said, her voiceairy. “Y our dad was,
though. He saystotdl you hesadhi....”

Shit, shit, shit...Can today get any worse? | looked at the amulet with anew understanding as|
recognized it. My mom was never good a making circles, preferring the security of another witch’sskills
to her own. She had trapped Al with it, or she wouldn't be here. | looked over the room thinking it
looked normdl, not like the disaster Al usudly left in my kitchen.

“Mom,” | said, taking her hand off the dbum and holding it in my lgp. “ That wasn’t Dad.” Whoever Dad
was. “It was ademon disguised as him. Whatever he said to you was alie. It wasalie, Mom.” Her gaze
was starting to land on me with some awareness, and both relieved and scared, | asked, “Did he do
anything to you? Did he touch you?’

“No,” she sad, her fingerstouching the spent amulet. “No, hedidn’t. | knew it wasn't redlly him so | put
himinacircle. All night we talked. Taked and talked of before he died.”

A chill went through me, and | stifled ashudder.

“We were so happy then. | knew if | didn’t keep your demon here, he' d come after you, and | figured
you were out having fun. | knew right away it wasn't your dad. Y our dad never smiled like that. Cruel
and vindictive”

My breath wasfast, and | looked at her hands asif they might show amark from her ordeal. She was
okay. Well, shewasn't okay, but she was here and unhurt. At least physically. She had talked to Al dll
night so he wouldn’'t come after me. God help her.

“Do you want some coffee?” she said brightly. “1 just made some.” She looked at her empty mug, clearly
clean and never used. Shock flickered over her, then disgust when she saw the percolator and redlized
the coffee had never gotten made.

“Let’'sget youtobed,” | said. | wanted to ask her about my birth father, but she was scaring the crap out
of me. I'd seen it before, but not likethis. | had to cal her doctor. Find her spdlls. “Come on, Mom,” |
said, standing and trying to get her torise. “It’ sgoing to be okay.”

She refused to move, and when she started to cry, | got mad at Al. How dare he comeinto my mom’s
house and stir her up likethis. I should’ ve had her spend the night at the church. | should have done
something!

“I misshim so much,” she sad, thetearsin her voice making my throat tighten, and | sank back down.
“Heloved usdl so very deeply.”

Reaching out, | held her, thinking life was cruel when the child had to comfort the parent. “It’s okay,
Mom,” | whispered, and her narrow shoulders started to shake. “It’ s over. The demon did it to hurt you
isdl. It'sover, and hewon't do it again. | promise. Y ou can stay with me until they find away to hold
him”

Fear wrapped around my soul and squeezed. | was going to take Al’s name to stop this. The other
choice was not an option at this point.



“Look,” she said around a sniffle, pulling the album to her and opening it up. “Remember this vacation?
Y ou got so sunburned you couldn’t go on any of therides. Robbie redly didn’t mean to hurt your fedings
by calling you acrab person.”

| tried to close the album, but she wouldn't let me. “Mom, stop looking at these. It just hurtsyou,” | said,
then stiffened at the sound of the front door opening.

“Alice?’ came astrong, masculine voice, gravelly and resonant, and my heart jumped when | recognized
it. “It wasn't me,” he pleaded, coming closer. “God, Alice, | didn’t tdll her. Y ou' ve got to believe me. It
was Trent. And he needsto get his ass out of your house so | can pound himinto little pieces of green—"

| stared, my pulse hammering when Takata strode into the room, tiff and angry, hislong hands made into
fists, hisfacered, and his dreadlocks swinging. He wasin jeans and ablack T-shirt that made him look
skinny and normal. Hiswords cut off and he jerked to ahat when he saw me holding my mom. His
haggard face went ashen, and he said flatly, “ That’ snot your car out there. It' s Trent’s.”

My mother quietly cried, and | took adeep breath. “I couldn’t find my car, so | took his.” | didn’t fed so
hot, and swalowing, | remembered his roadieslistening to me argue with Trent. And with that, it dl fell
together.

“You?' | said, my voice ahigh squeak. There was only one reason he’ d have come over here and walk
inasif he had aright to. My face flushed, and | would have stood if my mother hadn’t clenched her grip
on me, keeping me seated. “ Y ou!”

Takata s eyes were wide, and he rocked back a step, hislong hands up asif in surrender. “1I’m sorry. |
couldn’t tell you. I promised your mother and dad. Y ou don’'t know how hard it’ s been.”

Hard for you?| stared, horrified and angry. Crap on toast. “Red Ribbons’ was about me. My gaze shot

to him, reading hisguilt. Damnit al to hell, hisentire career had been made by putting hisfucking fedings
of guilt for having abandoned me and my mom out there for everyoneto see. “No,” | said, moving asmy
mom rocked back and forth, lost in her persona hell. “Y ou and my mom...no!”

My mom started crying in deep racking sobs, and | held her closer, torn between comforting her and
shouting a Takata.

“I can't take it anymore,” she burbled, trying to wipe her face. “ It wasn't supposed to belikethis. It
wasn't supposed to belikethisat dl!” she exclaimed, and my grip loosened. “Y ou aren’t supposed to be
here!” she shouted, standing up out of my arms and looking at Takata. “ She' s not your daughter. She's
Monty’sl” sheraged, red-rimmed eyes glaring and her hair dl over the place. “He gave up everything for
her and Robbie when you left to chase your music. Sacrificed his own dreamsto support us. Y ou made
that choice, and you can’t come back. Rachd isnot yours! | can’t—" Her balance wobbled, and |
reached for her. “1 want it to stop!” she screamed, and | fell back when she swung blindly at me. “ Go
away! Go away! Just makeit stop!”

Shocked, | backpedaled until | hit the counter, frightened. | didn’t know what to do. My mother stood
with her arms wrapped around hersalf and her head down, sobbing, and | was afraid to touch her.

Takatanever looked at me. Jaw clenched and eyes bright with unshed tears, he crossed the room and,
without hesitation, wrapped hislong, wiry ams around her.

“Go away,” she sobbed, but he had pinned her arms between them, and it didn’t look like sheredly
wanted him to leave.



“Shhhh,” he crooned as my mother melted in his embrace, putting her head to his chest and sobbing. “It's
okay, Allie. It'sgoing to be okay. Robbie and Rache belong to Monty. They aren’'t mine. He stheir
dad, not me. It sgoing to befine.”

| stared at his height, measuring it againgt my own, seeing my tangled curlsin his dreadlocks, seeing my
lean strength in hislimbs. My gaze dropped to hisfeet in apair of flip-flops—my feet on someonedse’s
body.

Leaning against the counter, | put ahand to my stomach. | was going to be sick.
“I want you to go,” my mom cried, more softly now, and Takata rocked her where they stood.

“You'refine” he soothed, hisarms around her but hiseyeson me. “It’ sal going to pass over and
nothing will change. Nothing’ s going to change.”

“But he' sdead,” she wailed. “How could he be here when he was dead?’

Takata seyes met mine, and | mouthed, “Al.” Stark fear melted his expression to one of horror, his
attention going to the amulet on the table and then to me. | felt asurge of bitterness. He knew al about
me. | knew nothing of him. Son of abitch.

“Did hetouch you?’ Takatasaid, pushing her from him enough so he could see her face. “Alice, did he
touch you!”

His voice was high and frightened, and my mom shook her head, looking where their bodies met. “No,”
shesad, her toneflat. “It wasn't him, and | played dong withiit until | could get himinacircle. But we
talked...all night. | had to keep him here so he couldn’t hurt Rachdl. He wantsto use her like ablow-up
doll and then give her to someone to pay off a debt.”

Oh, thisisjust what | need.

Tears streaked her face, and Takata pulled her to him again. Heloved her. | could seeit in hislong,
expressive face, laced between the heartache. “1t'slate,” he said, hisvoice starting to crack. “Let me get
you to your bed.”

“Rachd...,” shesad, trying to pull from him.

“Thesunisup,” he said, keeping her from seeing mein the corner. “ She' sfine. She' s probably adeep.
Y ou should get some winks, too.”

“I don't want to go to bed,” she said petulantly, sounding nothing like my mom. “Y ou haveto leave.
Monty will be home soon, and it hurts him when you come over. Hewon't admit it, but it does. Robbieis
too old for you to see him anymore. HE' sgoing to remember you.”

“Alice,” hewhispered, hiseyes closed. “Monty isdead. Robbieisin Portland.”
“I know.” It was afaint, resgned whisper, and | fdtill.
“Comeon,” he coaxed. “Let meget you in bed. Dot for me. I'll Sing you to deep.”

She protested, and he swung her up and into hisarms as easily asif she were one of hisbass guitars. My
mom let her head fall againgt him, and he turned to me, still plastered into the corner. “Please don’t
leave,” he said softly, then turned and carried her ouit.

My heart pounded as | stood where | was and listened to their progress through the house, my mom's



soft inquiries and his rumbling responses. It grew quiet, and when | heard him singing softly, | staggered
to thetable, reaching blindly. Numb, | sank into the chair my mother had been sitting in, my head
dropping into my hand as my elbow found the table.

| felt Sck.

Twenty-three

The acidic scent of tomato soup was comforting, helping to mask the fading smell of hot meta and burnt
amber. My stomach rumbled, and | thought it pathetic that | could be hungry when | was so strung ouit.
Course, | hadn't esten anything last night other than ahandful of tiny wieners on sticksand six little
sguares of cream-topped pumpkin cheesecake.

The soft sound of awooden spoon thumping the top of a saucepan brought my gaze up from the faded
linoleum table, and | watched Takataawkwardly pour the steaming soup into apair of thin-walled white
bowls. He looked funny making dinner—or maybe it was an early breskfast, now—the rock star
puttering around in my mother’ skitchen, hunting for thingsin astart-stop motion that told me he had been
here before but had never cooked.

My facetwisted, and | forced the bitter emotion away. | was sure he had an explanation. The only
reason | was sitting here was because | wanted to hear it. That, and because the |.S. was probably
looking for Trent’scar. And | was exhausted. And he was making food.

Takata s expression was weary as he set abow! of soup before me, then did a plate with two pieces of
toast besideit. He looked at the amulet | wore to warn me about surprise demon attacks. | thought he
was going to say something, but he didn’t. Angry, | took anapkin from the holder on thetable. “ Y ou
know how | likemy soup,” | said. “With toast.” My chin quivered. “Y ou come over herealot?

He turned from the stove with his own bowl. “ Once ayear, maybe. More than that, and she startsleaning
on the past too much. Shelikesto talk about you. She' s very proud.”

| watched him set his bowl down across from me and sink into the chair, shifting to find acomfortable
position on the thin padding. | spared athought that | could probably chart hisvisits by histour dates and
her doctor vists.

“Sorry,” he said, hesitantly taking anapkin for himsdlf. “1 know thisisn’t much of adinner, but | don’t
cook much, and even an idiot can warm up soup.”

Ignoring the toast, | tried the soup, and my tension eased as the rich warmth dipped down. He d mixed it
with milk. Just theway | liked it. | glanced up when his pocket started to hum. The tal witch looked
discomforted as he pulled a cell phone out and checked the number.

“You haveto go?’ | said bitingly. | should have just pinned him to the wall and made him talk.

“No. It'sRipley. My drummer.” A wan smile curved up histhin lips, making hislong face look longer.
“She'scdling to giveme an excuseto leaveif | needit.”

| took another sip of soup, angry at myself that | was hungry when my lifewasfdling apart. “Must be
nice” | muttered.

Giving up on ignoring the toast as amatter of principle, | picked it up and dunked it. So he knew | liked
toast with my tomato soup. That didn’t mean | shouldn’t ezt it. Elbows on thetable, | looked at him as|
chewed. | felt drained, and thiswasjust too weird.
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Takatd sgazefdl away. “1 wanted to tll you,” he said, and my heart gave a hard thump. “For along
time. But Robbie left when hefound out, and it just about killed your mother. | couldn’t darerisk it.”

But you could risk having coffee with me ages ago? And you could risk hiring me to work your security
last year? Burying my unreasonable fedings of jedlousy, | said, “Robbie knows?’

Helooked old dl of asudden, hisblue eyes pinched. | wondered whether, if | had kids, they would have
green eyesor blue.

“Herecognized me at your dad' sfuneral.” Takata grimaced with his attention on his soup. “Our hands
are exactly the same. He noticed.” Spoon shaking, he took another sip of soup. | silently dunked a
corner of my toast.

| fdt like such anidiot. God, Takata had asked my opinion of the lyrics of “Red Ribbons’ last year, and |
hadn’t gotten it. He had been trying to tell me, and | had been too dense to seeit. But how could | have
even guessed?“Who dse knows?’ | asked somewhat fearfully.

He smiled without showing histeeth, looking amost shy. “1 told Ripley. But she has her own past to dedl
with and shewill kegp her mouth shut.”

“Trent?’ | accused.

“Trent knows everything,” he muttered. Seeing my unease, he added, “He knows only because hisfather
needed a genetic blueprint to help base your treatment on. Mr. Kalamack could have used Robbi€'s, but
the repair would have been dower and not as perfect. When your dad asked, | said yes. Not just for
you, but so Robbie wouldn’t have a summer of missng memories.”

| made aface, remembering. Or remembering not remembering, maybe.

“So Trent knows I’ m your birth father, but not why.” Takataleaned into his chair with histal glass of
milk, hislong leg hitting the table leg on my side before jerking it back. “1t was none of hisbusiness” he
sad defensively.

| couldn’t taste my toast anymore, and | set it down. | stared at my soup, took a breath to find my
courage, then said softly, “Why?’

“Thank you,” Takatawhispered.

His eyeswere heavy with moisture when | looked, but he was smiling. He set his glass down and stared
out thewindow at the growing brightness. “Y our dad and | met your mother at the university.”

I’d heard this before, just not knowing that the other guy had been Takata. “ She said she met my dad
when she signed up for aley line class she had no business being in. That shetook it to meet the
gorgeous hunk of witch in front of her, but ended up falling in love with his best friend.”

His smile grew, showing histeeth. “I’d love to know which one of us she considered the hunk of witch.”
Confused, | pulled my soup closer. “But my dad, Monty, | mean, was human.”

Takata' s head was bobbing. “ There was alot more prejudice back then. No, not more, just that no one
was as afraid to show it. To avoid getting alot of flack, he told everyone he was awitch. Until your
mother, hewould ransack my closet just to smell right.”

| thought about that for amoment, then returned to eating.



“Y our dad and me?” he continued, his pleasant voice seeming to fill the kitchen and sounding right. “I
don’t know how we got through those last years without killing each other. We both |oved your mother,
and sheloved both of us.” He hesitated, then added, “ For different reasons. She thought it was hilarious
when her scent charmsworked so well that even the ingtructors couldn’t tell he was ahuman. Hisley line
skills were more than good enough. It was crazy, the both of usvying for her, and her caught inthe
middle”

| glanced up and he dropped his eyes.

“But | got her pregnant with Robbie right as my music career started to take off. West Coast take off,
not just local stuff. It changed everything.” His gaze went unfocused. “It threatened to sted both her and
my dreams—what we thought we wanted.”

| felt him look a me, and | said nothing, tilting my bowl to get the last of my soup.

“Y our dad aways blamed me for getting her pregnant when she could have finished her studiesto go on
to be one of the premier spell-developersin the state.”

“She' sthat good?’ | asked, taking another bite of toast.

Takatasmiled. *Y ou won every Halloween contest you ever entered. She continually developed potions
to passthe |.S.’ sincreasingly sengitive detection charms for your dad. She told me once that Jenks
thought she was light on the magic, dmost awarlock. It was't because she was not spelling, but
because shewas.”

My head went up and down, and | wiped the butter off my fingers. Crap, | had forgotten to pick Jenks
up at the gate. | hadn’t even dowed down long enough for them to get it open. Maybe Ivy would go get
him. | wasn't going back there.

“Okay, | got the picture,” | said. “I get my earth magic from her. And Trent saysyou' regood at ley
lines?”

He shrugged, tossing his head to make his dreadlocks swing. “1 used to be. | don’t use them much. Least
not conscioudy.”

| remembered Stting next to him on the winter solstice and seeing him jump when the circle at Fountain
Square closed. Yeah, | probably got my ley line skill from him. “ So you got my mom pregnant and
decided your dreams were more important than hersand left,” | accused.

A deep flush colored his pale complexion. “1 asked her to come with meto California,” he said, pained.
“I promised her we could raise afamily and build both our careers at the same time, but she was smarter
than me.” Takatacrossed hisarms over histhin chest and shrugged. * She knew something would suffer,
and she didn’'t want meto look back and blame her and the baby for taking my one shot at greatness

avay.

He sounded bitter, and | picked at what was |eft of my toast.

“Monty loved her asmuch as| did. Asmuch as| do,” hereiterated. “ He wanted to marry her, but he
never asked because he knew she wanted children and couldn’t give them to her. It made him fed
inadequate, especidly when | kept reminding him of it,” he admitted, tired eyes dropping in old guilt. “So

when shewouldn’t follow meto Cdifornia, he asked her to marry him, seeing as she was going to get the
child sheawayswanted.”

| watched his face twitch as he rdived the memory. “And she said yes,” he said softly. “It hurt more than



| like to admit—that she stayed with him and that peon 1.S. job he took on adare instead of coming with
me and the chance for abig house with a pool and a hot tub. Looking back, | know | had been stupid,
but I left thinking | was doing theright thing.”

When desire’ s sold for freedom/and need exchanged for fame/those choices made in ignorance/turn to
bloodstained dreams of shame. Son of abitch.

His gaze flicked to mine and held. “Monty and your mother would be happy. | was going to Cdifornia
with the band. My child would beraised in aloving home. | thought | had cut dl theties. Maybeif I'd
never come back it would have been okay, but | did.”

| dabbed my finger on the crumbs and ate them. Thisdl felt like abad dream that had nothing to do with
me

“So | went onto makeit big,” Takatasaid with asigh. “1 didn't have aclue how much | had screwed my
life up. Not even when your mom flew out to one of the shows one night. She said she wanted another
child, and likeastupid ass, | went dong with it.”

His eyeswatched hislong hands, carefully arranging the spoon in the bowl. “ That was my mistake,” he
said, more to himself than me. “ Robbie had been an accident that your dad stole from me, but | gave him
you. And seeing his eager smile when you were put in hisarms made me realize how pathetically
worthlessmy lifewas. IS

“Your lifeisn't worthless,” | said, not knowing why. “Y ou touch thousands of people with your music.”

He smiled bitterly. “What do | have to show for it? Sdlfishly now, what do | have?’ Hishandswaved in
frugration. “A big house? A fancy tour bus? Things. Look at what | could have been doing with my
life—all wasted. Look at what your mother and Monty did.”

His voice was getting louder, and | looked past him to the empty hall, worried he might wake her up.

“Look a what you are,” he said, bringing my attention back. “Y ou and Robbie. Y ou are something redl
that they can point to and say, ‘| helped make that person great. | held that person’s hand until they could
makeit on their own. | did something red and irrefutable.””

Clearly frustrated, he dumped with hislong arms on the table and stared at nothing. “1 had the chance to
be apart of what lifeisabout, and | gaveit to someone el se, pretending to know about lifewhen dl |
haveiswhat you can get by looking in other people’ swindows.”

Left looking in the window, red ribbons hide my face. | pushed my plate away, not hungry anymore. “I'm
sorry.”

Takatamet my eyes from under alowered brow. “Y our dad dways said | was aselfish bastard. He's
right.”

| moved the spoon in afigure eight. Not clockwise, not counterclockwise. Balanced and empty of intent.
“Yougive” | said softly. “ Just to strangers, afraid that if you give to people you love, they might reject
you.” My attention came up, pulled by hissilence. “It'snot too late,” | said. “Y ou're only, whét,
fifty-something? Y ou’ ve got a hundred more years.”

“I can't,” hesaid, hisexpresson asking for understanding. “ Aliceisfinaly thinking of going back into
research and development, and I’m not going to ask her to leave that and start a second family.” A sigh
shifted histhin shoulders. “It would be too hard.”



| looked at him, taking my coffee up but not drinking it. “Hard if she said no, or hard if she said yes?”’

Hislips parted. He seemed like he wanted to say something but was afraid. Lifting one shoulder and
letting it fall, | took asp and gazed out the window. Memories of struggling to live with lvy and Jenks
lifted through me. Jenkswas going to beredlly ticked I’ d forgotten him at Trent’s. “Anything worth
having isgoing to be hard,” | whispered.

Takatatook along, dow breath. “| thought | was supposed to be the font of philosophica wise-old-man
shit here, not you.”

He was smiling wanly when | looked at him. | couldn’t deal with thisright now. Maybe after | had a
chanceto figure out what it meant. Pushing my chair back, | stood. “ Thanksfor dinner. | haveto go
home and get some stuff. Will you stay here until | get back?”

Takata seyeswent widein question. “What are you doing?’

| set my bowl and plate in the sink before | wadded up my napkin and threw it away. “1 have to make up
some spells, and | don't want to leave my mom aone, so until shewakes up, I’m going to work here. |
need to run back to the church for some stuff. Will you wait until | get back before you leave?” Canyou
do that much for me?1 thought bitterly.

“Uh,” he ssammered, long face empty as he was caught off guard, “I was going to stay until she wakes up
S0 you don't have to come back. But maybe | can help you. | can’'t cook, but | can chop herbs.”

“No.” It wasalittle brusque, and seeing his hurt, | added gently, “1I’d rather spell done, if you don’'t
mind. I'm sorry, Takata.”

| couldn’t look at him, afraid that he would know why | wanted to spell done. Damnit, | didn’t know
how to trade summoning nameswith ademon, but | knew it involved a curse. Takata, though, was
wincing for an entirdly different reason, apparently.

“Could you call me by my red name?’ he asked, surprising me. “It’ skind of stupid, but hearing you call
me Takataisworse.”

| paused at the door. “What isit?’
“Dondd.”
| dmost forgot my misery. “Donad?’ | echoed, and he flushed.

He stood, reminding me of how tall he was as he awkwardly tugged his T-shirt down over the top of his
jeans. “Rachel, you aren’t going to do anything stupid, are you?’

| stopped looking for my shoes when | remembered they were at Trent’s. “From your point of view,
probably.” Al had tortured my mom because of me. There were no marks on her, but the wounds were
therein her mind, and she’ d taken them for me.

“Wait.”
His hand was on my shoulder, and when | stared at him helet go.

“I’'mnot your dad,” he said, gaze lighting on my neck with its bruises and bite marks. “1’m not going to
try to beyour dad. But I’ ve watched you your entire life, and you do some of the damnedest things.”

Thefeding of betraya wasrisng again. | owed him nothing, and | couldn’'t see him in my life anywhere. It



had been hdll growing up having to be strong for my mother because she couldn’'t handle things. “Y ou
don’'t know meat dl,” | said, letting adiver of my anger show.

His brow furrowed, hetried to reach out, then let his hand drop. “I know you will do anything for your
friends and those you love, ignoring that you're vulnerable and lifeisfragile. Don't,” he pleaded. “ Y ou
don’t haveto takethison al by yoursdf.”

My anger flared, and | triedtoreinitin. “1 wasn't planning oniit,” 1 said bitingly. “1 do have resources,
friends.” My arm came up and | pointed deeper into the unseen house. “But my mother has been tortured
for dmost thirteen hours because of me, and I’ m going to do something about it!” My voice wasrising,
but | didn’t care. “ She suffered as that bastard pretended to be my dad. She endured it knowing that if
shelet him out of that circle or walked away, he might come after me. | can stop him, and | will!”

“Lower your voice,” Takatasaid, and | just about lost it. Jaw clenched, | got in hisface.

“My mother isn't going to live her life hiding on hallowed ground because of something | did,” | said,
more softly now but no lessintently. “If | don’t do something, next time he might physicaly hurt her. Or
dart taking it out on strangers. Or maybe you! Not thet | giveaflip.”

| headed out into the hall. His footsteps were heavy behind me.

“Damnit, Rachd,” hewas saying. “What makes you think you can kill him when the entire demon society
can't?’

| scooped up the keys by the front door where I’ d |eft them, sparing athought that the |.S. was probably
looking for Trent’scar by now. “I’'m surethey can,” | muttered. “1 think they smply don’t have the guts
todoit. And | never said | wasgoing to kill him.” No, | wasjust going to take his name. God save me.

1] Rm .”

Hetook my arm, and | hated, looking up his height to find his expression pinched in deep concern.
“Ther€ sareason no one hunts demons.”

| searched hisface, seeing mein it everywhere. “Get out of my way.”

Hisgrip tightened. Grabbing hisarm, | did aquick ankle tuck and sent him down, resisting the urgeto
follow it with afigt in hisgut—or somewhere alittle lower, maybe.

“Ow,” hesaid, hiseyeswide as he stared at the celling, one hand on his chest as hetried to catch his
breath and figure out how he got on thefloor.

| looked down at him and his shock. “ Are you okay?’
Hisfingers prodded hislower chest. “Yeah.”

Hewasin my way, and | waited for him to move. “Y ou want to know what it’ sliketo havekids?’ | sad
ashesat up. “ Some of it’ sletting your daughter do stuff you think is stupid, trusting that just because you
can’'t do something doesn’t mean she can’t. That maybe she’ s smart enough to get hersdlf out of the
trouble she gets hersdf into.”

| felt my focus blur as| redlized that’ swhat my mom had done, and though it had been hard and left me
knowing more than a thirteen-year-old should, | was better able to handle the bigger dangers my
thrill-seeking tendencies got meinto.



“I'msorry,” | said as Takata pulled himsalf backward to lean againgt the wall. “Will you watch my mom
while| take care of this?’

He nodded, his dreadlocks swinging. “Y ou bet.”

| glanced past the high window in the door to guess at the time, but at least now | could spell a home.
“Get her to my church afew hours before sunset,” | said. “If I’'m not there, Marsha will beif | can get
ahold of him. He satarget now, and you, probably. I’ m sorry. | didn’t mean to put your life in danger.”
No wonder he hadn’t told me | was his daughter. It wasn't anything that would help extend hislife.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

| hesitated, my stocking feet silent on the carpet as| fidgeted. “ Can | take your car? The 1.S. is probably
looking for Trent’s.” A smile curved histhin lips up, and gtill sitting on thefloor, he dug in his pocket and
pulled out hiskeysto hold them up to me. They were foreign and heavy, keys to who knew what.

“I never thought I’ d ever hear you asking for my keys,” he said. “It' s Ripley’ s—don’t go running any red
lights”

| fidgeted some more, then pulled my hand off the doorknob and crouched to see him face-to-face.
“Thanks” | said, meaning for everything. “Don’'t takethislike I’ m forgiving you or anything,” | added,
then gave him atentative hug. His shoulders were bony, and he smelled like metal. He was too Startled to
do anything back, so | stood and walked out, shutting the door carefully behind me.

Twenty-four

A bright glow from the noon sun filled the kitchen, and | sat with one elbow on the table, my forehead
cupped in my hand. The other hand, the one with the demon mark, was firmly on the cool glass of the
scrying mirror. From the open kitchen window came the sounds of pixiesat play. | was exhausted,
having missed out on almost an entire night of deep. And Minias, the demon from judicid hell, was not
being hdpful.

“What do you mean, you won't do the curse?’ | said doud so vy, Sitting on the counter by the sink,
could hear at least one end of the conversation. “It was your ideal”

A ribbon of irritation-colored thought dipped through my mind, followed by the eerie sensation of words
not minein my head. Al cut adea two days ago. He agreed to stand trial, so he's out on ball.

“Trid? | yelped, and vy uncrossed her legsin ashow of worry. But Al being out for two dayswould
explain how he'd had timeto create adisguise to look like my dad. | hadn’t wanted to go to the demons
but if Ceri twisted the curse, one of uswould have to take on the smut—assuming she would till do
it—and if | went through the demons, | could negotiate the smut away. That Minias was reneging on our
unfinished arrangement ticked me off. “Whenishistrid?’ | asked, trying not to fresk out.

| pressed my hand harder into the scrying mirror when Minias's presence seemed to fade while he
presumably searched for the answer. | was very glad the calling glyph worked when the sun was up.
Actudly, thiswasthe best timeto use it snce Minias couldn’t follow the connection and smply ... appear.

Hereitis, came Minias s bothered thought, diving through my idle musingslike ice water. He' s down for
sometime in the thirty-sixth.

| closed my eyes and struggled for strength. “ The thirty-sixth. Isthat this month?” We only had thirty-odd
daysamonth, but they were demons.
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No. It' sthe year.

“Year!” | yelped, and vy’ sface pinched in worry. “Thisisn't fair! You cametome. | said I’d think
about it. | thought about it. | want to do it! He sterrorizing my mother.”

Not my problem. Al isfunctioning within the law, and everyoneishappy. Y ou'll get your say in court
after he does, and if it's determined he broke hisword to you, Newt will put him in abottle and that will
be the end of it.

“I won't survive twenty years waiting for him to come up on the docket!”

I’ snot an important case, and you'll have to walit, he said. I’ m busy. Isthere anything € se you want to
bitch about?

“Youllittlewill-o’-wisp of aghost fart,” | snarled, borrowing one of Jenks sfavorites. “1 know who's
summoning him. | can't touch him because summoning demonsis'tillegd.”

Y ou should go into politics and get alaw passed, Minias said, and when | took a breath to protest, he
snapped the connection.

| jumped, catching ayelp of surprise at the abrupt sensation of half my mind vanishing. It wasn't redly,
but I’ d been functioning with an expanded capacity and was back to normal.

“Damn it dl to the Turn and back!” | yelled, then shoved my scrying mirror across the table to thunk into
thewall. “ Al cut adedl. He' sout on bail and freeto harass me al he wants. By the time histicket comes
up on the docket, I'll be dead and he can say anything he wants.”

Ivy’s expression took on alook of pity, and she drew her knees up to her chin. “I’m sorry.” She had
been tresting me differently since our coffeein the mall. Not standoffish exactly, but abit hesitant. Maybe
it was because our relationship had changed. Or maybe the shift was because | had smacked her into the
wall and amogt fried her.

“It'snot far!” | exclamed, standing up and scomping to thefridge. “It'sbloody hell not fair!” Furious at
my helplessness, | yanked open the fridge and grabbed a bottled juice. “1 find out who's summoning Al,”
| said as| turned and tried to get the stupid thing open. “And then | can’t arrest him. | agree to exchange
nameswith Al, and they changetheir mind.”

“We'll work something out.” Ivy looked at the archway and put her feet on the floor.

“Hiscourt dateisin thethirty-sixth,” | said, till struggling with thelid. “I don’t even know whenthat is.
And | can't get thedamn lid off thisjuice!”

Slamming the bottle down on the center counter, | tormed out, headed for the living room. “Where' sthe
phone?’ | barked, though | knew whereit was. “1 haveto cal Glenn.”

My bare feet dapped on the hardwood floors. The soothing grays and smoky shades Ivy had decorated
the room in did nothing to calm me. | snatched up the phone and punched Glenn’ s number in from

memary.

“I had better not get hisvoice mail,” 1 grumbled, knowing he was working today. It was the day after
Halloween and he would have alot of cleanup to do.

“Glenn here,” came his preoccupied voice, and then agtartled, “Rache? Hey, I’'m glad to hear from you.
How did you do making it through Halloween?’



My first nasty words died in his concern. Leaning against the fireplace mantd, | let my tenson go. “I'm
fing” | sad, “but my mom spent the night with my favorite demon.”

The slencewas heavy. “Rachd. I’'m so sorry. Isthere anything | can do?’

| brought my head up when | realized he thought shewas dead. “She'sdive,” | said bdligerently, and |
heard him exhale. 1 know who's summoning Al. | need awarrant for Tom Bansen. He san 1.S. boy, if
you can believeit.”

There was no answer, and my blood pressure spiked. “ Glenn?’
“Uh, | can't help you, Rachd, unlesshe' sbroken alaw.”

My hand, gripping the phone, started to shake. Frustration knotted my stomach, and that combined with
the lack of deep had me a my rope send. “ There' s nothing you can do?’ | said softly. “Nothing you can
dig up on thisguy? The coven isether trying to kill me under thel.S.’sblessng or Tom’'sastinking mole.
There sgot to be something!”

“I'm not in the business of harassing innocent people,” Glenn said tightly.

“Innocent people?’ | said, waving at nothing. “My mom is going to be hospitalized in the funny farm
because of last night. | have to stop him now. The fresking bureaucrats have him out on bail!”

“Tom Bansen?’
“No, All”

Glenn took adow breath. “What | meant wasif you catch Tom in the act of sending Al to kill you, | can
do something, but it’shearsay right now. I’'m sorry.”

“Glenn, | need some help herel The only options|eft to me areredly ugly!”

“Don’'t go after Bansen,” Glenn said, his voice carrying anew hardness. “None of them, you hear me?’
Hesighed, and | could dmost see him rub hisforehead. “ Give metoday. I'll find something on one of
them. That widow is probably agood bet. Her fileis asthick as her late husband’s.”

Frustrated, | spun to the high window and the red leaves till clinging to the tree. “My mother is sedated
on her couch, and it'smy fault,” | whispered, guilt just about breaking my soul. “I’m not going to wait
around for him to start on my brother. | have to be proactive on this, Glenn. If I’'m not, everyone| care
about will bekilled.”

“I got you awarrant for Trent thisspring,” Glenn said. “I can do this. Call your brother and get him on
holy ground, then give me a chance to do my job. Don’t go after Mr. Bansen, or God help me, I'll be
knocking on your door with apair of cuffsand azip-strip myslf.”

Head bowed, | tightened my arm about my middle. | didn’t like relying on other people when someone |
loved wasin danger. Let him do hisjob? That sounded so easy. “Okay,” | said, my voiceflat. “1 won't
go after Tom. Thanks. Sorry for barking at you. | had arough night.”

“That'smy girl,” he said, cutting the connection before | could respond.

Worn out, | hung up the phone. | could smdll coffee, and | headed for the kitchen and vy’ sidess. |
wouldn't go after Tom without awarrant—the man would have mein thel.S. lockup for
harassment—but maybe | could lean on him alittle harder. He obvioudy wasn't convinced | wasa



threet. Perhapsif | st fireto hislawn—by accident—he might wait afew daysto summon Al again.

| jerked to astop in the threshold of the kitchen, shocked to find Trent standing between the center idand
counter and the table, trying to ook like he wasn't bothered by the angry living vampire staring at him.
The shoes | had left by Quen’s bed were cleaned and on the table, and Jenks was on the counter. My
face reddened. Crap, I’ d forgotten al about him.

“Hey!” the pixy snarled, red sparks dropping from him as he got in my face. “Where the hell have you
been?| was stuck in Trent’ s security officedl night!”

“Jenks!” | exclaimed, dropping back. “God, I'm sorry. | sort of droveright by.”

“You didn't drive by, you broke the moss-wipe gate!” Histiny features twisted with anger, he hovered
before me, the scent of ozone dripping off him like the sparkles hewas letting dip. “ Thanksahell of alot.
| had to bum aride home with greenie-weenie here.”

Trent, obvioudy. Before the sink, Ivy uncrossed her arms, more comfortable now that | wasn't waving
my dirty laundry from the adjacent room for him to see. She might have warned me, but I’ d been
throwing off enough emotion to hit her likeabus.

“Reax, pixy,” Ivy said, shifting into motion to hand me my juice bottle with the lid twisted off. “ Rachel
hed alot on her mind.”

“Yeah?" he snapped, wings clattering harshly. “More important than her partner?'Y ou left me behind,
Rachd. Y ou left me behind!”

Guilt hit me, and | flicked aglance at Trent. Still waving my laundry.

Wings blurring, Jenks darted into the mended rack when Ivy’ s eyes narrowed. “ She found out her dad
wasn't her red dad,” Ivy said, “and she was on her way to talk to her mom. Give her abreak, Jenks.”

Jenks s held breath escaped him in along, wondering sound, and then his pointing finger dropped. The
dust dipping from him thinned to awhisper. “Redlly? Who' syour dad?’

Frowning, | sent my attention to Trent, who still hadn’t moved but for shifting hisfeet, grinding hisdress
shoesinto the grit of st left on the floor. He looked awkward, soft amost, having changed into apair of
jeansand agreen shirt. Like I’m going to open that topic up with him in the room?

“Thank you for bringing my partner home,” | said stiffly. “The door isdown that hall.”

Trent didn't say anything as he took in the wonderfulness that was my life. | had saved hisfriend, father
figure, and head of security. Maybe he wanted to thank me.

Ivy’s eyes widened for no reason | could see, and before | knew what was happening, she ducked when
aflood of pixy children raced in over her head by way of the open kitchen window. Shrieking and yelling,
they swirled around their dad, making my eyeballs hurt. vy had her hands over her ears, and Trent
looked positively agonized.

“Out!” Jenkscried. “I'll beright there. Tell your mom I’ll be right there!” Helooked a mein question.
“Youmindif I...takeamoment?”’

“Takedl thetimeyou want,” | said, dumping into my chair a the table and setting the open bottled juice
beside the scrying mirror. | thought about hiding the mirror from Trent, then let it Say in view. My
somach hurt too much to drink anything.



Jenks headed for the kitchen window, hanging back until suredl hiskidswent before him. “I’' m sorry,
Jenks,” | said morosdaly, and he touched his forehead in amock salute.

“No problem, Rache. Family dways comesfirgt. | want to hear all about it.”
And hewas gone.

| puffed my breath out when the ultrasonic barrage vanished. lvy turned to get amug from the cupboard.
| didn’t carethat Trent was standing awkwardly within smacking distance, and | put my head on the table
besidethemirror. I'm so tired.

“What do you want, Trent?’ | said, feeling my words come back to me from the table asawarm brezath.

| had too much to do. | had to figure out away to put the fear of God in Tom without getting caught. Or |
could go for what was behind door number two and try to find away to kill Al. They wouldn’'t put mein

jail for that, would they? Well, at least not thisside of the lines.

Ivy set acup of coffee by my hand, and | pulled my head up to give her agrateful smile. Shrugging, she
sat before her cracked computer, and together we faced Trent.

“| want to talk to you about Quen,” he said, his dexterous fingers moving restlessy and hisfair hair
garting to float in the breeze from the open window. “ Do you have aminute?’

I’ve got until the sun goes down, | thought. Then I’ m going to step out onto unsanctified ground and try
tokill ademon. But | took asip of coffee and gavehimadry “Let’ shear it.”

The knock on our front door made me sigh out loud, and | wasn't surprised when | heard it open and
recognized Ceri’ s soft steps as she hastened down the hall. My thoughts jerked back to her offer to help
me with the curse hersdlf. | wasn't sureif the offer was still open since we had argued about her making
charmsfor Al. That's not why she was here, though, back from her dl-night vigil at the baslica. Shewas
hereto learn if the man sheloved had lived out the night.

“Rachd?lvy? Jenks?’ she cdled, and Ivy eased back into her chair. “1t' sme. Forgive mefor waking in.
Is Trenton here? His car isout front.”

| turned to Trent, shocked at his stark fear. He had casualy moved to put the counter between him and
the door, and his alarm was hidden behind a professional smile. My mood went utterly black. He was
afraid of her and her demon smut, too chicken to admit it openly.

“Back here, Ceri,” | cdled, and the pretty df breezed in, long white skirt flowing to astop around her
ankles when she saw Trent.

“Quen...,” she breathed, her eyesfixed on him, the depth of her feglings painful to see. “Is Quen ill
dive? Pleae”

For thefirgt timeall day, my smileturned redl. Seeing it, Ceri Sarted to cry. Looking like awronged
angel, she wrapped her arms around herself asif letting go would cause her to fall apart. The tears flowed
unchecked, making her more beautiful yet. “Thank you, God,” she whispered, and Ivy leaned to hand her
the tissue box.

My muscles protested as | rose, but Trent beat me to her, coming around the counter to touch her arm.
Ceri’shead jerked up, her tear-wet eyes a stunning green.

“Rachel saved him,” he said, and | marveled at how good they looked together. Almost the same height,
both had the same tranducent hair and dim build. | glanced at Ivy for her opinion, and she shrugged,



looking sour as she crossed her knees and |leaned her chair back on two legs until it hit the wall.

Ceri pulled from him. The fear he was hiding hurt her more than an honest reaction would have. Her gaze
flicked to me. “I knew Rachel would save him,” she said, wiping her face and amiling.

Trent heard arebuke whether it was there or not, and he stepped back. A thick animosity started to
grow in me. Trent was scum. Absolutdly pathetic. | didn't havetimefor him, and | wanted him out. | had
too much to do. “ Y ou' rewelcome, Trent,” | said bitterly. “ Get out.”

Trent balked. | knew he felt vulnerable without hislackeys, and | wondered why he had come done. He
backed up when Ivy roseto escort him out.

“Morgan, we need to talk,” he said as he maneuvered out of vy’ s easy reach.

“Wedready taked,” | said, the bitterness of frugtration closing in. “I don't havetimeto talk again. | have
to figure out how I’ m going to keep every last person | care about dive through the night, and | only have
sx hoursto doit. If you don’t want to be demon fodder, | suggest you leave.” I'm sorry, Marshd. |
never should have said hdlo.

Ivy glanced a me for direction, and | shook my head. | didn’t want her to touch him. vy had alot of
money, but Trent had better lawyers. Her lips pressed tightly, and she let her pupilswiden to cow him
into leaving. Trent rocked back a step, then gathered his courage, adangerous look in hisown
expresson.

Ignoring us, Ceri had goneto the stovetofill the kettle, asnaturaly asif there wasn't an argument going
on. “Y ou should trade names with Al,” she said, knowing it would make Trent fear her dl the more, but
not seeming to care. She was proud of it, maybe.

“I tried that,” | said, giving my scrying mirror another shove before | wrapped my hands around my warm
coffee mug, enjoying how it felt on my fingers. “ Al cut aded. HE sout on bail, and he' Il kill me before his
court date in the thirty-sixth. Y ear, that is.”

Ceri’ seyeswere S0 vivid, 0 beautifully green behind her tears when she turned to me, glowing with the
knowledge that Quen was il dive. Nothing could dampen her quiet joy. *Y ou can still twist the curse,”
she said, atightening of her jaw showing as she noticed Trent’ s horror that she could spesk of such things
so casudly. “1 told you I’d help you with it, and | will. All you need that you don’t haveisafocusing
object from Al. The smut isamost nil. Nature doesn't give names, so it doesn't careif they are shifted.”

| swalowed hard and gave her agrateful look. | hadn’t known if she would still help me after | had
condemned her for working for Al, and she smiled back, telling me that she was wise enough to set aside
differences when real things were threatened. | had saved the man sheloved, and shewould help me
savemy family and friends.

Trent looked pale, and | gave him asteady look until his gaze dropped. Maybe now he understood why
| did demon curses. No one ese was going to save me, and | had to fight firewith fire. But then | went
sober in the thought that maybe he had areason for the things he did aswell. Damn it, | wastoo busy to
learn another freeking life lesson.

Ivy jerked into motion, startling al of us. Tense and fast, she pulled the trash out from under the sink and
Sarted rummeaging.

“Uh, Ivy?’ | said, embarrassed.
“Remember that hunk of hair you pulled out of Al?” shesaid, and | jumped up to ebow her out of the



way.

“Rachel. Rachd, wait.” Ceri pulled meto astop. “That won't work. Al’shair isn't an accurate sample of
hisDNA. He smodified it from hisorigind pattern.”

Ivy shoved the can back under the sink, damming the door with aloud bang. Her motions were tight with
frustration as she put the taps on full and washed her hands. | fell back againgt the table, depressed. It
would have been so easy. “| should have just killed him,” | whispered, then jumped when Ceri touched
my shoulder.

“Youcan't,” shesad, her voice diving to my core with aterrible certainty. “Newt isthe only person who
has ever managed to kill ademon, and it made her insane.”

Sounds about right, | thought, pulling mysdlf upright. Okay. Next option...

Ceri’sgrip on my shoulder tightened. “Y ou can dtill do the curse,” she said, bringing my head swinging
around. “All you need isthe sample, and | know where they keep them.”

“What?" vy blurted.

Looking from meto lvy, Ceri nodded. “ There’ sasample of AI’'s DNA in the archives. There€ sonefor
every demon and familiar. The only problem will be how to get it.”

Trent' s shoes ground into the salt on my floor, hisface empty of emotion as he stood in my kitchen,
ignored and about as wanted as a fifth whed!.

“Everyoneisregistered when they become afamiliar,” Ceri continued, obliviousto his sudden gtillness.
“They gtarted the practice when Newt went insane and started killing demons. It was the only way to be
surewho sheredly killed.”

| looked at vy inthe pixy-filled silence, hope flooding me. “Where?’ | said. Sunset was going to get here
redly fast. “Where do they keep them?’

“On apatch of holy ground in the ever-after, to prevent them from being tampered with,” shesaid. “I can
draw you amap....”

They have holy ground in the ever-after? Pulse quickening, | looked to where I’ d once kept my spell
books, glad they werein the belfry where Trent couldn’t see them. My gaze roseto my caling circleon
thetable. | had to talk to Minias.

“Ceri, would you help me barter with Minias?’ | said, my voice high and sounding asif it was coming
from outside of me. Trent’seyeswerewide. | didn’'t careif he thought | dealt with demons. Apparently |
did. “1 must have something hewants,” | said when she hesitated in confusion. “If hewon't get the
samplefor me, he might give me atrip through thelinesand | can get it mysdif.”

“Rachel, no,” Ceri protested, her loose hair swinging as she reached to take my hands. “Thisis not what
| meant. You can’t. Y ou have two demon marks, and if you get athird, someone could trade for al
three, and then they’ d have you. Y ou promised me you wouldn't go into the ever-after! 1t' s not safel”

Technicaly | hadn't, but she was scared, and | pulled out of her grip, surprised. “I’m sorry, Ceri. You're
right. It'snot safe, but not doing anything isn’t safe either. And since the lives of everyone | care about
areinthe balance, I'm going proactive.” | lurched forward, tension demanding | move.

“Wait.” Ceri gracefully got in my way. Shelooked to vy for support, but the vampire was leaning against



the counter with her ankles crossed, smiling helplesdy.

“I haveto do something!” | said, then hesitated a an aternative thought. “ Trent!” | barked, and he
jumped. “Do you have Lee snumber?’ He stared a me with hiswide green eyes, looking odd, and |
added, 1 want him to teach me how to jump the lines. He knows how. | canlearn.” | fingered the charm
around my neck, nervous. Before sunset. | had to learn before sunset. Damn, | was shaking. What kind
of arunner was|?

“Hedoesn't know,” Trent said, hisvoice distant. “1 asked him when you freed him, and it turns out he
was buying tripsfrom Al.”

“Damnit!” | exclaimed, then took adeep breath. How was | going to get in and out of the ever-after
without racking up enough imba ance to make me easy pickings? And al before sunset, ' causeif | didn’t
do something tonight, Al would be hunting my family.

“I'll get you there,” Trent said, and Ceri spun, putting her smal white fingersto hismouth. Trent took it in
his own hand, holding it, looking a me, not her.

Maybe | can figure out line tripping on my own, | thought, remembering Newt saying | didn’t have
enough timeto figureit out, implying that | could. Time. Time! | didn’t havetime!

Then | paused when Trent’ swords hit me. | turned to see hisface hard with determination and thefear in
his gaze dmost hidden. Ceri had dropped back from Trent, and she looked angry.

“I'll get you there and back, but you' re taking mewith you,” he said, and Ceri hissed a him to be ill.

| glanced at vy when Jenks landed on her shoulder and made her short hair billow with the wind from his
wings. “Why?’ | said, not believing this.

“I'll pay for it,” herepeated, hisfeet solidly planted on the salt-dusted, faded linoleum. 1’ [l take the smut.
For both of us.”

“Trenton,” Ceri pleaded. “Y ou don’'t understand. There' s more here than you know.”

His eyesflicked to her, and hisfear softened. “1 understand | can do this. | need to. If | don’t, I'll never
learn how to live by the eleven percent.” His gaze rose to mine, and there wasanew light in them. “I’ll
pay for your trip there and back, but I'm going.”

Making apuff of disbelief, | dropped back a step. Why was he doing this? To impress Ceri?“Thisis
gupid,” | said harshly. “ Cei, tell him thisisstupid.”

Trent faced mewith hishair disarrayed and hisjaw clenched, dmost adifferent man. “I’ [l pay for your
trip, but you are going to keep me divewhile| get an elven sample.”

My mouth dropped open and | blinked. Ceri fell from her tiptoes and backed away. A hand to her head,
sheturned her back on us, silent. From vy’ s shoulder, Jenks started to swear with a steady stream of
half-heard curses. It was the only noise gpart from the wind in the dry-leafed branches and the cheerful
dhrieksof hischildren at play.

“Elveswere kept asfamiliars since before the start of thewar,” Trent said, putting ahand on Ceri’s
shoulder as she Sarted to shake silently. “If there’ sa sample in the archives of an df from over two
thousand years ago, | want it.”

Twenty-five



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

The coal chill of sunset seeped in around David' s borrowed legther coat, and the smell of grilling burgers
made my stomach hurt. | was too worried to eat. Too worried and too tired. Dressed in my working
leathers, | sat donein afolding chair under atreein the dying autumn garden as everyone pretended
everything was norma, clustered at the picnic table to eat their hot dogs before we called ademon into
the graveyard.

My fingers played with the charm about my neck, and | felt the soft scar on my lower lip with my tongue.
| don’'t know why | was worried about becoming bound to avamp. | was't likely to live past tonight.

Depressed, | took off the high-magic detection charm. What was the point? My gaze drifted past the
swirl of slk and laughter of Jenks skidsto the square of blagphemed ground in the graveyard before that
weird warrior angd statue. It was peaceful now, but as soon as the sun s, it was going to fed the touch
of demons. | could have called Miniasin the kitchen, but | liked the security of halowed ground close
enough to diveinto. There was areason that patch of unsanctified ground existed, and | was going to use
it. Besdes, trying to cram three eves, three witches, one frightened vampire, apixy family, and an angry
demon into my kitchen wasaredly bad idea.

Thanksto Glenn, | had asmall breathing space. The FIB detective had dug up something from Betty’s
past, and though | thought an illega puppy farm was a thin excuse, the anima protection people had been
more than happy to authorize araid on her house after | signed a paper stating I’ d seen her kick her dog.
The digtraction would keep them too busy to summon Al, so unless someone else summoned him—a
prospect not likely the day after Halloween—I had until sunset tomorrow. Telling my mom shedidn’t
need to hide on halowed ground tonight had been the high point of my day.

David had stopped by earlier to wish me well and loan me hislong legther duster. He had left when Quen
showed up, looking ill but determined to try to change Trent'smind. | think the Were wasrightly
concerned that the perceptive ef would see the focuswithin him.

At any rate, after a hushed argument, Quen agreed to Trent’ s plan, then spent the next half hour trying to
convince Trent to return with him to his compound and prepare. | figured Quen wastrying to get him
home where he could lock him in abox. Trent must have figured the same thing since he refused to leave
and had Jonathan bring over the items on Quen’ swish list. Hence the general weirdness of elves eating
hot dogsin my backyard.

Quen wasn't happy. | wasn't either. | was going into the ever-after to steal ademon’s DNA witha
freaking tourist for backup. Just peachy damn keen.

Sensing my frudtration, lvy turned to me from the distant picnic table. | shrugged, and she went back to
whatever Jenkswas saying. The pixy had been questioning Ceri dl day, and | couldn’t help but notice
that Trent, way on the other side of the table, had been listening with rapt attention. Seeing them therein
anoisy bunch trying to pretend everything was normal, | was reminded of my mother’ s occasiona family
reunions. Here | was again, watching from the outskirts. It always seemed to be that way. Maybe they
had known | was a bastard child.

| smoothed my brow and straightened when Marsha headed my way with a plate of food. He' d shown
up afew hours ago trying tofit in, and doing adamn finejob of it after hisinitia Ssammering reaction to
finding Trent in my backyard. He had taken over the grilling to stay out of theway yet bein the thick of
things. | wasn't quite sure what to think. | wasn't going to repest old patternsand let thisdideinto
something smply because he was nice looking, fun to be with, and somewhat interested. Especidly if
Jenkswas right and he was here with awhite-knight complex and thought he could save me.

“Hungry?’ he said, smiling as he put the paper plate on the rickety table besde me and sat in thefolding



chair besdemine

His amogt-there eyebrows pinched, and | forced asmile. “Thanks.” My gut clenched at the smell of the
food, but | dutifully pulled the plate onto my lap. It wasthefirst time today we d been done. | knew he
wanted to talk, and my blood pressure spiked when he took adeep breath. “Don’t start,” | said, and his
brows arched in surprise.

“You'reapsychic, too?’ hesaid with alittle laugh, and | crunched through a chip. The sdt hit my tongue,
and my hunger woke up.

“No,” | said, seeing Jenks past him. The pixy was watching uswith his hands on his hips. “But I" ve heard
thisargument before.” | crossed my legs and sighed when Marsha took a breeth. Here it comes.

“The ever-after?’ he asked. “1an’t there someone e'se who can do this? My God, the man has enough
money to hire anyone to gather samplesfor his genetic mapping program.”

| stared at my plate because of fatigue, not because of the lie we had told Marshd to hide that Trent was
an df and wanted the sampleto revitaize his species. “No,” | said softly. “Thereisn't. Thisiswhat | do.
Seemingly stupid stuff that most people diedoing.” | tucked astrand of hair as my frustration grew. “Y ou
don’t think I know thisis one of the most risky things |’ ve ever done? | gppreciate your concern,
Marshd, but | need that demon sample, and Trent can get me there and back. If you' re going to be the
voice of common sense and tell methat I’ m likely not going to survive, then you need to leave.”

My voice had risen, and | exhaed. | knew Jenks and Ivy could hear if they tried. Marsha looked hurt,
and | dumped. “Look,” | said, lowering my eyesin guilt. “I’'m sorry. | redly am. Y ou smply knowing me
has put you in danger.” | thought of Kisten, dying to protect me, and | bit my lip. “Don't take thisthe
wrong way, but | don’t even know why you're here”

Hisface took on a severe cast, and he leaned to block my view of the picnic table. “I’m here because |
thought | could talk some senseinto you,” he said tightly, and my gaze jerked to his at the frustration in

hisvoice. “It's hard to watch someone do something thisincredibly stupid, especialy when thereisn't a
damn thing you can do to help them.” Hisfingersfound my hands. “Rachd, don't do this.”

Hisfingers, twined in mine, were warm, and | dowly pulled away. Thisisso not what | need. “I’m doing
this” | said, starting to get mad.

Marsha’ s brow pinched. “I can't help you.”

| jerked my fingersfrom him. 1 never asked you to help me.” Damn it, Jenks. Couldn’t you be wrong
onceinawhile?

Taking my slencefor indecison, Marshd stood. The dry clatter of dragonfly wingsintruded, and | stared
at Jenks, wondering how he could see people so clearly and | could be so dense.

“Hey, Marsh-man,” Jenks quipped lightly. “Ivy wants another burger.”
Marsha gave meafaintly sour sdewayslook. “1 wasjust heading that way.”
“It'sgoing to be okay,” | said dmost belligerently, and he hesitated. “1 can do this”

“No,” he said with Jenks hovering uncertainly beside him. “It won't. Thisisbad. Evenif you do come
back, you' re going to be really messed up.”

He turned and headed to the grill, his shoulders hunched and his steps dow. Jenks didn’t seem to know



what to do with hiswings asherose and fdll inindecision. “He doesn't know you very well, doeshe,” the
pixy said nervoudy. “Y ou' re going to come out of this better than when you went in. | know you, Rache,
and it'sgoing to be okay.”

“No, he'sright,” | breathed, my hair moving in my exhaled bresth. “Thisisabad idea” Hiding in my
church for therest of my life was abad ideg, too, and if Trent was going to pay for my trip in and out of
the ever-after, why shouldn’t | take him up on it?

Jenks darted away, clearly upset. My gaze landed first on Ivy—who was watching Jenks vanish into the
graveyard, which was hazy with dusk—then moved to Quen and Trent arguing. Trent made asharp
motion, and Quen dropped back. The older man’ s face was dark with emotion, and showing his anger
and fatigue, he walked away, hand to hisface as he stifled aragged cough. Trent blew out hisbreath in
relief, then stiffened when heredlized I’ d seen it. | gave him a sarcastic bunny-eared kiss-kiss, and he
frowned. Looked like we were ill on for our date.

Quen found his own solitude on my back porch steps, sitting Sumped with his knees bent. He looked
tired, but nowhere near like he' d been dying last night. Three pixy bucks dropped down arespectful
distance beside him, and he started. A faint smile curved over my face as| watched the older man’s
mood shift from frustrated anger to fascinated relaxation. Y es, something was there. Thiswas more than
the usua enthrallment I’ d seen humans exhibit when they talked to pixies.

Ivy was watching Quen, too, and when Marsha brought her aburger, sheignored it, getting up and
drifting over to the still-recovering ef. The pixies scattered at a sharp word from her, and she sank down
beside him. Quen eyed her, taking the beer she handed him but not drinking it. | thought the two of them
looked odd together, very unaike, dmost adversaries, yet finding common ground in their unusud
helplessness.

Pixies were tarting to show themselves with sporadic flashes of light hovering close to the ground in the
chill, and | followed the low, deek shadow of Rex padding out from the long grass to make abedineto
Ivy. It was't often that the vampire was on her level, and | sighed when Ivy casudly picked the cat up
and st it on her lap, al thewhile talking to Quen. It wasn't hard to figure out what their topic of
conversation was. They kept looking a Trent and me.

The sun had amost set, and | shrugged David' sleather duster closer and dug my toes into the soles of
my boots. | wastired. Redlly tired. Exhaustion had brought me down for anap earlier, but that hadn’t
touched my menta weariness. Catching Ceri’ seyes, | moved her atention to the setting sun. The woman
nodded in acknowledgment, bowing her head asif praying. In amoment, she straightened. Therewasa
new determination to her, atightening of her jaw and a hint of fear. She didn’'t want me doing this, but
she'd hdp.

Silencefdl at the table when she picked up her five-pound bag of sat and started across the groundsto
the blasphemed spot of earth surrounded by God' s grace. In abreath, everyone was moving, and |
watched in amusement as Quen tried to help Ivy rise, getting an insulted look from her for histrouble.
Trent went inside to change, and Marsha grabbed another beer and sat beside Keadey at the picnic
table.

| looked up at an unfamiliar wing-clatter and got an eyeful of pixy dudt. It waslittle Josephine, one of
Jenks' syoungest, with three of her brothers serving as babysitters/guards close behind. She wastoo
young to be done, but so eager to help maintain the garden and their security thet it was easier to watch
her from adistance.

“Ms. Morgan,” the pretty little pixy said breathlessy as she landed lightly on my offered hand and |



blinked her dust away. “A blue car isat the curb, and alady who smdlslike you and fake lilac is coming
up the front walk. Do you want meto pix her?’

Mom? What' s she doing here? |vy was watching me, wanting to know if we had trouble, and | shifted
my finger to tell her we werefine. The exchange was noticed by Quen, which kind of irritated me.

“It' smy mom,” | said, and the pixy girl’ swings drooped in disgppointment. “Y ou can pix the next
magazine salesman, though,” | added, and she perked up, her tiny hands clapping. God, please let me
surviveto see Josephine pix a sdesman.

“Thanks, Ms. Morgan!” she chimed out. “I’ll show her in.” Then she darted over the church to leavea
fading sunbeam of sparkles. Her brothers werein hot pursuit, and | couldn’t help my smile. It dowly
faded as| leaned forward and put my elbows on my knees. Time enough to say good-bye to my mom, |
thought when the back door opened, and my mother clattered down the back porch steps with abox on
her hip. I’d told her what | was doing tonight, and | should have expected she might come over. Quen
stood to murmur agreeting to her before he went ingde after Trent, and | stifled asurge of annoyance. |
didn’t like the two of them in my house. Using my bathroom. Sniffing my shampoo.

My mom was wearing jeans and aflowery top, looking younger with her short hair frizzing out dl over,
only somewhat contained with aribbon that matched her shirt. Eyes bright, she took in the preparations
inthe middle of my graveyard with aworried cast to her.

“Rachel. Good. | got here before you left,” she said as she waved adistant hello to everyone and headed
to me. “| wanted to talk to you. The Turn take it, Trenton has finished baking up to be quite the young
man. | saw himinthe hdl. I’'m glad to see you' ve gotten over your little childhood tiff.”

Relief was awarm wash through mewhen | saw her, her thoughts clearly back together. When I' d | eft
her this morning, she' d been distraught, haf out of her mind, but I’ d seen her bounce back like this
before. Takata clearly knew the right words to say, and | wondered, now that the truth was out, if we
had seen the last of her breakdowns. If breskdowns were what they truly were. Living alietore at one's
being and leaked out in the oddest of places.

My thoughts went to Takata, then my dad. | couldn’t be angry at her for loving two men and finding a
child to love where she could, and as | stood to give her ahug, an unexpected feeling of peace took root.
| was my dad’ s daughter, but now | knew where | got my ugly feet, my tal height...and my nose.

“Hi, Mom,” | said as shetook meinto a hug, but her attention was on Marshd at the picnic table.
“Marshd ishere?’ sheasked as| sat down, her expression wondering.

| nodded, not looking a him. “He strying to talk me out of it. Bad case of the white-knight syndrome.”
She said nothing, and darmed, | looked up. Her green eyes were wide and panic swirled in them. Not
her, too. “It'sokay, Mom,” | blurted. “Redlly.”

Dropping the box with asurprising thump, she sank onto the open chair, utterly miserable. “I worry so
much about you,” she whispered, nearly breaking my heart. Her eyes sarted to well, and she quickly
wiped them. God, thisishard.

“Mom, it'sgoing to be okay.”

“I hope you' reright, sweetheart,” she said, leaning to take meinto another hug. “It’syour dad and Mr.
Kaamack dl over again, only thistime, it syou.” Whispering in my ear as she held me, she added, “I
can't loseyou. | can't.”



Breathing in lilac and redwood, | held her. Her shoulderswere thin and | could fedl every shift of her
weight asshereined in her emotions. “It'sgoing to bedl right,” | said. “Besides, Dad didn’t die from
going into the ever-after. He died trying to get rid of the vampire virus. Thisisdifferent. It'snot the same

thing.”

She pulled back, nodding to tell me she had known how he had died dl dong. | could dmost see another
brick in her psyche being remortared into place, making her stronger. “True, but Piscary never would
have bitten him if he hadn’t tried to help Mr. Kalamack,” she said. “Just like you're helping Trent.”

“Piscary isdead,” | said, and her breath camein dowly.
“Heis isn'the”

“And | wouldn’t go into the ever-after unless | had aguaranteed way out,” | added. “And I’m not doing
thisto help Trent. I’'m doing thisto save my ass.”

At that, shelaughed. “ That is different, isn't it,” she said, needing hope.

| nodded, having to believeit was. “Itis. It'sgoing to be okay.” Pleaselet it be okay. “1 can do this. |
have good friends.”

Sheturned, and | followed her gazeto Ivy and Jenksin the graveyard, both looking helpless as Ceri
directed everyoneto their places. We were aone, everyone dowly milling around that weird angel statue
in the graveyard and the dab of reddish cement fixing it to the ground. “ They do love you,” she said,
giving my hand alight squeeze. “Y ou know, | never understood why your dad awaystold you to work
aone. He had friends, too. Friends that would have risked their lives for him. Though intheend, it didn’t
meatter.”

| shook my head, embarrassed about the love comment. But my mom only smiled. “Here” she sad,
nudging the cardboard box with her toe. “I should have given these to you before. But seeing how much
trouble you got into with thefirst few | gave you, it was probably just aswell | waited.”

Firg few?1 thought when my fingers touched the dusty cardboard and afaint tingle of power cramped
my joints. | quickly undid aflap and looked insde, and the scent of burnt amber was amost adap.
“Mom!” | hissed, seeing the dark leather and dog-eared pages. “Where did you get these?’

She wouldn't meet my gaze, her brow furrowing asif refusing to look guilty. “They'reyour dad’'s,” she
muttered. “Y ou didn’t seem to mind thefirst ones,” she said defensively as| stared at her, aghast. “And
not al of them are demon texts. Some are straight from the university’ s bookstore.”

Understanding crashed over me, and | closed the box up. “Y ou were the one who put the books—"

“Inthe belfry, yes” shefinished, standing up and drawing meto my feet. Ceri was done and we had to
move. “1 wasn't about to hand them over to an unfamiliar vampire to give to you, and the door was open.
| knew you'’ d find them eventually, seeking out high, lonely spotsthe way you do. Y ou lost everything
when the |.S. cursed your apartment, and what was | supposed to do? Drive over here and give you a
demon-text library?” Her green eyeswere glinting in amusement. “Y ou would have locked me up.”

Oh, my God! My dad had called demons?

Trent came out the back door with Quen, and | felt awash of panic. “Mom,” | pleaded, my pulseracing.
“Tdl me he never used these. Tell me hewas acollector of books. Please?’

She smiled and patted my hand. “He was a collector of books. For you.”



My brief relief died, and | froze as she stood to pull out of my grip. My dad had known that I d be able
to kindle demon magic. He had collected ademon library for me. He had told me to work aone. What in
hell had Trent’s dad done to me?!

“Comeon, Rachd,” my mom said, standing over me and touching my shoulder. “They’re ready for you.”

| stood, wobbling. A small cluster of people waited at the warrior angel: Ceri, Keadey, Trent, Quen,
Marsha, Jenks, and Ivy—the people who impacted my life the most. With my mom at my side, | started
walking as she chatted on about nothing. It was adefense mechanism that | saw through to the fear she
was struggling to cometo gripswith.

David' s coat enfolded me in the rich, complicated scent of Were, adistant show of support. For al his
strength, he' d known he could do nothing and so had given me what he could and vanished in the way of
Weres. | shrugged it closer asthe hem hissed againgt the long grass. It needed to be cut, and the
dew-wet tips turned the hem adarker brown.

Everyoneturned as| approached, and my mom gave me alast hug before faling back to stand with
Marshd in the grass. Ceri and Trent were aready on the red dab with three concentric circles sketched
on it, and eyeing the man’s new ouifit, | joined them. Trent had put on some sort of black jumpsuit with
pockets, and if not for hisfair hair poking out from under a close fabric cap, | wouldn’t have known it
washim at first glance.

“Y ou look like the military guy from aB movie,” | said, and he frowned. “Y ou know...the token human
who gets eaten firg?’

“Isthat what you' re wearing?’ he shot back. “Y ou look like awannabe private eye.”

“It'scold over there,” | said defensively. “ And legther will keep me from getting scraped up if | haveto
fal down. And if | get hit by apotion, it can't get through.” If | get hit by ademon curse, I'll be dead. “I
can't afford Kevlar and spell-resstant fabric.”

Trent gave me an up-and-down look and turned away, miffed. vy stepped forward to hand methe
saichd that had dl my stuff. “1 put the map Ceri sketched inthere” she said, her pupilsfully dilated with
worry. “I don’t know how helpful it's going to be, but at least you know what direction to go.”

“Thanks” | said as| took thelight bag. In it was my splat-ball gun with adozen deepy-time paint bdls,
three warmth amulets from Marshal, ascent charm from David I’ d loaned him awhile back, asmal bag
of sdt, apiece of magnetic chalk, and a couple of other things from my dad’s old stash of ley line Suff.
Nothing much. Just what | needed to force my summoning name onto Al and take hisin return. Soon as|
had the sample, | was going to useit.

“And some bottled water,” she added. “ A few energy bars. And some cream for your neck.”
“Thank you,” | said softly.

Her atention flicked to mine and away. “Keadey put in afew pain amulets, and | found afinger sick in
your bathroom drawer.”

“That will hdp.”
“Fashlight. Extrabatteries,” she added.

Therewas't anything that would help usif we were caught, but | knew why shewas doing this. Trent
shifted impatiently, and | frowned. “Hat,” | said suddenly as| looked down at the long brown duster. “I



need ahat.”
Ivy smiled. “1t'sin there”

Curious, | dropped the bag and unzipped it, digging past Ivy’ s colored markersthat | wouldn’'t need and
Jenks s old toolkit from this spring, when he d been big. | pulled out an unfamiliar black leather hat and
snugged it over my curls. It fit me perfectly, and | wondered when she had bought it for me. “ Thank
you,” | said as| tucked my hair up and out of my face.

Ceri was staring at the horizon. The sun was down, and | knew she wanted to get on with it. “Rachd?’
she prompted, and my heart thumped. | amost hoped Trent wouldn't be able to make good on hisdedl
to pay my way and | could bow out of thiswithout looking like acoward. But then I’ d be fighting for my
life every time someone cdled Al.

Ivy touched my shoulder, and not caring what anyone thought, | dropped the satchel and took her ina
tight hug. Vampire incense filled my senses, and as my eyes closed to keep atear from lesking out, |
breathed it in, feding not atwinge upon my scars. Misery took me, heartache that this might be good-bye
forever. “I’ll seeyou about sunrise,” | said, and nodding, shelet go.

| couldn’t look at anyone, and my throat wastight as| picked up my bag and stepped onto the cement
dab. My gazeflicked to Trent. His expression was carefully empty. What in hdll did | carewhat he

thought?

Ceri stepped into thefirst circle, and my eyebrowsrose. “I can hold Minias scircle” | said, then
swalowed. “Unlessyou think Newt will show up.”

She wrapped her arms around hersdlf, clearly wanting to put hersdf on halowed ground, but just as
clearly planning to stay where shewas. “Miniaswill follow you if | don’t circle him and kegp him here
until sunrise” Her narrow jaw clenched. “Walk fast.”

| looked briefly at my mother as| remembered the mental torture Al had put her through when she had
donethe same. “Ceri...”

“I cando this” she said, fear in her eyes, and | touched her arm. There was nothing this side of the lines
that would keep Miniasfrom tattling on usif he knew what we were doing. “ Thank you,” | said, and she
amiled fearfully.

“If spending anight talking to ademonisall | have to endure to keep you alive and help mend the
damage the demons did to my species, then it’ sthirteen hours well spent.”

“Thank you al thesame,” | said, worried.

“I'll closethe outermost circle,” she said, starting to babble in her nervousness. “ That way, ho one can
interfere. And because Trent will be doing the summoning and bargaining, he will maketheinner oneto
hold Minias. I'll set the middle circle to hold Minias here and kegp him from following you once you
leave”

“Trent!” | exclamed, my gaze shooting to himin his cute little jumpsuit, and he flushed. “I can makea
gtronger circlewith one arm tied behind my back.”

Ceri shook her head. “ Trenton is the one bargaining for the jumps, so he will be the one holding the
circle” she sad, her smooth featureswrinkling as | found fault with her plan. “ Keep your mouth shut
while hetaksor Miniaswill useit againg you.”



Ticked, | pressed my lipstight.

“Keep your mouth shut!” Ceri said in aburst of anger, then gestured for Trent to come closer. Sighing,
Trent tightened his grip on his backpack and stepped over the outermost chak lineto join us. Ceri
pointed for him to stand next to me, and looking nervous, he edged closer yet. | wondered how much of
Ceri’ stemper was actualy worry. She wasterrified of Newt, and Miniaswas only asmall step from the
insane femae demon.

Quicker than thought, ashimmering sheet of black ever-after rose up around us aong the outermost
circle permanently etched out in the reddish cement. There had been atug on my thoughts when Ceri had
tapped the nearby line, and | worked to keep the huge spindle of ever-after | had gathered earlier from
unwinding. Trent didn’t look happy as Ceri trgpped him with the same witch who had turned himin for
murder and might just as easily give him to ademon to get rid of one of her own demon marks. Trugt, |
thought suddenly. He trusted me—to some extent anyway.

| took a steadying breath as | looked &t the other two circles at my feet. They would make an airlock of
sorts. Trent would set theinner circle to hold Minias, but when we left, it would fal. Themiddle circle,
st by Ceri, would hold the demon at that point.

Ceri glanced at Trent and nodded. “ Just aswe practiced,” she said, and Trent set his backpack down
and came forward. He glanced once at Quen, then closed hiseyes. Hislipsmoved, and | felt an
uncomfortable sensation as he dowly tapped aline and set the circle. It wasthe difference between a
sharp tug to remove a plinter and amethodica, painful digging, and | could tell it was bothering Ceri,
too. Quen must have been making him practice, snce he didn’t need candles to set acircle anymore.

“Bartholomew’sbdls,” Ceri muttered. “ Can he do thisany dower?’

My lips quirked, but my satisfaction at Trent’ s lesser skills died in awash of sdf-pity when his sheet of
ever-after rose up. Hisaurawas clean and pure, the bright gold shot through with the sparkles of
seeking. Minewould look like a crap-smeared wal next to his.

Jenks, | thought. Wherein hell is Jenks?
“Ivy?" | said, worried. “Where' s Jenks?’

She waved ahand. “He said he was going to make sure hisfamily was safe,” she said, and my gaze went
over the pixy-empty garden. From the steeple, apair of unfamiliar red eyes glowed, and my pulse
jumped until | redlized it was Bis. | felt miserable. Jenks didn’t want to say good-bye. | understood that.

Ceri handed Trent my scrying mirror, and | saw his expression close off in the gathering dusk. Damn, the
thing was beautiful out here in the gloomy light, the wine-colored glass etched with crystdlinelinesin the
shape of the calling pentagram with dl itslittle figuresand symbols. | couldn’t tell if Trent thought it
beautiful or foul, and | wondered if that waswhy Ceri ingsted he summon Minias. She might betrying to
convince him neither she nor | wasimmorad for what we did, just incredibly stupid.

Swallowing hard, Trent knelt on the red pavement. He set the glass carefully in front of him, and he put a
shaky hand on the mirror. My nose tickled, then faded, and when a queer feding of fdling insde out
flipped through me, | wasn't surprised when Trent blinked fast severa times.

“Trent Kalamack,” he said softly, clearly talking to Minias. 1 ask for your attention in amatter of
traveling the lines and am prepared to pay. | won't pay for you coming over hereto discussit, though.
That isyour choice, not my request.”



Trent blanched a Minias sunheard response. “I’'m using Morgan'scaling circle,” he said asif answering
aquestion, then followed it up with “ Standing beside me.”

A sudden pop of air pressure hurt my eardrums, and | jumped.

Minias had blinked into this Sde of redity within Trent’ scircle. A thin hand held hisyellow cap onto his
head, and his beautiful green-trimmed robe looked |oose and undone. His curly hair wasin disarray, and
with him was the scent of burnt amber and bread hot from the oven.

The demon had hisback to me, but | could see his shock when he redlized where he was and spun. “By
the two worlds colliding,” he swore softly as he looked me up and down. “ After sunset and till dive?
How did you manage that?’

| shrugged one shoulder as Trent took his hand from the mirror and stood. Her back hunched, Ceri
whisked it avay.

“Y ou kick your dog one too many times, someone' sgoing to cal the anima protection agency,” | said,
not liking the servile attitude Ceri had adopted in Minias' s presence. “Now that’ s an organization you
don’t want to piss off.”

Minias s gaze went to my friends clustered together on holy ground, then Trent—who was trying to look
cam—then findly back to me. “ An audience?’

| shrugged again. “My friends.”
Trent cleared histhroat. “Thisis nice, but we do have adeadline.”
My lips pressed. “Which you just blabbed to him, Trent. Way to go.”

Trent reddened, and Ceri made atelling face. Minias, though, tugged his yellow robe tightly closed and
smiled wickedly at the dlf.

“| want to bargain with you,” Trent said, casually clasping his hands behind his back to hide their
trembling. “I don’'t want to know your name; I’ ve asked for your presence, not summoned you; and I'm
never going to cal you again.”

Minias reached behind himself for the ornate wire-and-cushion chair that had appeared, tugging it closer
until he could sit. “I’ll believe that when | seeit.” His goat-ditted eyes shifted to me, and | forgot to
breathe. “ Curiogity brought me here. | thought it might have been someoneese.” His attention landed on
Ceri, then did away. “What could you possibly want, and why in heaven and hdll do you think I will help
you? A putrid littleef?’

Without hesitation, Trent said, “1 want passage in and out of the ever-after for two people, and asylum
while we rethere. Y ou don’t touch us or tell anyone we' rethere.”

Minias s eyebrowsrose, and he blinked dowly. “Y ou’ re going to try to kill Al?" he said softly, and |
refused to look away or change my expression. There were ways to solve problems other than killing
someone, but if that’ swhat he thought we were doing, then no one would be watching the archive. Right?

In asmooth mation, the demon leaned forward. “1 can get you there, but nothing will buy my silence.
Two tripsinand out,” he said speculatively. “Y ou and Ceridwen Merriam Dulciate?’

Trent shook his head, then did adoubletaketo look at Ceri. “You' reaDulciate?’ he sammered, and
sheflushed.



“It meanslittle now,” she murmured, her atention down. Minias cleared histhroat, and Trent dragged his
gazefrom her.

“Meand thewitch,” Trent said, till glancing at Ceri.

“I suppose asking for your soul is out of the question?’ the demon said, and | looked at thefirst of the
dars starting to show. We could be here dl night. But Trent seemed to have found a cavdier attitude and
he turned sideways, asif not realy caring whether Minias went along with thisor not.

“Stanley Sdadin has purchased multiple trips from ademon,” he said, hisvoice carrying an indolent
confidence. “Four tripsthrough the linesis not worth my soul, and you know it.”

“Stanley Saladin bought line passages from someonetrying to [ull him into servitude,” Miniassaid. “I1t was
an investment, and I’ m not looking for afamiliar. Evenif | was, I’ d buy one, not bother raising one up
from scratch. And what makes you think your soul isworth anything?”

Trent said nothing, calmly indifferent until Minias asked, “What do you have that’ sworth your soul,
Trenton Aloysius Kalamack?’

A confident smile curved over Trent. | was shocked at his atitude—he was dipping into this
demon-bargaining mode far too easily—but Ceri didn’t seem surprised. A businessman is abusinessman.

“Good.” Trent patted hisfront for anonexistent pen. “I’'m glad we can talk. I'd like to finish this cleanly,
without any marksto be settled at afuture date.”

Minias s eyes narrowed, and | blanched. “No,” he said firmly. “I want amark. | like the idea of you
owingme.”

Trent’ sface went tight. “1 can give you the secret of Morgan's parentage—"
My breath hissed in. “Y ou son of abitch!” | shouted, legping for him.
“Rachd!” Ceri cried, and | smacked into afront fall when she tripped me.

| scrambled up. My respect for her, not her small hand on my arm, held me back. “ That’ sminel” |
shouted. “Y ou can't buy atrip into the ever-after with my secretsl”

Minias glanced between us. “ Add aminor demon mark, and you have your curses.”
“Makeit settled at my discretion, not yours,” Trent haggled, and | jerked from Ceri’ s grip.

“You son of abitch!” | ydlled, getting in hisface. The man had the gall to make an innocent face a me,
andlosing it, | shoved himinto Ceri’ souter circle.

He stumbled back, hitting it asif it were awall. There was a shout of protest, and Quen’ stoeswere
suddenly edging near the salt ring. He wasticked, and Ivy was behind him, her lips pressed into athin
line, ready to take Quen down if he somehow got through the sheet of ever-after.

“You sorry little pissant!” | shouted, standing over Trent in hislittle black jumpsuit with my borrowed
duster edging hislegs. “Y ou pay for my trip with information about me? | could have done that mysdif! |
only agreed to protect you because you were paying my way!”

“Rachel.” Ceri wastrying to soothe me, but I d have none of it. | reached to grab hislapels, and herolled
to hisfeet. It wasfast, and | tried to hide my surprise.



“I'll accept that dedl,” Miniassaid, and | dmost screamed.

“Done!” Trent shouted, and Minias grinned. “Back off, Morgan, or I’ m taking Ceri with meinstead, and
you get nothing!”

Seething, | glanced at Ceri. He wouldn’t dare. He wouldn't dare ask Ceri to go. | saw her fear, hating
Trent al themorefor threatening her likethat. She'd goiif | didn’t, if only to try to help her species. “You
arefoul, Trent,” | said as| backed from him. “Thisisn’'t over. When we' re done here, we re going to
tak.”

“Don’t threaten me,” he said, and my blood seemed to burn under my skin. | looked a my mother,
shocked to see her being held back by Keadey. Her color was high and she looked one hundred percent
pissed. If | didn’t make it back, she would make sure Trent would be sorry he had ever put me, and now
Takata, in danger. If Trent talked, demonswould be coming after him, too.

“Interesting,” Minias said, and | spun back to him. “Rachel Mariana Morgan protecting Trenton Aloysius
Kdamack? Trenton Aloysius Kdamack paying Rachd MarianaMorgan’ sway? Thisisn't asuicide run
tokill Al. What, by the two worlds, are you doing?’

| pulled back to the edge of the circle until it buzzed aharsh warning. Shit, | hadn’t redlized | had
telegraphed so much of our intent. Jaw clenched, | glared at Trent. “ Get your cookie-ass in there and get
your mark so we can get out of here,” | demanded, and Trent blanched. A moment of satisfaction
colored my anger, and | made an ugly face. “Yeah,” | said bitterly. “Y ou’ re going to wear hismark, and
you' re going to have to trust that he doesn't just change his mind and cart you off once you'rein there
withhim.”

Ceri frowned. “That’ srude, Rachel,” she said. “He sbound by law to leave Trenton aonefor the
duration.”

“Just like Al’ s not supposed to hurt me or my family,” | muttered as | backed avay from Minias. My legs
were shaking from adrenaline as | gestured to Trent to cross over the middle, uninvoked circle and get on
withit. The df got up, brushed himsdf off, and, with histhin lips pressed tightly, walked over the chalked
linewith hischin high.

Ceri kndt to touch theline, and acircle of black rose between us and Minias. For amoment, there were
three circles, Ceri holding the outer two and Trent holding the innermost one. Then Trent touched hisand
it fell to put himself and Minias breathing the same air.

Minias smiled, and Trent went ashen. My own heart pounded in the memory of Al doing the samething
to me. Crap, was| trying to fedl better about mysdlf by dragging those | envied down to where| was?

“Where do you want it?’ the demon asked, and | wondered why, unless it was more degrading to look
a it every day knowing you asked for it, rather than have it forced on you. | fdlt the raised circle on the
ingde of my wrigt, thinking | had to get rid of one of these soon.

Hiseyes never leaving Minias's, Trent shoved his deeve up to show alightly muscled arm, toned and
sun-darkened. Minias grabbed hiswrigt, and Trent flinched at the knife the demon suddenly held, jerking
only once as he scribed a circle bisected with asingle lineinto him. | thought | smelled the acidic scent of
blood and the rich aroma of cinnamon. | glanced at Ivy—her pupils were dilating as Quen looked at her
indiggud.

“Tell meof Rachd’ sfather,” Minias said, hishand till around Trent’ swrist. The mark had stopped
bleeding, and Trent was staring at it, shocked that it looked old and long hedled.



“Give methe way to crossthelines” he said, hisgazejerking up to Minias's.

The demon’ seye twitched. “It' sin your head,” he said. “ Just say the words of invocation, and you and
whoever iswith you will crossthelines. Now tell me of Rachd’ssire. If | don’t think it worth the
imbaance of four tripsthrough thelines, I’ [l smply upgrade your mark and give you asecond dash.”

| fidgeted, and my mother shook off Marshal’ srestraint. Damn it, Takata I'm sorry. Trent wasa
bagtard. | was going to get him for this.

“The man who raised her was human,” he said, staring a Minias. “| found out when he came to my father
asking for acure. | have Morgan' sfather’s medica records, but there’ s no name on them. | don't know
who heis”

Keadey and Marshad looked shocked that my dad wasn't awitch, but my lips parted in wonder. Trent
hed...lied? My mother was sagging in relief, and | reached behind me until | touched thewall of
ever-after, leaning my hand againgt it for support. He hadn’t told. He hadn’t told Minias. Trent had lied.

Minias s attention flicked to me and back again. His grip on Trent tightened. “Who's her birth father?” he
asked, and Trent’s gaze grew wild.

“Ask her,” he said, and my heart seemed to start beating again. “ She knows.”
“Not enough,” Miniassaid, knowing hewaslying. “Tdl me...or you' remine.”
My fear redoubled. Did he expect meto save hisass by blurting it out?

“Themanisdive” Trent said, that samewild glint in hiseye. “He sdive, and Rachd’smother isdive.
Morgan's children will survive carrying the ability to kindle demon magic. And | can make more like her.”
Hisamilegrew ugly. “Let go of me”

Minias s gaze flicked to me. With ashove, helet go of Trent and took a step back. “The mark stands as
itis”

Ceri was crying slently, tearstrickling down her face as she stood and watched Trent find his
composure. Had Trent just assured him that in afew generationsthey’ d have a.crop of highly desirable
witch familiars available? Onesthat could invoke their curses so they wouldn’t have to? God help me, he
was dime. Utter dime. He had put demon hit-marks on my potentia children before they were even
born.

| stood where | was and fought to keep from throttling him. He had spared Takata only because he had
found away to hurt meworse. “Canwe go now?’ | said, hating him.

Minias nodded, and Trent stepped back. The ef set theinner circleto trap him, and when Ceri dropped
hers, he retreated to stand beside us. The scent of burnt amber caught at my throat, and Trent reeked.
Knowing Trent’scircle would fall when we left, Ceri reingtated the second circle about Minias.

Therisng and fdling bands of power were making meill. Minias smiled from behind the two different
arcs of redity asif hedidn’'t care that he was going to be trapped in asmdl circle for thirteen hours until
the risng sun freed him. Trent’ swords must have pleased him to no end.

| picked up my satchel and stood ready. My eyesflicked from Ivy to my mom, and my heart pounded. It
was going to be over oneway or the other redlly soon. Afterward, Trent and | were going to chat.

“Be careful,” my mother said, and | nodded, gripping the straps of my bag tighter.



And then Trent tapped aline and said aword of Latin.

The breath was pushed out of my lungs, and | felt mysdf fall. The curse seemed to shred me into thoughts
held together by my soul. A tingling washed through me, and my lungs rebounded, filling with aharsh

gritty arr.

| gasped, my hands and knees damming into the grass-covered ground and my hat faling off. Besde me
| could hear Trent retching.

Stumbling to my feet, | swallowed the last of my nauseaand looked past my blowing curlsto the
red-stained sky and long grass. | wanted to give Trent aswift kick for putting my future kids on the
demon’ sradar, but figured | could wait until I knew | had afuture.

“Welcometo the homeland, Trent,” | muttered, praying we dl got back to where we belonged before
sunup.

Twenty-9X

Shaky, | fumbled with the satchel’ s zipper to find the map and orient mysdlf. It was cold, and | pulled my
hat lower as the acidic wind pushed the hair from my face and | scanned the image of adim wasteland
glinting under the red-smeared sky. | haf-expected to see the ruins of my church, but there was nothing
there. Stunted trees and twisted bushes rose between hummaocks of dried grass. A red haze glowed from
the bottom of the clouds where Cincy would have stood, but here, on thisside of the dry river, it was
mostly sad-looking vegetation.

Trent wiped his mouth with a hankie he then hid under arock. His eyeswere black in thered light, and |
could tell hedidn’t like the wind pushing on him. He didn’t look cold, though. The man never got cold,
which was gtarting to tick me off.

Squinting, | tucked astrand of hair behind my ear and focused on the map. The air stank, and the scent
of burnt amber caught deep in my throat. Trent coughed, quickly gifling it. David' s duster shifted about
my hedls, and | wasglad | had it, wanting something between me and the greasy-feding air. It was dark,
but the clouds reflecting the glow from the broken, distant city gave everything asick 1ook, likethelightin
a photographer’ s darkroom.

Armswrapped around my stomach, | followed Trent’ s gaze to the twisted vegetation, trying to decide if
the red-sheened rocks hiding in the grass were tombstones. Amid the treeswas alarge, shattered dump
of crumbling stone. With alot of imagination, it could have been the knedling angdl.

Trent looked down at the faint tink of metd at his feet. Bending for a closer ook, he thumbed a penlight
on. It glowed asickly red, and | cringed at the revealing light, then leaned so our heads amost touched
for abetter look. In the scuffed grasswas atiny bell, black with tarnish. It wasn't solid, but made of
decorative loops that brought to mind a Cdltic knot. Trent’s hand reached, and in awash of adrenaline, |
gavehimashove.

“What in hell areyou doing?’ | dl but hissed ashe glared at me, and | wished | had hit him hard enough
to knock him on hisbutt. “Don’t you ever watch TV ?If thereisa pretty sparkly thing on the ground,
leaveit done! If you pick it up, you' re going to release the monster, or fal through atrapdoor, or
something. And what isit with the light?'Y ou want to tell every demon thisside of theley lineswherewe
are? God! | should have taken Ivy!”

A surprised look replaced Trent’sanger. “Y ou can seethelight?’ he said, and | snatched it from him and
clicked it off.
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“Duh!” | exclaimed in awhisper.
Heyanked it back. “It'sawavelength that humans can’t see. | didn’t know that witches could.”

Slightly mollified, | backed down. “Well, | can. Don't useit.” | sood and watched in disbelief ashe
flicked hislight on and belligerently picked up the bell. It tinkled faintly, and after knocking the dirt from
it, hejingled it again. | could not believe this. Putting ahand on my hip, | glared at the red glow hovering
over the broken city miles away. The pure sound was muffled, and he tucked it in alittle belt pouch.

“Freaking tourigt,” | muttered, then, louder, said, “If you' ve got your souvenir, let’sgo.” | nervoudy
stepped to the more certain dark of atwisted tree. It had no leaves, and it looked dead, the cold, gritty
wind having scoured dl lifefromit.

Instead of following, Trent pulled a paper from hisback pocket. The penlight came on again, and he
shoneit on amap. A red glow reflected up on hisface, and furious, | snatched the light away again.

“Areyou trying to get caught?’ | whispered. “If | can seeit, and you can seeit, what makes you think a
demon can't?’

Trent’s slhouette grew aggressive, but when the ditinctive rustle of something smal pushing through
grassat arun rose over the soughing of wind in the trees, he closed his mouth.

“You had to ring the bell, didn’t you?’ | asked, pulling him into the shadow with me. “Y ou had to ring the
damn bdll.” | shivered in David' s borrowed coat, and he shook hishead in disdain.

“Relax,” he said over therustling of the closing map. “Don’t let the wind spook you.”

But | couldn’t relax. The moon wouldn't rise until dmost midnight, but the ugly glow in the sky made
everything look like afirs-quarter moon was shining. | stared at the heaviest glow, deciding that was
north. The memory of Ceri’smap swam up, and | turned alittleto the east. “ That way,” | said as|
tucked hislight in my pocket. “We can look at the map when we find some broken buildingsto hide the
glarebehind.”

Trent tucked the map into his pocket and shrugged his pack over his shoulders. | nervoudy shifted my
bag to my other arm, and we started out, glad to be findly moving if only to warm up. Grass hid the low
gpots, and | stumbled three times before we' d gone thirty feet.

“How good isyour night vison?” Trent asked when we found areasonably level swath that ran exactly
east to west.

“Okay.” | wished | had brought my gloves, and | hid my handsin my deeves.

Trent still didn’t look cold as he stood before me, his cap making his outlineradically different. “Can you
run?’

| licked my lips, thinking of the uneven footing. | wanted to say “ Better than you,” but quashing my
irritation, | said, “Not without breaking something.”

The red haze from the cloudslit hisdight frown. “Then we walk until the moon rises”

Heturned his back on me and started off at afast pace. | jJumped to keep up. “Then we walk until the
moon rises,” | mocked under my breath, thinking that Mr. EIf had no idea of the Stuation. Wait until he
saw hisfirg surface demon. Then he' d put hislittle scrawny ef ass behind mine whereit belonged. Until
then, he could find the dipsin the grass and snap hisfresking ankle.



Thewind was a congtant push, and my ears ached with it. My head dowly bowed until | had to force
mysdlf to look up and past the ever-moving shadow of Trent’s back. He kept a constant motion just
above my comfortable pace as he ghosted forward with aminima amount of movement through the
waist-high grass and past the occasional tree. Slowly | started to warm up, and watching him, | Sarted
questioning my decision to wear David' slong leather duster. My legs were protected from the dry ache
of the gritty wind, but it set up an unnerving hush againg the grassthat Trent’s jumpsuit barely touched.

Things were no better when we |eft the grass behind and dipped under the canopy of amature, twisted
forest. The ground vegetation was sparser, but now there were tree roots. We passed what might have
once been alake, currently covered in athick bramble, the thornslapping the edge of the forest like
waves.

| findly caled for ahalt when the trees gave way to chunks of concrete and occasiond patches of thick
grass. Trent stopped his unrelenting pace and turned. The wind was acool brush against me, and
breathless, | pointed to what |ooked like acrumbling overpass. Without aword, he angled to asump of
rock undernegth.

Hand on my sde and my thoughts on the water and energy bars Ivy had packed for me, | followed,
snking down beside Trent on the cold rock and glad for something solid behind me. I’ d been fighting the
feding of watching eyes since we found the forest. The sound of my satchel’ s zipper was a striking point
of normacy in the red-smeared existence around us, with its greasy wind and heavy clouds.

Trent held hishand out for hislight, and | gaveit to him. He turned away to study the map as| scanned
the terrain behind us. There had been atwisted silhouette at the dry 1ake, the vaguely human-looking
figurefurtive and fleeting. Trent’s cupped hand hid much of the light, and hisred-tinted finger traced our
probable path from where we arrived to where Ceri had indicated the demons had their accessto their
database. Why it wasn't in the city bothered me, but she had said they had put it on holy ground to
prevent demonic or familiar tampering.

The map Ceri had sketched had an eeriefeding of familiarity, with an undulating lineindicating the dry
river and marks showing where old bridges crossed. It looked like Cincy and the Hollows. Why not?
Both sides of redlity had acircle a Fountain Square.

Turning away, | dugin my pack. “Youwant adrink?’ | said softly as| brought out a bottle, and when he
nodded, | handed it over. The crack of the plastic sed shot through me, and Trent froze until he was sure
the wind was till blowing and the night was ill.

Inthe ugly red light, his eyes were black when they met mine. “ Guess what' s on the patch of holy ground
they store their sampleson?’ he said, tapping the map and Ceri’ s star.

| looked at the map, then past him to the crumbling remains we had yet to venture into. In the nearby
distance, glowing in the early moonlight, were spires. Redly familiar spires.

“No...,” | whispered, tucking a curl back behind an ear. “The baslica?’

The wind ruffled the edges of the map while Trent drank, histhroat moving as he downed the water.
“What else could it be,” he said as he tucked the empty bottle into his sack. The sound of diding rock
jerked him gtraight, and my pulse pounded.

Trent clicked off his“specid light,” but there not ahundred feet away in the sickly red hazewas a
twisted, hunched silhouette—staring at us with arms hanging dack at its sides. Its feet were shod, and
leggings rose past the thin shins. An elbow-long cape fluttered in the cold wind. It turned abare head to
the east asif listening, then back to us. Waiting? Testing? Trying to figure out if we werefood or foe?



A shudder rippled over methat had nothing to do with the steadily dropping temperature. “Put your map
away,” | whispered as | eased to my feet. “We need to move.”

| thanked God it didn’t follow.

Thistime, | wasin front, tenson making me dmos glide through the ruins as Trent lagged, tripping on
diding rock and swearing when he dipped as he struggled to keep up with my fear-driven pace. We
didn’t see any more surface demons, but | knew they were there by the occasional rock dide. | didn't
question why | found it eesier to navigate the sharper shadows that the red moonlight made on the ruins
than the natural dump of tree and grass. All | knew was that our presence had been noted and | didn’t
want to linger.

My first glimpse of the moon shook me, and | tried not to look again after my first, shocked stare. It had
become a sickly, red-smeared orb, bloated and hanging over the broken landscape asif in oppression.
The moon had always|ooked silver the few times | had opened my second sight and gazed into the
ever-after from the security of my side of thelines. The clear glow of our moon must have been
overpowering the red-smeared ugliness | waslooking a now. Seeing it with my feet redlly on dien soil,
coated with red like my soul was coated with demon dime, brought to asharp clarity just how far from
homeweredly were.

Wefdl inand out of adow jog astheterrain permitted, traversing the broken, dumping buildings and the
occasiona line of trees showing where boulevards once were as we went degper into the remains of
concrete and frost-rimmed lampposts, heading for the spires. | started to wonder if the thin, hunched
figures that were becoming increasingly bold were elves or witches that hadn’t crossed over. Escaped
familiars, perhaps? They had auras, but the glow was loose and irregular, liketorn clothing. It was asiif
their auras had been damaged from trying to live in the toxic ever-after.

Worry tightened my brow as we wove through twisted metal that might have once been abus stop. Was
| poisoning mysdlf by being here? And if so, how come Ceri was okay? Was it because she hadn’t been
alowed to age while afamiliar? Or maybe Al had kept her hedlthy by resetting her DNA to the sample
on file? Or maybe she never came up to the surface?

A fdling rock did amost to my feet, and | cut asharp |eft, betting that there would be an open street after
the broken building in front of me that would lead right to the basilica. | didn’t think we were being
corraled. God, | hoped we weren't.

Trent followed very close, and our progress dowed as we dipped through a narrow passage. His
breathing was loud, and my shoulders eased when we emerged from the broken alley onto aclear street.
Chunks of adjacent buildings littered the way, but little else. At Trent’s nervous nod, we started forward,
skirting the larger debristhat might hide a skinny surface demon.

My gaze rose up the broken spires as we approached. There were only carved gargoyles perched on the
lower ledges, not real ones. Whether they’ d abandoned the ever-after along with the witches and elves
or they had never existed here, | didn’t know. Apart from the missing gargoyles, the building looked
relatively untouched, much like their verson of Fountain Square. | wondered if it was becauseit was
holy, or because they had avested interest in keeping it intact. Trent halted besde me as | looked
appraisingly at the door, then he turned to watch our backs.

“Y ou think afront door isopen?’ | said, wanting to beingde. Though if it waslike the onein redlity, the
only holy ground was limited to the expanse where the dtar was.

A rock did behind us. Heed jerking like a startled deer’ s, Trent took the stairstwo at atime and tried all
the doors. None of them opened, and seeing that there were no locks on the outside, | Sarted for the



sSdedoor. “Thisway,” | whispered.

He nodded, moving fast as he joined me. | couldn’t help the flash of memory of me cold-cocking one of
his fiancée' s bodyguards on the front stepsto get into arrest Trent. | till thought Trent owed mea
thank-you for breaking the wedding up. Him being adrug lord and murderer notwithstanding, being
married to that cold fish of awoman would have been cruel and unusua punishment.

Trent took the lead, and | followed at adower pace, watching the street when another dide of rock
echoed through the ruined city. The sickly moon had risen over the buildings, the red glare making holes
where there were none and disguising the real ones. My fingersitched. | wanted to unroll the ever-after in
my thoughts and flash enough light to send dl the surface demons running, but | had to reserve my spindle
to do Ceri’scharm. That is, if | didn’t need it between then and now to save my skin.

The familiar Sght of the twin stairways to the side door was a shock. It was exactly the same, and the
untouched state of the cathedral made the rest of the city look twice as broken. “ Trent,” | whispered, my
kneeswesak. “Why do you think everything is sort of parallel? 1’ ve heard Minias say *When the two
worldscallide.’ Isthe ever-after amirror of our redity?’

Trent dowed as his eyesfell from the moon to land upon the expanse of trees growing where the side
parking lot would have been. “Maybe. And it' s ruined because of the demons?’

| jumped at asharp click of stone. “Maybetheir Turn didn’t go very well.”

“No,” hesaid, easing forward silently. “The trees where we crossed were more than forty yearsold. If
things went bad at the Turn, then they would be only that old. Elves|eft two thousand years ago, and
witchesfive. If the ever-after isareflection of redity, the smilarities should have ended when we
diverged, and they seem to mirror each other up to amost today, perhaps. It doesn’'t make sense.”

Hetook the nearest of the concrete Stairs carefully, and | followed, watching behind me instead of my
footing. “ Like anything makes sense here?’

Trent tried the door. It was locked. My lips pressed tight, | set my satchel down to find Jenks's
lock-picking kit. The sound of diding rock quickened my cold fingers, and Trent’s gaze flicked
everywhere as he waited. | wanted to get off the street like yesterday.

| found the kit, and after tucking it under my arm, | zipped my bag closed. A branch in the nearby trees
waved wildly, and ablack something hit the earth. Shit. Trent put his back to the door, watching. “Do
you think that maybe more than the buildings are parallel?’ he asked as | crouched before the lock. God,
I’d givejust about anything for Jenks.

“Y ou mean like people?’ | wiggled my fingersfor his specid light and he handed it to me,
“YS.H

| shined the light on thelock, Sighing at its corroded state. Maybe | could kick the door in? But then we
couldn’t shut it. My thoughts went to Trent’ s question, trying not to imagine ademon with the morals of
Trent. “1 hopenot.” | stood, and his attention jerked to me. “I’m going to try to pick thelock,” | said.
“Watch my back, okay?’

Damnit. | didn't likewherel was, but | had no choice.
Trent hesitated asif hearing more than | was asking, then faced the trees.

| took adow breath and tried to ignore the soughing of the wind and the grit that was making my eyes



ache. The case Jenks had bought to hold his tools was soft on my cold-numbed fingertips, and | fumbled
at thetiesholding it closed. Nice quiet tiesinstead of anoisy zipper. The man was athief at heart and had
thought of everything.

Thekit came silently open, and in aflash of light that rocked me back, Jenks darted ouit.

“Holy crap, Rachd!” the small pixy swore, shaking himself so the glowing dust lit my knees. “1 thought |
was going to be sick. Y ou bounce around like a grasshopper when you run. Are we there yet?’

| stared dack jawed, dowly losng my baance and faling to St on my buit.

“Thebaslica?’ Jenks questioned, seeing Trent standing speechless over us. “Damn, that’s more freaky
than afairy’ sthird birthday party. Oh, hey, nice jJumpsuit, Trent. Didn't anyone ever tell you the guy inthe
jumpsuit dways gets egten firg?’

“Jenkd” | findly managed. “Y ou shouldn't be here!”

The pixy flexed hiswings, landing on my knee and running a careful hand over one of the lower onesto
graighten it out. The light from him was clean and pure, the only thing here that wasredly white. “Like
you should?’ hesaid dryly.

| glanced at Trent, seeing by histight features that he had aready figured out the problem. “ Jenks... Trent
only bought four trips. With you dong, we only have oneleft.”

Trent turned from the forest, clearly angry. “ That last remaining trip ismine. I’'m not respong ble for your
backup’s stupidity.”

Oh, God. | was stuck in the ever-after.
“Hey, you stupid-ass df,” Jenksexclaimed, risng up in aburst of gold glitter.

There was a collective rustle from the shadowed trees, and | got to my feet. Neither Jenks nor Trent
noticed, seeing as Jenks currently had adrawn sword pointed at Trent’ s eyeball.

“I am Rachd’ sbackup,” he continued, the glow from him making aspot of norma color on the scratched
sde door to the church. “1 come with her and am included with her trip as much as her shoes and her hair
scrunchy. Human law doesn’t count our existence, so neither should demon. I’ m an accessory, Mr. Elven
Magic,” hesaid bitterly. “ So don’t get your dancing tightsin atwigt. Y ou think I’d endanger Rache' slife
by using her passto get hereif | wasn't sure we both had away out?’

Pesase, please et him beright.

Jenks saw my fear, and hiswingsincreased their pitch. “1 don’'t count, damniit! | didn’t use up one of
your tripgl”

Trent leaned forward to say something nasty, but a huge chunk of rock did into the nearby stret,
interrupting him. All three of usfroze, and Jenks dampened his glow.

“Back off, Jenks,” | said, curang mysdf. “If there’ sonly onetrip left, Trent getsit.”
“Rache, he can bargain for more! He should have included me anyway—"

“I’m not going to ask Trent to bargain with anyone else. He getsit!” | said, fear bubbling through me,
black and thick. “He made the deal. Y ou changed it.”



“Rache...” Hewas scared, and | held out ahand for him to land on it. Damn it all to hdl and back.

“I'mgladyou'rehere)” | said softly, tifling ajerk at arock plinking down. “ Trent can have hislousy trip.
He got us here, we can get oursalves back. That'swhat we do. And that’ s even if we need to. If Minias
doesn’'t know you hitched aride, we probably still have two jumps out.”

Jenks swings had turned adisma blue. “Pixies don't count, Rachel. We never do.”
But he counted to me.
“Can you get thelock?’ | said to change the subject. “We have to get off the street.”

The pixy made a smug noise and dropped to the corroded lock. “ Tink’ stampons!” he swore as he dug
through the rust and dowly vanished ingde, leaving afaint glow. “Thisislike crawling through asand hill.
Crap, Mataina sgonnakill me. The only thing worse than blood isrust.”

| really hoped I’ d get the chance to hear Matdinaream him out. | redly did.

Worried, | put my back to the door and sent out a silent prayer that the surface demons would hold off a
littlelonger. | couldn’'t set acircle or draw on aline, though | felt astrong one nearby, from acrossthe
dry river where Eden Park would be. If | tapped it, ademon would cometo investigate. My gaze did to
Trent. | wasn't going to ask him to renegotiate for more trips out of here. But fear clenched my stomach.
Damnit, Jenks.

Trent’ s hands twitched, and he looked worried. Why am | doing thisagain?“How’ sit coming, Jenks?’ |
muttered.

“Gimmieaminute,” cameafaint cal back. “There salot of corroson. And don’t worry about thetrip
home, Rache. | saw how Miniasdid it.”

Hope was a surge of adrenaline, and | met Trent's startled gaze. “ Can you teach me?’

Jenks emerged from the lock, landing on the handle to shake the rust from himsdlf in aburst of wing
movement. “1 don’t know,” he said, hisvoice stronger. “Maybe if ef-boy let me use the charm to go
back and | could compareit to coming here.”

“No,” Trent said grimly. “I’m not renegotiating because your sidekick tagged along.”
Anger made my face burn. “Jenksisnot asidekick!”

Jenksrose up to land on my shoulder. “Let it go, Rache. Trent couldn’'t buy aclueif he had amillion
bucksinadollar store. | saw what happened when Minias shoved us through the lines. The ever-after is
like adrop of timethat got knocked out, sitting aone by itsalf with no past behind it to push it forward
and no futureto pull it dong. It's hanging to us by theley lines, sort of. Y our circles aren’t made up of
differing redities, they’ re made up of the stretchy stuff that' s holding us and the ever-after together,
keeping the ever-after from vanishing likeit should. But, ah, | hear things coming, so why don’t we go
in?

A drop of time? | thought, pushing the door open to see a smothering blackness. The scent of dry paste
met me, and when agutturd cry broke thewind' s hush, fear did al the way to the bottom of my soul and
wrung every breath of courage from me. It had been distant, but there had been a definite echo of
movement from dl around us.

“Go,” | hissed a Trent, and the df dovein. | snaiched up my pack and followed, moving asif the



monster under the bed was ready to reach out and grab my ankle. Trent stopped in the middle of the
doorway, and | plowed into him. Wefdl in the dim light coming through the door, and as Jenks swore
and told usto shut it, | bresthed in a heavy dust and tried to get up.

Trent managed it first, damming the door and cutting off the moonlight. It was warmer inside, without the
wind. | couldn’'t seeat dl, and | listened to his fingers scrabbling at the lock and his breath, loud and
harsh in the blackness. Holy crap, wejust made it. Frozen, | waited for athump at the door, but it never
came,

“Y ou guyslook stupid on thefloor likethat,” Jenks said, shaking himsdf until he glowed. “1’'m going to
check the doors. If thisredly isthe basilica, | know exactly wherethey are. Back inasec.”

The pure glow from him darted off to leave afading ribbon of faling dust. God, | was 0 glad he was
here.

A red haze from Trent’ s penlight eased into existence. His face was haggard and dust streaked, and his
jumpsuit wasfilthy with awhite, ash-likefilm. Thelight did little to illuminate anything € se, and we got to
our feet. Mr. EIf has a get-out-of-jail-free card, and | don’'t. Frankly, I’d rather have Jenks.

“I"'ve got abrighter light,” he offered. 'Y ou want to wait to use it until we hear back from...Jenks?’

My brow eased dightly, and | felt alittle more charitable. “ That isan excdlent idea,” | said, wishing he' d
shinewhat light we did have around alittle more. Especidly upward. No onein the movies ever looks up
until the saliva starts dripping down.

| was digging out my own light when the formidable sound of the power thunking on echoed through the
church. Both Trent and | fell into a crouch when the glare of ectric lights burst into existence. Blinking,
werose, our gazestraveling over theinsde of the smal cathedral.

Time, | thought again as my lips parted. The ever-after isa gplash out of time? Held to us by theley lines
and being dragged dong? Sowhy isit so parald?

| had no idea, but the basilicalooked like the one I’ d dragged Trent out of. Well, sort of. A dingy yellow
foam covered the inside of the stained-glass windows to block any light from entering or escaping. The
pews had been shoved to the back of the sanctuary in apile of half-burnt varnished wood. Smoke and
fire damage marked the walls and cellings. The christening well...God save me. It wasfull of what
looked like blackened bones and hair, utterly defiled. An ugly stain of black ringed it. Blood? | wasn't
going over to look.

My eyesfindly went up, and tears pricked. The beautiful woodwork was till there, and the chanddliers,
faintly tinkling. A haze of white was dipping from them in afog, the flow of dectricity shaking loose the
dust to sift down on thetiled floor gouged by apast fury.

Trent moved, and my gaze shot past him to the dltar. It stood on araised stage, and it, too, was covered
in black stains. Something redly ugly had happened. | felt my expresson twist, and | shut my eyes. Either
the sanctity had been broken or it had been defiled by witches or elves. If it was adifferent time, how far
ahead were we?

| refused to look at the defiled atar as | followed Trent onto the stage. | thought | felt ashiver pass
through my auraas| stepped onto holy ground, and when | looked at Trent, he nodded.

“It' still holy,” he said, glancing at the dltar. “ Let’ sfind the samples and get out of here.”

Easy for you to say, | thought bitterly, not trusting Jenks s opinion that he didn’t count.



The dry clatter of pixy wingsintruded, and my relief was amost a pain when Jenks shot in from the back
rooms. My easing of tension was short-lived, though, as he landed on my extended fit, gray and clearly
shaken.

“Don’t go out there, Rachel,” he whispered, the clear tracks of tears showing strongly on hisrust-dusted
face. “Please, don't go out there. Stay here. Ceri said the samples were here on holy ground. Y ou don't
need to go anywhere e se. Promise me. Just promise me you won't leave thisroom.”

Fear made alump at my core, and | nodded. I’ d stay here. “Where are the samples?’ | said, turning to
see Trent running his hand over the woodwork asif he was|ooking for a secret panel. The yelow foam
on the windows seemed to soak up the light. My breath hissed in and Trent froze at the sound of nails.
Something was crawling on the outside of the glass.

“My God,” | said, retreating to the dtar to put my back againgt it as| looked up. “ Trent, do you have
any wegpons? Likeagun?’

Helooked a mein disgust. “Y ou're hereto protect me,” he said as he closed the distance between us
and stood beside me. “Y ou didn’t bring aweapon?’

“Yeah, | brought aweapon,” | snapped as | brought my splat gun out and aimed it at the celling where
the sounds were coming from. “1 just thought that since you' re afreaking murderer you might have agun,
too. God, Trent, please tell me you brought one?’

Jaw clenched, he shook his head no, but he touched awide side pocket in hisjumpsuit for reassurance.
He might not have agun, but he had something. Fine. Mr. Kalamack had a secret weapon he didn’t want
to share. | hoped he wouldn't have to useit. Heart pounding, | watched the yellow foam and tried to
dow my breathing. How were we going to do thiswhile under attack? If | set acirclefor protection, redl
demonswould be dl over us.

“Jenks?’ | cdled out when anew scrabbling started from the other side of the church. Shit, there were
two out there now. “Can you hear ahard drive or anything? Ceri said they stored everything by
computer. We need to do thisfast.”

Face gray, Jenksrose up on athin sparkle of gold that took on an amber tint. It was aimost asif the red
glow from outsde was seeping in. “1’ll look.”

He darted off, and hands swesting, | tracked the sound of that second set of nails asit traveled over the
ceiling to wherethe first was digging. The first seven uglies through would be taking anap, but unlessthey
were cannibas and ate their dead, there were probably going to be alot more surface demons coming at
usthan | had deepy charmsfor.

The two scrabbling soundsjoined, and | stiffened at a sharp crack followed by athump. Therewasa
cry, then the desperate raking of claws on stone and glass dl the way to the ground. | listened, not
moving or daring to breathe. A gargoyle?1 thought. There were gargoyles here? They werefiercely loya
to their churches and would defend them againgt attack. It was the only explanation, unless both had
falen, but it had sounded asif it had only been one.

Trent Sghed inrelief, but | kept staring at the high windows, not trusting that it hadn’t smply been two
klutzy surface demons and that more wouldn't be coming. “I think we re okay,” he said, and | just
looked a himin disbelief.

“Wannabet?’



“Guys? Over here,” Jenks caled out as he hovered before awhite statue of Mother Mary. “There' san
€lectronic whine coming from under it.”

Giving Trent alast look, | tucked my splat gun into my pantsat the small of my back and left the dtar to
join Jenks. The pixy had sunk down to Sit on the statue’ s shoulder, looking somehow right in between her
heart and her halo. Trent had come with me, and before | could say anything, he stretched to put his
hands on her knees, clearly planning to shove her over.

“No!” | exclamed, not knowing why except she was the only thing in here on the ground floor not
marked up and defiled.

But Trent scowled, and as | grasped his shoulder to jerk him back, he reached out.

Pain raced through my arm and into my chest, cramping my muscleslike an eectric shock. | heard Trent
yelp, and | must have passed out because the next thing | knew, | was laying on the floor four feet back
with Jenks hovering in front of me,

“Rachd!” hecried, and | put ahand to my aching head, my arm moving dower than it should have as|
propped mysdf up. “Areyou dl right?’

| took abreath, then another. My roving gaze found Trent Sitting cross-legged and holding his head. His
nose was bleeding.

“Stupid-assdf,” | muttered, feding my heartbeat. “Y ou stupid-ass €f!” | shouted, and Jenks flew
backward, smilingin relief.

“You'reokay,” hesghed, the sparkles sfting from him turning aclear Slver.

“What in hell iswrong with you!” | yeled, my voice echoing againg the distant ceiling. “Y ou don't think
it's protected?’

Trent looked up. “Jenkswas sitting on it.”

“Jenksisapixy!” | exclamed to burn off some angst. “No one takes them into account because they
don’t know how dangerous they are, you dumb crap of abusinessman. Y ou are completely out of your
element, S0 just Sit there, okay? Y ou got me here, now |et the professonaswork, or your insufferable
smarter-than-thou attitude is going to get uskilled! | said I’ d protect you and get you home, but | need
you to stop doing stupid stuff. Just... st there and do nothing!”

The last was shouted, but | wasredly mad. “ God help you!” | swore as| got up and shook the last of
the cramping out of my hand. “Now | have aheadache! Thanksahell of alot!”

Jenkswas grinning, and my brow furrowed a my unprofessiona show of anger. “’ Bout time you put him
inhisplace,” he said, and my frown deepened.

“Yeah,” | muttered as| creakily moved to the statue and stood before sweet Mother Mary and her smug
smilewith my fisison my hips. “But how are we going to get to the samples?’

Jenks swingsincreased their pitch, and | looked at his expression of satisfaction. Immediately | felt my
own expression ease. “You adready have away in?’ | asked.

He nodded. “ There' sacrack in the base smal enough for amouse. I'll get them.”

My breeth dipped from mein an audible sigh. The magic protecting the statue didn’t recognize him. He



didn’t count. The thing was, he did count. He counted alot, and he was going to save my butt again.
“Thanks, Jenks,” | whispered.

“Hey, that’swhat I'm herefor,” he said, then darted behind the statue and was gone.
| had atrip home. | redlly thought | might. Maybe.

The sllencewasloud as| turned to find Trent still messing with his nose. The scent of blood seemed to
pull whispers from the shadows at the christening pool, and though | knew it was my imagination, it was
freaking me out. Going to the limit of the holy ground, | sat on the top step, remembering standing here at
Trent’ swedding. Right before | arrested him. | could fed Trent’ s presence behind me but didn’t turn. He
was slent for about six heartbesats, and then | heard him rise. From outside at the base of the front doors
came scratching, a soft digging sound that gave methe willies. It started and stopped asif afraid, but the
door was alot thicker than the glass windows.

| forced my breathing to stay even when Trent stopped five feet from me and just stared. Swinging my
waist pack around, | took out my last water and downed it. My splat gun was next to it, and bringing it
out, | sighted down it at the front door.

Trent looked me up and down. “Isthat al you're going to do?’

My pulse quickened, and | gazed at the front of the basilicawhere the scratching was coming from. “I
might have asnack later if nothing comes through those doors.”

Jenks s voice came echoing up, sounding hollow. “1 found atermind!” he shouted. “It’sin acement
room with no doors. | squeezed in through the wiring. Tore my freaking wing. Tink’sdildo, I'm lesking
enough dust to be alightning rod. It’'sgoing to take me some time to hack in and figure out their system,
but | candoit.”

| pulled my satchel with my spelling stuff closer. If Jenkswas using Tink’ snamein vain, he was okay.
The sun would rise at seven and Miniaswould be free. If weweren’t out of here by then, it was going to
get awholelot nastier, holy ground or not. A wooden door and a maybe-gargoyle wouldn’t stop ared
demon. Not by along shot.

Trent Sghed, easing himsaf down to Sit on the stairswith his kneesamost up to his chin.

And now we wait.

Twenty-seven

| flipped my splat gun out of my waistband, letting it spin like agundinger’ s pistol beforeaming it at the
distant door. The scratching there had quit hours ago, shortly after the sound of alargerock hitting the
pavement shook the dust from the celling. Apparently, the gargoyles were sill around. That had made me
fed secure enough that I’d managed to grab afew winks a couple of hours ago while Trent stood guard.

The watch—on loan from lvy—about my wrigt said it was twenty minutes to sunrise. Twenty minutes
before dl hell was going to bresk loose, and here| was playing gundinger. Trent would be able to pop
out when things got rough with hisfreaking “magic word,” but | had acircle drawn beside the dtar for
Jenks and meto hidein if worse cameto worgt. It ought to hold until Newt showed. My spelling supplies
to take Al’'snamewerein it, just waiting for the focusing object. | was going to work the curse as soon
as Jenks found the demon’s DNA. If | didn’t survive, at least everyone | cared about would be safe.
Hurry up, Jenks.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

“Bang,” | whispered, then pulled the gun back to me and tucked it in a the small of my back. | was dying
to go out and see what had hit the street before the front door. Tired, | glanced at the statue, then Trent
gtting dumped with hisback against the defiled dtar. He had nodded off for afew hours around
midnight, trusting I’ d keep him sefe.

Thiswastaking it right to the wire—and that was assuming | had aride home. Crap, | wastired of this.
Thetheoretica charm shop Jenks sometimes mocked me with was |ooking mighty good right now. Sure,
| had been dl spit and indignant righteousnesswhen | told Trent that Jenks hadn’t used my ride hometo
get to the ever-after, but the last few hours before sunrise were dragging deep across my soul, and |
feared that | waslivingin afary taeif | expected Miniasto accept that Jenks was a hair scrunchy and
deserved afreeride.

Trent felt melooking at him and woke up. His eyes were puffy from the grit and tired, and hisface
showed hisstrain. | looked away and stretched for my hat, dropping it onto my head and pulling it low so
| couldn’t see him. Exhding, | forced the tension out. Maybe | could figureley linetraveling out if there
weren't demons breathing down my neck like thelast time. Until Jenks came up with Al’scdlular
sample, there was nothing else to do. I’ d been trying to pieceit together dl night.

My eyes shut and | made my musclesrelax. If Jenkswasright, ley lines were what kept the ever-after
connected to redlity. All | had to do was learn how to use them, and Jenks and | would be home free.
Sure. Easy diuff.

Like | had ahundred times aready tonight, | reached athought out to the nearest line but didn’t tap it,
afraid ademon would sense me doing it. | lingered there, feding the energy rush past my consciousness
like ared-sheened, slver ribbon. It suddenly occurred to me that the energy was flowing one-way, into
our redlity. Was the ever-after shrinking? Its substance flowing into our redlity like water isdrawn to
puddle up from asmall drop into alarger one? Maybe that was why the ever-after was al broken up.

Tengon filtered back, tightening my muscles one by one as| tried to remember what it had felt like when
I”d been carried dong the lines of energy. The thought of Ivy had brought me home once.

My face warmed. Newt had said | loved vy more than the church. | wasn't going to deny it, but there
were dl kinds of love, and how shallow would | beif my anchor to reality was ahunk of red estate? It
was the people who were there that made it mean something.

Theflush cooled as | remembered the fedling of my soul bresking gpart and how Newt had held my
consciousness until | had abody again. Had the shift between redities fractured my soul or just my body?

I moved my kneesto fed they’ d stiffened. My eyes opened, and | Stared at the new rings of dust under
the chanddiers. | couldn’t even smell the burnt amber on me anymore, and that bothered me. | jumped
when Trent sat down beside me. | had forgotten he was here. Pulse pounding, | shifted down aninch or
two, wondering what he wanted. Getting antsy, was he?

“I, uh, want to thank you,” he said, when it was obvious | wasn't going to break the awkward silence.
Surprised, | glanced at vy’ swatch. Tickity-tock, Jenks. “Y ou' re welcome.”

He pulled hisknees up, which made him look odd in hisblack jumpsuit. “Don’t you want to know what
for?’

Expression neutral to maintain the facade that everything was going according to plan, | gestured at the
broken cathedra. “For kegping you dive on thismagic carpet ride?’



He looked at the shattered room. “ For stopping my wedding.”

Blinking, | cautioudy offered, “You didn't love her.”

His gaze had dulled, and his hair was white with dust. “1 didn’t have the chance to find out.”
Trent wants to love someone. Curious. “Ceri—"

“Ceri wants nothing to do with me,” he stated. He let hiskneesfdl to stretch hislegs down the gairs, his
usually collected features scrunched up. “Why do | need to marry someone anyway? It' s palitics, that's
al”

| stared, seeing him as ayoung man in aposition of power being asked to marry, have children, livea
nice quiet life of hidden intrigue and public showmanship. Poor, poor Mr. Trent. “That didn’t stop you
with Ellasbeth,” | said, pushing for more.

“| don't respect Ellasbeth.”

Don't respect or don’t fear her? | ran my gaze up from his bootsto hiscap. “ Y ou' rewelcome,” | said.
“But | arrested you to put you in jail, not to save you from Ellasbeth.” Jenks had helped Quen stedl the
evidence that Trent had murdered the Weres, and the FIB had to let him go. And yet Trent was taking
thelast ride out of the ever-after instead of sticking around and hel ping us bargain for two moretrips. Ah,
well. It really wasn't his problem, wasit.

A faint smilequirked hislips. “Don't tell Quen, but thejail timewasworth it.”

My smile grew to match his, then faded. “ Thank you for bringing Jenks home,” | said, then added, “ And
my shoes. Those are my favorite pair.”

Looking askance a me, he amost smiled. “No problem.”

“But | don't appreciate you putting my future kids on the demon radar,” | said, and his expression
became questioning. God, he didn’t even know he had doneit. | don’t know if that madeit better or
worse. Jaw tight, | added, “ Telling Minias my kidswill be hedthy and possibly able to kindle demon

megic?’

Hisjaw dropped and | clasped my kneesto my chest. “Idiot,” | muttered. He hadn’t even known what
he had done.

My gaze did to my watch, then the foam-covered windows. The light outside would be growing red and
sckly, the wind risng. The gargoyles might have been able to keep us safe in here at night, but as soon as
the sun rose, they would be dormant. Even worse, not only was | not going to have time to do the spell, |
was likely not even going to get the sample. | had abad feeling Minias would show up the moment he
was free. Come on, Jenks.

Trent’ s boots scraped the decayed carpeting to show the wood undernegth. “ Sorry.”
Y eah. That makesit all better.

“If there sonly onetrip out, I'll try to get you back,” he said suddenly.

Surprise washed through me, almost ahurt, and | jerked my head up. “ Excuse me?’

Hewas staring at the front door, looking asif he had abad taste in his mouth. “We couldn’t have done
thiswithout Jenks. If Minias consders him aperson, I’ll try to arrange two moretrips out. If | can.”



| took abreath, having forgotten to breathe. “Why?'Y ou don’t owe us anything.”
Hislips parted and closed, and he shrugged. “1 want to be more than...this” he said, gesturing to himself.
Wheat in hdll was going on?

“Don’'t get mewrong,” he said, glancing furtively at me and away. “If it comesto sending you home and
being ahero, or being a bastard by sending myself home and saving my species, I'm going to bea
bastard. But I'll try to get you home. If | can.”

My breath came and went, and | tried to wrap my thoughts around what had changed in him. It had to be
Ceri. Thewoman's complete disdain for Trent was starting to get to him; she didn’t excuse his actions
and saw right through his surface attempts at making up for his past—thinking the attempts made him
worse, not better. Her soul was black, her past filthy with unimaginable deeds, but she carried herself
with anoble strength, knowing that though she broke the law with impunity, shewasloyal to those she
owed alegiance to and loved. And perhaps Trent was seeing it for the first time as a strength, not a
weakness.

“She’ snot going to ever loveyou,” | said, and his eyes closed.

“I know, but someone might.”

“You're gtill amurdering bastard.”

His eyes opened, a spot of green in the dusty gray surrounding us. “ That’ s not going to change.”

That | could believe. Needing to move, | rose and went to stand before the statue. “ Jenks?” | shouted.
“WE re running out of moonlight!” It wastoo late to do the curse. We were down to snatch and run.

“You aren't 0 lily white yoursdf,” Trent said. “ Stop throwing stones.”
Stiffening, | spun. “1 got my demon smut trying to save my butt. Nothing died.”

With asoft huff, Trent pulled hiskneesto himsdlf and turned on the top tair to face me. “ Such anice
friendly witch, helping the FIB and little old ladies find their familiars. How many bodies are & your feet,
Rachd?’

Hest hit me, and my bresth caught. Oh. That. Therewere bodiesin my past. | lived with avampirewho
had probably killed people and | willingly accepted that. Kisten’ s hands hadn’t been clean either. Jenks
had killed to keep his children alive, and would do so again without thought. | had intentionally killed
Peter, though he had wanted to die.

“Peter does’t count,” | said, hip cocked, and Trent shook his head asif | were achild. “Y ou murder
people outright,” | said indignantly. “Y ou killed three Weres for business last summer and were going to
let my friend take the blame. Brett only wanted to belong to something.” That it till hurt surprised me.

“We are exactly the same, Rachel. We re both prepared to kill to protect what we carefor. It Smply
comes up alot more often with me. Y ou murdered aliving vampire to protect your way of life. That he
wanted to die was Ssmply a pretty bow around it.”

“Wearenothing dike,” | said. “Youkill for busnessand profit. | did what | had to do to keep the
bal ance between the vamps and the Weres.” Full of indignant anger, | looked down at him as he sat on
thedairs. “Areyou saying | shouldn’t have?’



Smiling bestificaly, Trent said, “No. Y ou did theright thing. Exactly what | would have done. What I'm
saying isthat therest of uswould appreciateit if you would stop working againgt the system and start
workinginit.”

“Withyou?’ | said caudtically, and he shrugged.
“Y our talents, my contacts. I’m going to change theworld. You can haveasay init.”

Disgusted, | turned my back on him, arms crossed over my chest. Demons were about to chew our
noses off, and hewas till trying to woo meinto working for him. But here| was, doing just that. God, |
wassuch anidiot. “| dready haveasay init,” | muttered.

“Rache?’ cameawarbling cal from the statue, and my heart jumped. “I got Al’'s.”

| backed up astep, pulse fast when Jenks burst from behind the statue trailing athin ribbon of gold dust.
“I looked for your sample,” he said, dropping a pinky-nail-size ampoule of black dudge into my grip.
“But you don’'t have one. | guessyou weren't Al’ sfamiliar long enough. If Al ever triesto reverse the
curse, he' sgoing to have to get asample from you.”

“Thank you,” | said, dizzy as| looked at the little drop of nothing in my hand that was Al. I’ d risked my
lifefor this. Heart pounding, | looked at Ivy’ s watch—ten minutesto sunup. | was going to use it now.

“Get Trent’ ssample,” | said, lurching to the circle already scribed out on the wooden floor where the
carpet had been burned away. | wasn't going to tap aline and st it unlesswe were interrupted. At that
point, it wouldn't matter if | rang the damned bell.

Trent followed, and | most smacked into him as hetried to get alook at Al’sblood. “That'sit?" he
said, and | pulled back from hisreaching hand. “It’s over five thousand years old. It can't be any good.”

Jenks swings snapped aggressively. “It' smagic, you big cookiefart. If you can read aDNA sample off
anasty mummified elf corpse, then Rachel can use afive-thousand-year-old drop of blood for ademon
curse”

| dropped to my kneesinside the circle and set the precious vial aside to brush the dirt from a swath of
burned oak.

“What about my sample?’ Trent asked, hisvoice tense, asif we might betray him in thelast hour. His
eyeswere very green, and | watched the emotion pass behind them.

“I haven’t been ableto find one.” Jenks dropped aninchin dtitude. “I can't just typein ancient,
pre-curse éf. It would help if | had aname.”

Trent glanced at me, hisface tight with sudden nerves. “Try searching for Kallasea,” hesaid, and |
dowed. Kallasea? An older version of Kalamack, perhaps?

“Givemeasec,” Jenks said, and darted away.

Nervous as much from what | was doing asfrom Trent watching medoit, | sent my gaze over my stuff.
White candle to serve as my hearth fire—check. Ugly big-ass knife—check. Two candles representing
Al and me—check. Bag of sea salt—check. Ungodly expensive piece of magnetic chalk that | wasn't
going to use—check. Little five-sded pyramid made out of copper—check. Ceri’ swritten ingtructions
and phoneticaly spelled Latin curse—rolled up like ascroll and shoved in the bottom of my bag—didn’t
need it. | had memorized everything while sitting on the steps of the basilica sdtar.



Feding Trent'seyeson me, | pinched thewick of the white candle, muttering, “ Consmilis, caefacio,” as
| let it go. The spindled power in me dropped, making me glad | was lighting one candle to function asa
hearth fireingtead of lighting the two candlesindividually by magic. The flameflickered like aspot of
purity amid the defiled air, and | held my breath and counted to ten. No demon showed up. Just as| had
expected, they wouldn’t know | washereaslong as| didn’'t tap aline. | could do the spell.

Trent’ s hestant movementsjust outside my vision stopped. “What are you doing?’

My jaw tightened, but | said nothing as | took my bag of salt and carefully spilled it out into the shape of
an elongated figure eight. It was amodified Mobius strip. This curse was one of the few I’ d ever seen
that didn’t use apentagram, and | wondered if it was acompletdly different branch of magic. Maybethis
wouldn’t hurt so much.

“Rache?” Trent prompted, and | sat back on my heelsand puffed a curl that had escaped my hat out of
my way.

“I’ve got ten minutes, and I’ m going to do the curse that will kegp Al from being summoned out of the
ever-after.”

“Now?’ he said, wonder bringing his manicured eyebrows up. “Y ou said demons could fed you tap a
line. They'll be on usin seconds!”

Fingerstrembling, | carefully placed the pyramid of copper where the st lines crossed. “Which iswhy
I’m going to do thiswithout the protection of acircle” | said. “I have enough ever-after spindled insde
metodoit.” Ceri said | did. I trusted her. Though twisting a curse without a circle had meredly, redly
Nervous.

Trent’ s soft boots shifted in ashow of protest, and | ignored him as | dug through the bag looking for the
stick of redwood | had forgotten to pull out earlier. “Why areyou risking it?” hesaid. “ Y ou'redoing a
demon curse before the sun comes up. In the ever-after. In adefiled church. Can't you do this when you
get home?’

“If 1 get home,” | accused. Hewas silent, and | set the flat piece of wood beside Al’ssample. “1f | don't
makeit, | want to die knowing my friends won't be taking the punishment Al hasaimed at me. He' Il be
trapped in the ever-after.” | eyed him. “For ever after.”

Trent sat down where he could watch both me and the statue. Satisfied he wouldn't say anything else, |
balanced the tongue-depressor-like stick of wood on the pyramid, the two ends hanging over the open
loops of the Mobius strip. | wastrying redly hard not to think about what he had said about twisting a
cursethis closeto sunup. Thiswas bad. | mean, redly bad.

“Okay,” he said, gartling me, and | looked up, incredulous that he thought | was waiting for his
permission.

“Wadll, I'm glad | have your approval.” Fingers shaking, | took the red candle for Al and placed it inthe
loop farthest from me, setting it with theword “aius.” The gold onel set in my loop with theword “ipse.”
Gold. My aurahadn’'t beenitsorigina gold in along time, but to use ablack candle would just about kill
me

| poured ahandful of sdt into my grip, and after muttering afew words of Latin over it to giveit meaning,
| mixed it back and forth before dividing it equaly and sifting it around the base of each unlit candle with
the same words. Quickly, before Trent could distract me, | lit the candles with the hearth candle, again
using the samewords afina time. They were set three ways with the same strength and were immutable.



It was avery secure beginning.
“Who taught you how to light candles with your thoughts?” Trent asked, and | jumped.

“Ceri,” | said brusquely. “Will you be quiet, please?’ | added, and he stood, stiffly going to stand beside
the statue and out of my sight.

| felt my blood pressure drop, and moving owly so as not to unbaance the stick of redwood, | snapped
thetip of the ampoule off and tapped three ruby-black dropsfrom it onto Al’s side of the stick. The
scent of burnt amber rose, dmost chokingly thick. My eyeswatered while | fumbled for the ceremonid
knife. AlImost done. It wasn't that difficult a curse, and hardly any magic wasinvolved. The tough part
had been in getting the samples. And | had mineright here.

While Trent watched from behind, | pricked my index finger. My heart pounded &t the sudden jolt, and |
massaged three drops out to land on my end of the stick. My shaking increased as| pushed out adrop
more of blood and smeared it on the red candle. The curse was done but for the invocation. No demon
would sensewhat | had done. | wasn't tapped into any line. The energy would come from the spindlein
my chi. | looked at my watch, then Trent. | had to do this. | didn’t likeit, but | liked my other choices
even less. Taking adeep breath, | closed my eyes. “Evulgo,” | whispered to dart it.

| had used thisword before. | had afeding it wasto register the curse, afeding that strengthened when a
wave of disconnection dipped over me and | felt the eerie sensation of being in alarge room with
hundreds of people, dl talking a once and ignoring everyone. My heart was pounding. | could fed the
curse strengthening in me, winding itsway through my DNA, becoming me, pulsing with theforce of an
unheard heart. Dizzy, | opened my eyes.

Trent was standing above me. Therewas afaint glow of yelow surrounding him. | looked at my hands,
seeing my aurafor the first time without the aid of the scrying mirror. 1t was beautiful, gold and pure. No
smut. | could have cried, seeing it. If only it would lagt, but | knew it was only because thingswerein flux.

“Areyou okay?’ hesaid, and | nodded. | had to finish this before | chickened out.

Mouth dry, | turned the stick a hundred and eighty degrees to move his sample to my loop and vice
versa. “Omniamutantur,” | whispered, invoking the curse.

All things change, | thought, then jumped when afeding of being pedled out of my skin rippled over me.
My hands shook, and when | looked, my aurawas gone. It just...wasn't there.

“I had no choice,” | said to Trent in explanation—maybe apol ogy—then clenched my gut when the
imbaance hit me,

Pain struck deep, doubling me over, and | pushed violently away in apanic. My foot scattered the curse
asl curled into abdl, and | smelled extinguished candle.

“Jenkdl” Trent shouted. “ Something’ swrong!”

| couldn’t breathe. Bent into mysdif, | tried to open my eyes. My face scraped against the decaying
carpet, and | grunted as| tried to find control. My head fdlt like it was splitting in two, and | cracked my
lids, desperate to see. That made it worse. Oh, God, the imbal ance was stronger than anything I’ d ever
felt before.

“Rache, you okay?’ Jenks said, inches from me as he hovered over the carpet.

| got one clean breath in before the pain hit me again. | didn’'t want it, but the imba ance would kill meif |



didn’t takeit asmy own.

“Hold her!” Jenks shouted. “I can’t help her, damniit! Trent, hold her before she hurts hersdf!” he
demanded, and | sobbed when | felt Trent’s arms go around me to keep me from rolling down the stairs.

“I takeit,” | gasped, my head exploding and my chest cramping. “1 take the damn curse.”

Likealight switch cutting off, my muscles quit saizing, and | sucked in aragged bregth of air that tasted
like candle smoke. | took another bresth, then another, content to smply exist without pain. Sowly my
musclesrelaxed, leaving only my throbbing head. Trent was Sitting behind me with his arms wrapped
around me. My face was wet, and Trent let go when | moved to wipe the dampness and carpet off my
cheek. Slow and lethargic, | looked at my hand to make sure it had been tears and not blood | wiped
away. My head hurt that badly.

“I’'mokay,” | rasped, and Trent’ shold dropped. | heard him dide away and get up. Jenks was watching
usfrom arailing, hisface pae and pinched. “Did any demons show up?’ | asked him, and he shook his
head.

Utterly wiped, | shifted mysdlf farther from Trent, embarrassed and trying to find some semblance of sdlf
again. | had doneit. Damnit, it hurt so much that it had to have worked. | looked at my hands, both
wanting to and fearing | might see an dien aura. They were shaking. My aurawas again hidden, and |
was too afraid to ask Jenksif it wasmine, or Al’s, or nonexistent.

| looked at Jenks, and he smiled. “It'syours,” he said, and my eyes closed asalump grew in my throat. |
pushed the emation down. We had arunto finish.

“Do you have Trent’ ssample?’ | asked. “We haveto get out of here.” I'd cry later over what | had done
to mysalf. Right now, we had to leave.

“It' scoming,” hesaid. “1 found it under ‘Kdlasea’ Femaedf ingaledin...threefifty-seven B.C., if | did
my subtraction right. They mark everything from when the el ves abandoned the ever-after. Y our court
date wouldn't have come up for five years.” The pixy laughed. “That' swhat organized justice will doto
you. Romedidn't fal. It was strangled in red tape.”

“Bring itto me!” Trent shouted, and both Jenks and | jumped.
“All right, dl right,” he muttered as he zipped to the Satue. “Don’'t have ahairy fart.”

They mark the yearsthe same as uss, | thought, shoving thingsinto my bag and hesitating when | couldn’t
find Al’'ssample. Wherein hell had it rolled to?

“Got it!” cameafaint call, and Jenks burst back out in aglitter of gold sparkles. A new ampoule wasin
hisgrip, with afaint amber tint to the glass. Trent gazed hungrily up a him, looking like Rex following a
pixy toddler. “Once| had aname, it was as easy as pulling thewings off afairy,” Jenks said smugly.

“Y ou got anything sweet in your backpack? | haven't eaten in hours. Damn, I'm astired asapixy on his
wedding night.”

“Sorry, Jenks. | didn’t know you were coming, or | would have brought something.”

Trent was shaking, the impatient man snatching up his pack and holding out hishand. “I have some
chocolate,” he said. “ Give methe sampleand it’ syours.”

We were going to do it. We were going to get out of here. Provided the curse Trent bought from Minias
worked. If it didn’t, Jenksand | wereredlly screwed.



Jenks snapped hiswings together with aloud crack in anticipation. “Excdlent!” he said, then frozein
midair. “Uh, Rachd?’ he said, every last speck of dust vanishing from him. “1 don’t fed right.”

“Canitwait until we get home?’ | said, checking Ivy’ swatch. Crap. The sun was up.

There was asoft puff of displaced air, and my head jerked up. Someone had just popped in. Shit. But
when | scanned the room, it was empty. “Jenks?’ | said, feeling cold.

Trent stared a me, one foot on the dairs. “Where syour pixy?’

Had someone cursed him into nothing? | stared at the fading cloud of dust, my heart clenching in fear.
“Jenkd”

Trent lurched up onto the stage. “Where' smy sample? He' sgone! He used the last curse and left us
herel”

“No!” | protested. “He wouldn’t! How could he? He doesn’'t even know it!”
“Thenwhy isn't the curse working?’ he shouted. “It’ s not working, Rachel!”

“You'reasking me?’ | snapped back. “I’m not the one who bargained for it. Maybe we need to go back
to where we camein. Don't blame my partner if you made a bad bargain!”

Trent gave me amurderous look. Silent, he took the stairs and headed for the side door.
“Hey!” | shouted. “Where are you going?’

He never dowed. “To put distance between us before someone tracks you down. If surface demons can
hide from demons, so can |. | never should have trusted you. Trusting aMorgan killed my family. I’ m not
goingtoletitkill me”

The harsh red glare of the sun spilled in when he yanked the door open. Squinting, | glimpsed aflash of
purple, prestorm sky. A gust sent my hair flying and atomized the dust circles. Then the door swung shut,
cutting off the light and wind.

Heart pounding, | kndlt to shove the last of my curse Stuff into my bag. “Jenks!” | shouted, cludessasto
where he' d goneto. “We gottago!”

Pulsefadt, | ran out after Trent. The light was blinding after the soft glow of eectric lights. “Damnit,
Trent,” | shouted as my feet hit the concrete stoop. “I can't get you homein one pieceif you run off like
thet.”

Arms pinwhedling, | skidded to a stop on the narrow landing outside the door. Therein the shade of the
trees was Minias with three of those demonsin red. Trent was dumped on the ground before their feet.
Hewasn't moving. Crap on toas, they’ d known we were here the instant Minias had been dung back
home with the sun.

Hand fumbling for my splat gun, | turned to retreet, only to run into Minias' s chest.

“No!” | shrieked, but | wastoo close to do anything, and he pinned my armsto my sides. Hewasin the
sun, and | could see his pupils, ditted like agoat’s, and the red of hisirises, so deep that it amost looked
brown.

“Yes” hesad, pinching my amsuntil | gasped in pain. “What, by the two worlds, have you been doing,
Rachd MarianaMorgan?’



“Wait,” | babbled. “1 can pay. | know stuff. | want to go home!”
Minias sent one eyebrow rising. “Y ou are home.”
There was apop from under the trees, and Minias grimaced as he looked toward it.

“That witchismine!” came Al’ sdigtinctive voice, and Minias wrapped a possessive arm around me.
“She'sgot my mark!” the demon raged. “ Give her to me!”

“Shewears Newt’ s mark, too,” Miniassaid. “And | have possession of her.”

A ribbon of panic pulled through me. | had to do something. | didn’t think Al knew | had his summoning
name, or he' d be yammering about that, not the lousy mark he had put on my wrist. | had to get out of
here. | had to reach my splat gun.

Grunting in effort, 1 wiggled and twisted. Minias swung me around. My legs folded avkwardly under me
as he dammed my ass onto the concrete. | reached for the cement, trying to find my feet and run at the
sametime. But Minias put ahand on my shoulder, pinning me. A wave of something flowed from him,
and | giffened as| struggled to bresthe through the sensation of every last erg of ley line power being
pulled from me. It was the opposite of Al sline-overload punishment, and it felt like rape. | struggled to
flee, but his hand on my shoulder pinched harder.

Minias|ooked down at me, and the scent of amber flowed from him as his gaze took on an inquisitive
hue. “Trying to stedl Al’s nameto prevent him from being summoned out was agood idea. Bad ideato
attempt to implement, though. No one has ever gotten past that Satue.”

They didn’t know. They didn’t know | had done it, and my success gave me aburst of hope. Soon as
they figured it out, Al was going to be pissed, but if | could escape, I'd be okay. | could tap aline and hit
Miniaswithit, but he' d probably just pull it out from me again, and my soul was il ringing from hisfirst
invasion. If | was going to escape, it'd haveto be physicaly.

Gathering mysdlf, | tried to bresk free, but he knew what | was going to do before did it. The moment |
had my feet, he smply jerked me off balance, into him. His yellow-clad arm wrapped around me,
tightening until 1 amost couldn’t breathe.

At least | can see now, | thought as| spat the hair out of my mouth. The wind was worse with the sun
being up, and my hair was gritty and my lipstasted of burnt amber. The red light hurt my eyes. No
wonder witches had |eft to live in an unpolluted world—fleeing adying ever-after to exist among humans.
Stay hidden, Jenks. Wherever you are.

Al was gtriding out from under the trees, hiswhite-gloved handsin murderousfigs. “ That witch ismine!”
he spat. “I’ll fight thisdl the way through the courts.”

“Newt ownsthe courts,” Minias said coolly. “Y ou want the witch, you can buy her like anyone ese.”
They were going to sall me?
Al stopped at the base of the gairs, frustrated. “My mark came first!”

“And that meanswhat?’ Minias sniffed, and a pair of wraparound glasses gppeared on hisface. “ Give
me permission to jump you underground through the lines,” he said to me. “It’ sdisgusting up here.”

My chest hurt, and | wondered if the earth charmsin my gun were ill good. “No.”



From the gray dump that was Trent came araspy “Never.”

One of the demons nudged him with hisfoot, and a shocking scream burst from Trent, quickly stifled and
turned into aragged gasp of air. Aty filled me as| remembered the agony of Al forcing meto hold more
ever-after than | could bear. It felt asif your soul were on fire. Tearswarmed my eyes, and | shut them
when Trent passed out and the ugly sounds stopped.

“Thisoneat leestismine,” Miniassaid. “Tag him asanovety and work up abrief history so the
collectorswill beinterested. Don't take alot of time. Rachel Mariana Morgan will be the high-ticket
item.”

“Y ou can't auction her off. She'smine! I’ ve been grooming her for over ayear,” Al threatened, and the
tails of his green velveteen coat flapped as he strode up the steps. His chisdled face was hard, and he
squinted asif histinted glasseswereineffective. “I marked her first. Newt’sclamis secondary. Thisis

my job!”

My teeth clenched, but | could do nothing when Trent and the demon who had touched him into
UNCONSCiousNess vanished.

“The courtswill decide,” Minias said, yanking me out of Al’sreach.

Al’s strong jaw clenched and his handsturned into fists. | wasn't dl that joy-joy about it either, and |
struggled when Minias gave me ashake and sad, “Let mejump you.”

| shook my head, and he shrugged, tapping aline. He was going to try to stun me the same way they had
stunned Trent. | felt it coming, and | opened my thoughts to take it, gasping as ever-after energy roared
intome. | spindled it, panting with the effort.

Minias's eyebrows furrowed, and he turned to Al. “You ass!” he shouted. “Y ou taught awitch how to
spindlealineaswdl?You lied to the courts? Dai can't help you now.”

Al jerked back agtep. “I did not,” he said indignantly. “ They never asked. And | bound her to condition
astight asthe df 's. What isthe problem here! | have control of the Situation!”

| had two demonsfighting over me. Seconds, maybe. | reached for aline. Miniasfdt it.

“Bloody hdl!” he swore. “She' strying to jump!” he shouted, shaking me. “Now how do we contain
her?’

| touched theline, willing it to take me, my thoughts on Ivy. But athick white-gloved fist swung to meet
my temple. It ripped me from Minias sgrip, and | fell, my hands getting between me and the cement at
the last moment, palms scraping. Someone sfoot dammed into my gut, and gasping for air, | rolled into
the basilica' s sde door. Unableto breathe, | stared at the ugly red sky and felt the wind on my face.

“Likethat,” Al snarled. “Leave catching familiars to the experts, Minias.”
| felt Minias pick me up, my amsdangling. “Holy sweet spit, she' still not out.”

“Thenyou hit her again,” Al said, and another burgt of pain sent meinto nothing.

Twenty-eight

My head hurt. Actudly, the entire right sde of my face hurt, not just my head, a deep, throbbing ache
that seemed to come from the bone and pulse in time with my heart. | was dumped facedown on
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something warm and softly yielding, like the mats at the gym. My eyeswere closed, and words
whispered at the edge of my awareness, fading into the hum of adistant fan when | concentrated on
them.

| shifted my head to get up, dowing when my neck complained. | put ahand to it and pulled my legs
under meto find an upright position. The sound of my leather pants scraping the floor was soft, the
echoes nonexistent. My eyes opened, but | couldn’t see adifference. One hand on my neck, one sort of
propping myself up, | tugged David' s coat out from under me and took adow bregth. | was wet—my
hair damp and the taste of salt water on my lips. The cool certainty of charmed silver rested upon my
wrist. Swell.

“Trent?’ | whispered. “Areyou here?’
Therewas arough harrumph, chilling me.
“Good evening, Rachel MarianaMorgan.”

It was Al. | frozein panic, trying to see. Therewasaclick six feet in front of me, and | scuttled
backward, crying out in surprise when my back hit awall. Fear was asharp goad. | tried to rise, and my
head hit the celling amere four feet up.

“Ow!” | yelped, faling down and moving like acrab until | found a corner. My pulse hammered, and |
srained to see. Everything was black. It was asif my eyeswere gone.

Al’slow, mocking laugh grew in depth, then faded with a bitter sound. “ Stupid witch.”

“Stay away,” | demanded, pulse hammering and my kneesto my chin. | wiped the last of the salt water
from my face and pushed my hair back. “Y ou come near me, and I’ ll make sure you never engender any
little demons. Ever.”

“If | could touch you,” Al said, hisaccent clear and precise, “you' d be dead. You'reinjail, love. Want to
be my shower buddy?’

| wiped my face again, dowly letting my kneesfal from my chest. “How long?’ | asked.

“Have you been here?’ Al murmured lightly. “ Same asme. All day. How long will you remain? Just until |
get out, and then I’ ll be back. I'm looking forward to joining you in that tiny box of acell you'rein.”

Fear did through me, then was gone.

“Fedling better?” he dmost purred. “Come over here by the bars, love, and I’ll rub your aching head for
you. Rub it right off your skinny little shoulders.”

Hatred nearly dripped from his soothing voice, ill so egant and refined. Okay. | wasinjail. | knew
why | wasin jail, but why was Al? Then | winced, wondering if | could have pissed the demon off any
more. He' d warned me not to tell anyone | knew how to spindle line energy. And then | went and did it
infront of Minias. They had caught Al inalie of omisson, and | didn’t think he could put any kind of spin
onit to makeit look good.

Squinting to try to make the black haze take shape, | began to move with my hand outstretched, making
apoint of staying far from Al’ svoice. My ears strained to catch the echo of my breathing againgt the
maybe-walls, but | heard nothing. A soft touch of fabric on my searching fingersjerked meto astop,
then | reached out. It was awarm body that smelled like blood and cinnamon. “ Trent?” | whispered
worriedly as| crouched closer and sent my hands over him. They had put us there together?“ Oh, God.



Areyou dl right?’
“For the moment,” he said. “ Do you mind not touching me?’

Hisvery awake tone shocked me, and | jerked back. “You'redl right!” | exclaimed as the warmth of
embarrassment turned to amild anger. “Why didn’t you say anything?’

“What would be the point?’

| eased back and sat cross-legged as | heard him shift. | couldn’t see, but | guessed he was leaning into
the opposite corner. It was the best place in the cell, seeing asit was farthest from Al. | think.

A shiver rosethrough me, and | stifled it. Al wasthere. | was here. | wished | could see. “What are they
going to do with us?’ | asked Trent. “How long have you been awake?’

A faint exhaation gave evidence of asigh. “Too long, and what do you think they’re going to do with
ls?!

There was the dosh of water in aplagtic bottle, and | grew ten times more thirgty.
“We were caught,” Trent said, hisgray voice empty of hope. “I woke up here.”

Al cleared histhroat dryly. “ Thereé sasmal question being debated right now asto the legdity of my
clamonyou,” he said, and | wondered why he bothered, except that he was probably bored and didn’t
like being ignored. “Y ou had to go and show them that you could spindle energy. They don’t even care
that | nullified the threat, deciding to drop me here and let me *think about what I’ ve done.” Soonasl’'m
summoned out, 1’1l pop back in, throttle you to death, then throw your dead carcass on Ddi’ sfloor and
clam| washandling it and they owe meredtitution for interfering.”

Hedtill didn’t know | had his summoning name and couldn’t be pulled across the lines, but my brief relief
died. What did it matter? He' d find out soon enough. My thoughts flicked to Jenks, and my heart seemed
to fal to my gut. We' d been so close. God, | hoped he was okay.

Thejiggling of water againgt plastic drew my hand up, and fumbling, | found the container Trent was
extending for me. | didn’t bother wiping the top before | took aswig, and | grimaced at the unexpected
taste of burnt amber. “Thank you,” | said, then gaveit back. “Thisisyour water. From your pack. We
have our stuff?” My eyeswidened in the dark. “Do you have your light?’

| heard Trent shift hisfeet. “Broken. Y ours, too. For the psychologicd effect, I'm sure, seeing asthat's
al they did, gpart from puitting the bands of charmed silver on usand dousing usin salt water.”

“Yeah,” | said, feding wet and icky. “| figured that part out.” Not bothering to search for my bag, |
mentally catalogued what | had shoved into it. Nothing, redly. And with the band of charmed silver
around my writ, | couldn’t even light the candle. But then my eyebrows rose, and moving carefully, | felt
the small of my back. My lips parted when | felt the cool plagtic. They left me my splat gun? Pulsefagt, |
drew it, aming where | had heard Al’svoice. “Maybe,” | said as| thumbed the safety off, “they don’t
think we'reathrest.”

“Maybe,” Al said, “they don't careif wekill each other. Y ou hit me with that, and | won’t kill you when |
get out, but just play with you. Until you die screaming.”

My hand shook just alittle, and | strained to seein the dark.

“Just because you can't seedoesn’'t mean | can't,” Al said. “It won't land at this distance, witch, but by



al means, waste them. It will makeit far easier to beat you into submissonwhen | get in there.”

Hewasn't getting out, but | put the safety back on and tucked the gun away at the small of my back. |
wasn't enough of afool to think the demons had put me here without knowing | had viable charmson
me. They’ d taken everything | could use to escape but left me away to protect myself. Wasit atest, or
just their twisted version of redlity TV? 1 dumped and leaned my head againgt thewall. Most likely it was
ameatter of letting us settle this demon to witch, and if | beat him, Newt would have a better legal shot at
me

Thelight band of silver around my wrist felt heavier than any chain. | didn’'t eventry totgp alineand
figure out how to jump out of here. | was caught, and it looked like | wasn't going to get out of it this
time

“Almost sundown,” Al said from the darkness, hisvoice eager. “ A few momentsand I’ [l befree. You
were afool thinking you could pin mein the ever-after by taking my summoning name. No one has ever
gotten past that bitch of astatue. No one ever will.”

Sundown. He seemed pretty sure someone would summon him out. When they didn’t, he was going to
be royally ticked, and | scooted back even farther.

A quiver inthe middle of my chi sarted. | froze, my hand to my lower gut. I'd never fdt anything likethis
hollow ache before. And it was growing worse. “1 don’t feel so good,” | whispered to Trent, but it
wasn't like he cared.

Al made a harsh bark of laughter. “'Y ou shouldn’'t have drunk that water. It had been exposed to the
un.”

“I'mfine” Trent said, his soft voice darker than thewarm air that surrounded us.
“You'rean df,” Al said with disdain. “Elves arelittle more than animas. They can est anything.”

| groaned, pressing ahand to my stomach. “No,” | said breathily, looking downward. “I redly don’t fed
good.” Oh, God. I’'m going to spew in front of Trent.

But every musclein my body shook as a sneeze ripped through me instead.

Minias?| thought as | wiped an arm under my nose. But there was nothing in my mind but my own
thoughts.

“Blessyou,” Trent said sarcadticaly.

| sneezed again, and the ache in my middle grew. My eyeswidened and | flung ahand out to smack
agang thefloor for balance. | fdt likel wasfdling. My insdeswerefdling. Panicking, | reached out to
grip Trent. “ Something’ swrong,” | rasped. “ Trent, something’ sredly wrong. Arewefaling? Tell meyou
fed likeyou'refaling.” | wasgoing to throw up. That'sdl therewastoit.

From acrossthe unseen hal came aroar of anger. “Damned mother of usal!” Al swore, then he swore
again as he hit hishead, by the sound of it. “Y ou little whore! Y ou stinking ashed little whore! Come
here. Come here where | can reach you!”

Struggling to focus on nothing, | shrank from the sound of him hitting the bars and hisfingers scrabbling
for me. Every move | made seemed to be made amoment after | willed it, the neurons not firing asfast
asthey should.



“How did you get past the statuel” Al raged, hisvoice hurting my ears. “It’' snot possiblel”
“What' swrong with me...,” | panted, and Trent made an ugly noise, trying to get my grip off hisarm.

“Y ou're being summoned out, you little bitch,” Al spat. “Y ou’ve got my summoning name. And it’ sbeing
used. How did you get my name! Y ou’ ve been unconsciousdl day!”

| felt like my middle was gone and | wasonly ashell. | tried to see my hand, but there was nothing. And
then my face went utterly cold. “ This can't happen. Minias said it couldn’t happen. I’ m not ademon. It
shouldn’t work for me! I'm not ademon!”

“Apparently,” Al said, damming into the barsin time with hiswords, “you' re so damn closg, it doesn't
matter!” There was another grunt, then he shouted, “ Someone get me out of here!”

Pain pulled me double and my hair pooled on my knees. Oh, God, it wasgoing to kill me. | felt like | was
going to be split in two. No wonder demons were pissed when they were summoned.

“Rachd,” Trent was saying, his hand on my back, leaning over meas| gasped for ar. “Promises meyou'l|
get my peoplewhole. Promise meyou' Il usethe sample! I'll die content if you promise meyou |l usethe
samplel”

Sample?| don’'t even have the sample. | pulled my head up, not seeing him, then seized asmy aura
seemed to soak inward to my core, pulling my flesh dong with it. Agony burned through my mind, and
whimpering, | sopped fighting it. | wanted to leave, didn’'t I?

It made dl the differencein the world.

The pain vanished. A dlver thread of intent pulled through me, and before | could marvd at the heavenly
absence of pain, | waswhole, my lungstrying to work but not quite managing it yet. | was on my front,
facedown. Or at least | would be when my aura finished rising through me, putting the idea of flesh
around my soul again. | panted when my lungs formed, and | stared at the shadowy plywood floor two
inches before my face. | could see. And it smelled like...bleach?

There was a soft murmur of incantation, and the scent of ash and candle mixed with the regk of burnt
amber flowing from me. | looked a my hand in front of my face, seeing the bright glow of my aura. |
could seeit. | shouldn't have been ableto.

| took another breath and the haze of gold faded to nothing. The incantation dissolved into a collective
gathering of breath. | wasin someon€e' s basement. | had been summoned out under Al’s name. It wasn't
possible. Thiswas so wrong. Confused, | looked up past the stringy length of my damp curlsto seea
cluster of black-robed figures safe on the other side of aglowing-hot sheet of ever-after.

“Lord demon,” ayoung, masculine voice said, and my head jerked up as| recognized it. “ Are
you...wel?’

Twenty-nine

“You!” | raged, my confusion vanishing as| saw the youthful, clean-cut features of the|.S. officer
standing before the long conference table in Betty’ s basement.

Angry, | gathered myself and stood, hunched until | knew | wasn't going to hit the green-tinted ever-after
over my head. | was on that low stage, standing in the middle of alarge circlefilling the cave of a
pentagram. Greenish white candles marked the corners, which were hazy asthey existed both hereand in
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the ever-after. A tarry black dudge marked the limit of my cell. Horror trickled through me as| redized
they had used blood to draw the circle, not sat. Damniit, I'm at the center of ablack circle.

My gaze went to the crack inthewall, and | felt the assembled people draw back. There were six of
them, including Tom Bansen. Music thumped in through the ceiling, alow bassthat sounded likea
heartbeat, and | thought | recognized it. The stench of bleach and mold told me Betty had been cleaning,
but it didn’t begin to push out the reek of ever-after | had brought with me. God, | needed ashower in
the worst way.

Tom'seyeswere wide asthey took mein: my long duster white with ash and dried sdt, my hair atangled
mess, and the dust and grit from the ever-after coating me. There were five meninfront of him, dl in
those hokey black robes. Their hoods made them look like ajoke, but these people had been
intentionally summoning Al and letting him go, knowing hewas going to try to kill me.

Furious, | took three steps, dmost running into the arc of ever-after | was trapped behind.
Claustrophobia clenched my heart and | took a sharp breath. “Let meout!” | yelled in frustration, fegling
the energy cramp the muscles of my hand when | got too close. That had never happened before, even
when | had been in someone e se' scircle. God help me, what had Trent’ sfather doneto me? I’ d kill him.,
I’d freaking kill Trent for this.

“I said, let meout!” | shouted. | was helpless. For dl my sKills, | was completely helpless. Thelittle
pissant had me trapped with astupid circle. “Let me out, now!” | said again, giving in and smacking the
shield between us. It hissed and burned, and | held my hand to me as the pain shocked me to my senses.
| was not ademon. This had to be amistake. Al had said | wasn't one. My mom was awitch, and
Takatawas awitch, and that meant | was awitch. One who can kindle demon magic and be summoned
with aname?

From behind the living wal of trembling acolytes, Tom bowed his head. “ Of course, lord demon,
Algdiarept, after the formdities have been observed. We have prepared.”

My next snarl died, and | steeled my face to show no emotion. | glanced down at myself, then back at
him. He thought | was Al in disguise?

A dow smile came over my face, which seemed to scare them more than my anger had. If they thought |
was Al, they were going to let me out. After dl, | had to go kill mysdf. “Let meout,” | said softly, ill
amiling. “I won't hurt you.” Much.

My voice had been low, but inside, | was seething. The FIB wanted proof that Tom was sending Al to
kill me? Okay. | waswilling to bet | was going to get it. Seeing me camer, Tom bowed, il looking
stupid. No wonder Al got off on being summoned. Thiswas sickening.

“Asyouwill,” theman said. “We have everything you demanded.” He gestured, and two of the men
peded off and went to the back room that I’ d never looked into. “1 apologize for the delay. We had an
unexpected interruption last night.”

“Theanimd control people? How pathetic,” | said, and Tom paled. | smiled, enjoying watching him
squirm. Al was right. Information was power.

“Therewon't be any more delays,” Tom stammered, his underlings whispering among themsdlves. “Once
you show usthe curse, you may go.”

Y ou may go, | thought, stifling an angry snort. I’'m going to go put my foot right up your ass, that' swhere
I’m going to go.



The conference table had a drape of red velvet on it, but | hadn’t noticed the three nasty knives, the
head-si ze copper pot, or the three candles until the two outermost guys had left. The pot and candles
were ominous enough, but the knives made my gut clench. They had everything but the goat. Nervous, |
plucked the damp cuffsfrom my wrist as| had seen Al do with lace. My eyebrows rose when | redlized
the band of charmed silver was gone, and | reached for aline, finding it. Thank you, God.

“You don't carethat I’'m going to go murder one of your own?’ | asked, fishing for the incriminating
words.

“Rachel Morgan?” A hint of disgust crept into Tom’svoice. “No. | thought you appeared as her again to
taunt me. Kill herand I'll get araise”

Son of abagtard... Anger burned, and | pointed at him, my scraped palm on my hip. “I showed up as
her because she' s better than you, you puking, stinking excuse for awitch!” | shouted, then drew back
when the circle hummed awarning.

“Weareunworthy,” Tom said sullenly.
Yeah, likel redly believed he thought thét.

The door to the back room swung open, and | lifted my attention over Tom to see two men wrestling
with afrantic, tied woman. My gaze darted to the knives and the bowl, then to her bandaged wrists and
the blood on the floor holding me. Shit.

She was scared, fighting them though her ankles and wrists were bound with duct tape and shewore a
gag. “Whoisthat?’ | demanded, struggling to hide my fear. Oh, my God. Sheisthe goat.

“The woman you requested.” Tom shifted in his sneakersto look at her. “We had to go out of the city to
find her. Again, my gpologiesfor the delay.”

Her bare arms were brown from the sun, and her long red hair was bleached by it. Shit on toast, she
looked like me, but younger, her limbslacking the definition of my martia arts practice. Her fear
redoubled as she saw me, and she shrieked, starting to fight in earnest.

“Don’'t hurt her!” | demanded, then shifted my expression to one | hoped |ooked |ascivious enough. “I
like untouched skin.”

Tom flushed. “Ah, we couldn’t find avirgin.”

Thewoman’s eyes glistened with tears, but | saw the hint of fury in her. I quite honestly thought that Al
wouldn’'t careif shewasavirgin or not. “Don’'t hurt her,” | said again, and the two men wrestling her out
dropped her on the floor, standing with their arms crossed above her.

Shelooked like me. What Al had been going to do with her was sickening. Please | et her bethefirst
one....“Let meout,” | said, standing at the arc of ever-after. “Now.”

The acolytes shifted with an excited tenson. They wouldn’t know what hit them.

“Let meout!” | demanded, not caring whether | sounded like ademon. Hell, maybe | was one. My head
hurt, but | didn’t touch it. Let thisbeamistake. Let thisal be abig mistake.

Tom looked at the woman, and the first hints of remorse at what he was going to alow to happen to her
flickered in hiseyes. But he turned away, greed pushing the guilt out. “Do you vow to show us how to
successfully perform the spell we want and leave us unharmed, exacting your toll on that woman insteed



of thosewho called you?’
| vow you' Il never seethe outside of acell again. “Oh, yeah,” | lied. “ Anything you say.”
Theidiots behind him smiled and congratul ated each other.

“Then befreg,” Tom said with laughable showmanship, and with the Six of them clgpping oncein unison
to indicate their agreement, their collectivecirdefel.

| shuddered asthe prickling vanished, redizing how much it had bothered me to be helplesslike that. It
hadn’t been anything like being in Trent’ s cage.

The smarter acolytes backed up a step, reading in my posture that they were going to be hurting in the
morning. | reached behind me to the splat gun, putting one foot on the circle so it couldn’t be invoked
anew. “Tom,” | said, smiling, “you are so Supid.”

His confusion showed, and when | brought out my gun, he jumped to the side.
| shot three of them before anyone € se had the smarts to move.

The room seemed to flow into motion. Shouting in fear, the three men left standing scattered, looking like
frogswith their Slly black robes streaming behind them. The woman on the floor was crying behind her
gag, and | shot over her as sherolled to her hands and knees and tried to get to the metal door at the
stairway out of here.

A tingle of ever-after prickled through my aura, and | |eft the raised stage, heading for the nearest guy.
They were setting anet, basicaly an undrawn circle that took three or more proficient ley line witchesto
hold. He was on his knees, wide-eyed and scared, and when he saw me coming a him, he increased the
volume of hisvoice, screaming Latin a me.

“Your syntax sucks!” | shouted, then grabbed the copper pot off the table and threw it at him. Yeah, |
wasticked, but if | didn’t get him to stop talking, they might have me.

He ducked, and in theinstant he was distracted, | plowed into him.

Y anking him up by his shirtfront, | drew back to dug him, my baance shifting forward when something hit
me from behind. Yelping, | let go and stood up, trying to get out of my coat. It was smoldering, covered
in green goo.

“Hey! Thisisnot my coat!” | shouted, turning to see Tom winding up again.

Theguy | had pulled up from the floor skittered away, and swearing, | remembered my gun and just shot
the poor sucker. He dropped like abag of flour, sighing as his nose broke and blood soaked the ugly
carpet. Poor Betty. She was going to have to get out the Shop-Vac again.

Thewoman screamed, and | spun at the piercing sound. My look-alike had gotten her gag off and was
curled up at the door with her hands and feet still bound. | could hear Sampson on the other side,
yapping and trying to dig hisway through. The sound of her fear dove to the primitive part of my brain
and set my adrendine flowing.

“Please let me out,” she sobbed, trying to reach the knob with her bound wrists. “ Someone please let me
out!” She saw melooking at her, and she scrabbled harder. “Don’t kill me. | want to live. Please, | want
tolivel”



| was going to be sick. But her fear turned to wonder, and her eyes tracked behind me, My skin
prickled, and when her mouth opened in alittle round O, | threw myself to the floor.

A smadl exploson shifted the air, and my earsrang. Pulling my gaze up from the damp carpet, | saw
another puddle of green goo dowly diding down the dark pandling, eating away at it. Damn, what had Al
taught them?

| rolled, intuition telling me there was another one coming.

“Youidiot!” | shouted as| legpt to my feet, curang my habit of talking during fights and righteous sex.
“Y ou want a piece of me?'Y ou want apiece of this? I’ [l shove it down your damn throat!”

In an inexcusable act of cowardice, Tom pushed the last acolyte a me. The man fell a my feet, begging
for mercy. So | shot him with adeepy-time potion. It wasal the mercy | had right now.

Pissed, | spunto Tom. “You're next, little man,” | snarled, taking am. | squeezed the trigger, and a sheet
of green-tinted ever-after rose up around him.

| lept forward, pinwheeling to astop when | redlized | wastoo late. Tom had reset the circle | had been
summoned into, putting himsdlf in its center. One of the candles had been knocked over, and it rolled off
the stage, trailing melted wax and athin plume of smoke.

The insufferable man panted, confused, as he put his pams on his kneesto catch his breath. *Y ou broke
your word,” he panted, brown eyes savagely bright. “Y ou can’'t do that. You' remine.” He smiled.
“Forever.”

Hands onmy hips, | faced him. “If you summon demons, you lousy, stinking piece of crap, you' d better
be sure the right one shows up before you let her out.”

Hisface logt al expresson, and he turned to the stage. “Y ou're not Al.”

“Ding, ding, ding,” | mocked. “Givethat man aprize!” Insde | was shaking, but it gave me an obscene
amount of pleasureto watch Tom redlize hislife had just run full tilt into apile of demon dung the sSize of
Manhattan. “ Y ou havetheright to remain silent,” | added. “ Anything you say I’m going to put in my
moss-wipe of areport, and you'll fry faster.”

Tom went abeautiful shade of green.

“Y ou have theright to an attorney, but unlessyou'reahell of alot richer than this basement looks, you're
oneroyaly screwed witch.”

His mouth opened and closed, and his gaze darted behind me to the woman by the door. “Who are you?
| cdled Algdiarept,” he whispered.

My breath hissed in. “Shut up!” | shouted, hitting his bubble with asdekick. “Don’'t say that name!” It
was my name now. Oh, God, it was my name, and anyone who knew it could pull meinto acircle. What
would happen when the sun came up, | couldn’t even guess.

Tom stared. “Morgan?How did you...You killed Algdiarept! Y ou killed a demon and took his name!”

Hardly, | thought. | took a demon’s name and killed mysdlf. Maybe Ivy had been right and | should have
just tried to knock off Al. My demise might have been quicker that way. None of thislingering messto
ded with. “Not so tough without your wand, are you, eh?’ | said, hearing an intercom buzzing
somewhere, barely audible over the woman sobbing by the door. Tom had drawn himsdlf straight, and |



pushed on his bubble, appreciating not being burned by it. “Nice,” | said, then, frustrated, | hit his barrier
with my foot again. The man stumbled back, amost knocking into his circle and sending it down. |
garted pacing, limping around him asthe intercom hummed. “Get used to it, Tom. You'regoing to bein
acagefor alongtime.”

But Tom’slook went crafty, reminding me he knew how to trip to aline. | stared at him, and hissmile
grew. Hewouldn't. Al was his demon contact, wasn't he? Hewouldn't risk it. Al would fed it and be on
him in asecond. But Al wasinjail, so maybeit didn’t matter.

“No!” | shouted, desperate to keep him from jumping. Steding mysdif, | put my left hand on the barrier
and pushed. | knew what it was now. | had taken his circle before, and with one candle missing, thisone
was compromised. | could do this. How am | going to do this?

My auraburned, and teeth clenched, | stared at him from around the lank strands of my hair, panting as|
tried to absorb his power. Take control of the line he had tapped. All of it.

| felt something shift, asif the entire field had gone see-through. | looked at Tom. Hiseyeswerewide; he
had fdt it, too. And then he was gone. His aura-laced shield of ever-after vanished and | fell forward.

“Damnit al to hel!” | shouted as| caught my balance. | turned, seeing that poor woman watching me,
her sobs temporarily hated. The intercom was till humming, and | stood with my hip cocked and my
good hand to my forehead. | could have had him, but I had monologued. Damn it, | was not going to do
that again.

But the woman was gtill cowering by the door, and forcing asmile, | headed toward her, grabbing the
amallest knifein passing to cut her bonds. Theintercom findly quit buzzing, ablessed relief.

The woman' s gaze widened in panic. “ Stay away!” she screamed, scrabbling back. From behind the
door, Sampson barked furioudly.

The utter terror in her voice stopped me cold, and | looked from the knifein my grip to the bodieslaying
around. There was a sharp scent of ozone in the damp air, and the scent of blood. Her wrists were
bleeding around the duct tape. What had they done to her?

“It'sokay,” | said, dropping the knife and knedling to be on her level. “I’ m one of the good guys.” | am.
Redly, | am. “Let me get the tape off you.”

“D-Don’'t touch me!” she shrilled, her green eyes wide when | reached out.
My hand dropped to my middle. | fet filthy. “ Sampson!” | shouted at the door. “ Shut the hell up!”

The dog went silent, and my tension eased in the new quiet. Thewoman's pupilswere huge. “All right,” |
said, backing up when tears kept dipping down her cheeks. “1 won't touch you. Just...stay there. I'll
figurethisout.”

Leaving the knife within her reach, | searched for a phoneto call for reinforcements. Someone' s bowels
had let go, and it was gtarting to stink. The intercom began buzzing again, leading meright to it. It was
one of those intercom phone systems, and ticked, | thumbed the circuit open. “Betty, isthat you?’ |
shouted into it, releasing some tension.

“Areyou okay down there?’ came her worried voice. | could hear the TV on in the background over the
music. “| heard screaming.”

“Hée stearing gpart that woman,” | said, trying to make my voice lower and winking a the girl. Her



whimpering stopped, and her green eyes were wet and beautiful. “ Get off the damn phone! And turn the
music down, will you?’

“Weéll, so-o-c-orry,” she muttered. “It sounded like you werein trouble.”

The line clicked, and the buzz of an open phone line hummed out. My gaze went to the woman, who was
sniffing loudly. Hope was in her expression and the knifewasin her still-bound hands. “Can | get the tape
off you now?’ | asked, and she shook her head no. But at |east she wasn't screaming. Shaking, |
punched in the FIB’s number and Glenn’s extension.

Theringing phone was picked up immediately, and Glenn’s preoccupied “ Glenn here” never sounded so
good. | sniffed back atear, wondering where it had come from. | didn’t remember starting to cry. “Hey,
hi, Glenn,” | said. “1 got Tom to voluntarily admit he was letting Al go to kill me. Even got amotive.
Could you come over and pick me up?’

“Rache?” Glenn gasped. “Where are you? lvy and Jenksthink you' re dead. The entire department
does”

My eyes closed and | sent asilent prayer of thanks out. Jenks was with Ivy. He was okay. They both
were. | bit my lip and held my bresth againgt the tears. A big bad-ass runner doesn't cry. Even when she
finds out she sademon. “I’min Betty’ s basement,” | said, keeping my voice low so it wouldn’t warble
and give away how upset | was. “There arefive black ley line witches down here out cold, and at least
one upgtairs. Y ou' re going to need some sat water to wake them up. He tried to make some poor girl
intoagoat,” | said, tears starting to flow. “ She looks like me, Glenn. They picked her because she looks
likeme”

“Areyou okay?" he asked, and | forced myself to stop.

“I don't know,” | said, feding my life end. “I’'m sorry for dumping thisonyou, but | can't gotothel.S. |
think Tom’ sdoing thiswith their blessing.” | looked at the last spot I'd seen him in, hatred briefly
overpowering tears from the adrenaline crash.

“She’'saive” Glenn said off the phone. “No, I’'m talking to her. Y ou got the house number?'Y ou got the
number?’ Therewas acrackle of gatic, and hewas back. “WE€ |l be therein five minutes,” he said, his
deep voice soothing. “ Sit tight. Don’t move unlessyou haveto.”

| dumped to the floor with the phoneto my ear. | felt worse than the woman, who was chewing at her
duct tape. “Sure,” | said listlesdy. “But Tom isgone. Watch Betty. She may look stupid, but she
probably knows some nasty stuff.” | felt dizzy. “ Anyone who kickstheir dog is nasty.”

Glenn sghed in frazzled frugtration. “I'm on my way. Damn it, I’'m going to haveto leave this phone. Talk
to Rose until | get there, okay?’

| shook my head, drawing my kneesto my chin. “No. | haveto cal lvy.”
“Rachd...,” hewarned. “Don’'t hang up on me.”

But | did. Thetears dipped down, cleaning the grit of ever-after from my face, but nothing could clean
the shame from my mind. A demon. Trent’s dad had made meinto a fresking damned demon?

Miserable, | sat where | waswith my kneesto my chin. A light touch on my shoulder jerked my head up,
and the woman, who had freed hersdlf, jumped back. Her eyes were wide, and she was shaking in her
jeansand red top. “| thought you killed them,” she said, her gaze darting over the destruction. “They're

adeep?’



| nodded, only now redlizing what my attack on them must have looked like. Relief cascaded over her,
and she dropped down in front of me, looking like she needed a shoulder to cry on but was afraid to
touch meagain. “Thank you,” she said, shivering. “You look just like me.”

| sniffed back my tears and wiped my face. “That' swhy they kidnapped you.”

Her head bobbed. “ Y ou' re stronger, though.” Smiling, she flexed her bicep. Her smilefaded, and she
clutched her kneesto her chest. “How did you get in that circle? Y ou must be arealy powerful witch.”
Shehestated. “Areyou?’

My eyes shut and | clenched my teeth. “I don’t know,” | said, eyes damp when | opened them. “| redlly
don’t know.”

Thirty

Glenn’ sblack car wasn't my style, but it was nicein an FIB sort of way. The back wasfull of file boxes,
which made it hard to recline my seat enough to close my eyes and take anap as he drove me home. The
clutter was unusud. Glenn usudly kept his car astidy and together as himself, rigoroudy fagtidious.

| was so tired, but deep wasimpossible. Tom had gotten away, and now he had avested interest in
seeing me dead. My look-alike was safe in custody and would be headed home as soon as the med guys
checked her out. She told me she was going to take some martia arts classes so Tom couldn’t hurt her
again, and that, combined with Sampson sitting on her 1ap in the back of acop car, assured me she'd be

okay.

My fingertips were sore from the burn I” d gotten by trying to take Tom’s compromised circle, aswas my
palm from scraping it in the ever-after. | winced when | toggled the switch to crack the window, but the
pain was worth hearing the sounds of the kids playing hide-and-seek in the dark, the squeals and shouts
of protest coming in unseen soothing me. My eyes shut, and | tried to follow the car’ s path by its motion.
When it got out that an |.S. operative had been summoning demons and letting him go to trash charm
shops and terrorize citizens, the 1.S. would have to publicly disapprove of Tom, dissolving his contract
and moving his name from payroll to most-wanted. Privately, he would likely get anasty dap and aboot
out the door asthey tried to disguise his public falure to tag me. | wasn't on their activelit, but | knew
they wouldn't mind seeing me on agranitetable. But at least | wouldn't haveto pay for the damagesto
the charm shop anymore.

Thewhine of Glenn’ swindow cracked my eydlid, and the increased wind made my dmost-dry hair
flutter against my cheek. My red curls stank, the scent of burnt amber obviousin thetight confines of the
car. No wonder Newt was bald.

Glenn cleared histhroat, sounding decidedly peeved, and | shut my eyes. | knew he wasn't happy with
me, thinking I’ d taken on the entire coven without |etting even my roommeates know. “ Thiswasn't my
idea,” | said, bracing my knee against the door when wetook aturn. “1 didn’t mean to do this. It just

happened.”

Glenn cleared histhroat again, thistimein disbdief, and | opened my eyesand sat up. The passing
dreetlights|it hisface to make him look older than he was. Tired. “Backup would have increased your
chances of getting that wacko,” he said tightly, accusingly. “Now he'll betwice ashard to find.”

Guilt warred with fear, and my teeth clenched. | couldn’t tell him | had been summoned into Tom's
basement from the ever-after and | thought | was ademon. My elbow went to rest against the door, and
| cupped my chinin my hand. “It was an accident,” | muttered. “I was working on something with
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Trent—"

“Kaamack?’ The FIB detective glanced from the road to me and back again, his dark hands gripping
thewhed tighter. “Rachd, stay away from him. He holds anasty grudge and has alot of money.”

Crap, | missmy dad. My breath came and went. Maybe | could give Glenn some of the truth. “1 was
helping Trent with an ongoing project—"

“The samething that killed your fathers?” he asked, and | shrugged.

“Sort of. | wasin the ever-after, and | got pulled into ademon’s summons by mistake. | showed up in
Al’scircle, and when | got out, | let them haveit.” Breathe in, one two three. Breathe out, one two three
four. “Trent isgtill suck there”

“In the ever-after? Damn it, Rachel,” Glenn whispered, and | stared, drawn by the unusua curse coming
from him. “ Does anyone dse know he went there voluntarily?’

Glenn’ sworried expresson came at mein flashes of streetlight, and my eyebrowsrose. I'd never
dreamed this might look like me getting rid of Trent. Though the press|abored under the assumption that
we were secret lovers, everyone in auniform knew we hated each other. That | continued to take his
money was just weird. “Hisbodyguard,” | said, not knowing how Quen was going to react. “lvy and
Jenks. My neighbors—the onesthat don't exist?’ | finished dryly.

Glenn’ sgrip shifted, and | knew he wanted to reach for the radio and call something in.

“It was an accident,” | finished, putting my kneestogether as| said it again. “What was | supposed to
do? L et them bleed that woman to death?’

“Therearedwaysoptions...,” he cgoled aswe turned down my strest.

“Tom admitted he called Al with the intent of letting him go to kill me. Said hewould get araise. Thegirl
heard him. Ask her.” | dropped my chin back into my hand and stared at the passing night. Fear gripped
my heart at arecurring thought. | had been summoned out of the ever-after like ademon. Would | be
drawn back into it when the sun rose?

A huge achefilled me. | just wanted to go home, surround mysdlf with the people | loved, and hide,
reassuring my subconsciousthat | was dive and home, evenif | might be dragged back to that hell of an
existencein afew hours. That Trent was il there, trapped in atiny black cell waiting for ahorrible,
degrading future, didn’t help.

| didn’t like Trent. Nothing could excuse his murdering, drug-lord past, and I’ d seen nothing that
convinced me he would change that part of himself. But it bothered me; al the good and bad he had
done shouldn’t end so usalesdly. | was shocked to redlize that | cared what happened to him. He was
responsiblefor alot of good, even if it wasfor safish reasons.

Staring out the window as we passed Keadey' s dark house, | rubbed my arm, amost able to fedl
Trent’ s grip there, hislast chance to touch someone lingering on me still. He hadn’t asked meto save
him. He hadn’t asked me to stay and fight. There’ d been no anger or frustration that | was going to be
free, pulled to where he couldn’t follow and leaving him to suffer both our punishments.

In the moment when everything had fallen from him, he' d asked me to make sure his people survived. His
words had been free of the guilt | now fdt. He only sought the reassurance that his people would live,
that hislife would amount to more than running drugs and murder.



Wéll, therewas no way | was going to make sure the elves survived. He could do his own dirty work.
I’d smply haveto rescue him so he could do it himself. Crap on toagt, | realy needed to talk to Ceri.

My church was ahead, dl lit up, with light streaming out of every window to run acrossthe black grass.
Even before we got close, | saw apair of red eyesblink a me from the topmost nook and awing shiftin
saute. Bisknew | was back, and | sent asilent thank-you to hiskin who had kept me safein the basilica
last night. They hadn’t known me or my plight, but they’ d saved me, and | owed the gracious, noble
beingsmy life. I'd pay Bis srent mysdlf just to kegp him around.

Thefamiliar taillights of my car werein the carport; someone had driven it homefor me. Quen, maybe?
Four streaks of greenish light swirled around the steeple and dropped down to Bis, and when one veered
off to dart toward us, | pulled myself together and lowered the window completely. It had to be Jenks.
Please, let it be Jenks.

My eyeswarmed with unshed tears as his familiar wing-clatter battered against my ears and Jenks darted
into thecar.

“Rachd!” he gasped, looking good in his black thief outfit. “ Tink’s contractua hell, you didit! You're
here! God amighty, you stink. I wish you were smaller; I’d dap you so hard you' d land in next week! |
could have killed Trent when he shoved me back with that sample.”

| shook my head in confusion. “He didn’t shove you back. He said you took the curse and left us.”

The pitch of hiswings hesitated, and he dropped to my fingers. “How, by my bloody daisies, would | do
that? | didn’t do anything. | felt like my insgdes were being pulled through asnail’ s back door, and |
showed up in the basilicato scare the holy crap out of some poor woman.” He glanced a Glenn, the
gparkles shifting from him turning to red. “Uh, hi, Glenn.”

My throat wastight, and my hand shook as he stood onit. | wished | was smaller, too. Trent’ sreaction
to Jenks s absence had been too genuine to be fake, and why bother lying? Maybe pixieswere like
demons, in that they couldn’t stay on the wrong side of the lines when the sun rose?*“ Did Quen get the
sample?’ | asked, thinking of Trent’ srequest. “Isit safe?’

The pixy wasbeaming. “Yeah, | gaveit to Quen.” A burgt of light exploded from him, and Glenn winced.
“When you didn’t show, Quen took the sampleto Trent’'s. Hetried to take Ceri with him, but she said
you’ d need her when you got back. Holy crap, | have to send one of my kidsto tell her you're here. |
knew you could figure out how to jump the lines. Did you show up & the basilica, too? How come you
caled Glenn and not us? We would have picked you up.”

He rose from my hand when it started shaking violently. Neither man commented onit, but Jenks's
excitement cut off with aworried expression. He thought I’ d learned how to jump the lines. He didn’t
know | had been pulled back by riding Algdiarept’ s summons. “Y ou' re not listening to the FIB channdls,
areyou,” | said, and Jenks' s eyes widened.

“No...,” hesad, his stance turning suspicious. “Why?’

Glenn pulled to the curb before the church and shoved the car into park. “We kept everything off the
airwaves,” he said as he leaned over the backseat and groped for his coat. “We didn’t want thel.S. to
show up.”

“Rache?” Jenks said warily, hovering as| hid my hands so he couldn’t see them shake. “What did you
do?’



| looked at the church, wanting to bein it but too tired to move. “Tom and | had achat.”

A flash of pixy dust lit the car, and Glenn jumped. “Damn it, Rache,” Jenks swore. “Why didn’t you call
usd | owe him hisleft nut between histeeth.”

Guilt and fear mixed, and it came out asanger. “1 didn’t have achoice!” | shouted, and Jenks hovered
backward to land on the dash. He said nothing as | fumbled to open the door. Planting my feet on the
pavement, | wearily stood to look up at the church. The night was cool, and | shifted uncomfortably in
my damp underwear. Crap, | wastired.

Jenks swingswere asilent blur as he flew too close to me. Not landing on my shoulder, he whispered, “I
didn’'t want to leave you, Rache.” Guilt lay heavy in hisvoice. “1 must have gotten sucked out when the
linesclosed. But | knew you could figureit out. You'll never be stuck in the ever-after again.”

Thislast was said with heavy pride, and | swallowed, using the excuse of shutting the car door to avoid
looking at him. To tell him what had really happened was too hard. Seeing his eager face and happy
gtance, | was afraid. Jenks wastoo excited to pick up that things were being left unsaid. Things that were
redlly going to screw my life—and by association, theirs—up.

“Ivy!” Jenks said suddenly. “I gottatell Ivy you're back. Damn, I'm glad you're here.”

My bregath caught as he darted to my shoulder and | felt the cool touch of pixy wings on my face. “I
thought I'd lost you,” he whispered. And then he was gone.

Bewildered, | stared at the sifting dust he had Ieft in his wake. Behind me was the thump of aclosing
door, and | turned to see Glenn coming around to the walk.

“A-Ah,” | sammered, “thanksfor theride, Glenn. And everything dse.”

The dreetlight lit hisface as he pressed his lips together, making his small mustache stick out. “Mind if |
walk you in?’ heasked, and | felt amoment of quickly dampened darm. Jenks might not have been
listening, but Glenn had been. Hisinvestigative flagswereraised, and if | didn’t invite himin, he'd have to
choose between our friendship and awarrant. He wanted to know how | had ended up in Tom's
basement. And seeing as | needed all my friendsright now, | nodded in surrender.

Arms held to mysdlf, | looked back into the car for my nonexistent bag. Glenn had put my splat gunina
brown paper bag to get it past the evidence guys and out of the basement, and | felt stupid holding it
when Glenn handed it to me. | looked up at the softly lit sign with our names on it, and | wondered if this
entire partnership had been such agood idea. Bisblinked a me from hishigh perch, and | pushed mysdlf
into moving. A part of mewaswaiting for himto try to keep me out, and when he didn’t, | felt better.

“Y ou want some coffee?’ | said to Glenn as my feet moved slently on the cracked sdewak. Heaven
knew | did.

My head jerked up as the church door was flung open and Ivy took two hurried steps onto the stoop
before seeing me. Her pace dowed, but she continued on, her arms wrapped around hersdf asif she
was cold. Shadows disguised her face, but her posture held worry and fear. Jenks was with her.

“See?’ he said, asproud asif he had pulled me back from the ever-after himsdlf. “1 told you! Shefigured
it out, and here sheis. Safe and back where she belongs.”

Ivy hit the sdewak and kept coming. Her attention flicked briefly to Glenn, then fixed onme. “You're
here,” she said softly, her gray-silk voice carrying an entire twenty-four hours of fear and worry.



She pulled hersdlf to astop afew steps away, and her hands fell to her sdes asif she didn’t know what
to do with them, afraid to reach out. She turned to anger instead. “Why didn’t you call us?’ she said,
findly reaching hesitantly out and taking that stupid paper bag from me. “We would have picked you up.”

My heart heavy, we headed to the steps. Jenks flew between ustrailing afaint slver dust. “ She went by
hersalf to kick some black-witch ass,” he said, and Ivy’ s gaze sharpened.

“Youwent to Tom's?’ shesaid. “We reateam. It could have waited afew hours.”

| took abreath, and then, right there at the foot of the stairs, | gave her ahug. She stiffened for an ingtant,
then her hands went around me and the crackle of brown paper sounded against my back. Vampire
incense grew strong, and my eyes closed as | breathed it in. Immediately my muscles relaxed and the
prick of tearsgrew hot. I’d been so scared, with no way home and alifetime of degradation facing me.
Shewasmy friend, and | could give her afreaking hug if | wanted to.

Ivy’sstiffnessgrew, and | let go of her with one hand so that we stood more shoulder-to-shoulder than
front-to-front. She was nervoudy watching Glenn for hisreaction, but | couldn’'t careless. “I didn’'t go
after him,” | said as she helped me up the stairs. “It sort of happened.”

The door was open, and in the darkness of the foyer and the confusion of two dozen pixies swirling
around us and Glenn, | pulled her attention to me by taking her arm. “I’m so glad to seeyou,” |
whispered. “I don't know what’ s going to happen at sunrise. | need your help.”

“What?’" she said, concern replacing al her fear-based anger.

But Jenks had cleared the room of hiskids, and | pressed my lipstogether, trying to tell her that | had to
talk to her done. Or at least without Glenn ligtening.

Her perfect ova face went blank, and | saw her understanding. She turned her upper lip in asshe
thought, and | let go of her arm. “Y ou want some coffee, Glenn?’ she asked suddenly.

My shoulders eased. We' d get Glenn out of herefast by pretending everything was okay. And frankly, |
needed to pretend everything was okay—if only for afew minutes.

Glenn’sbrow rose suspicioudy at the offer, but he ambled in after us. He did agood job of hiding that he
knew we were trying to get rid of him, but he looked like a cop when he settled himself at the table.
Tdling lvy hedidn’t mind waiting for anew pot, he arched his eyebrows at me and crossed hisarms over
his chest—and stared. He wasn't going to leave until he heard it all.

Jenks was hovering over my shoulder like there was a string between us. My worry crashed down as|
dumped into my spot at the table and tried to decide where to start. The familiar noises of vy making
coffee were incredibly soothing, and my eyes scanned the kitchen, marking the empty spotswhere |l had
moved spelling suppliesinto the belfry.

A sudden clenching of my chest took my breath away. | was ademon. Or so closeto onethat it didn't
matter. That | had made ahuman my familiar should have been thefirgt clue. | fet filthy, like the smut on
my soul waslesking off and staining everything | loved.

And as Glenn eyed the basket of cherry tomatoes with avarice and prattled on about how he liked a
good strong cup of coffee while he waited for meto get on withiit, | felt the bolts of my life lock the door
to my past. | had only one way to go, and it was going to be hard as hell. Logic said there was no way to
rescue Trent. He had accepted hisfailure and asked meto save his species. But | didn’t live or die by
percentages, and | wouldn’t Sit and accept it. It would prey on me forever.



“I...I havetotalk toyou,” | said, and the conversation cut off with the startling suddenness of akite
smacking headfirgt into the ground.

Ivy turned from the coffeemaker, arms over her middle and her face pae. The pitch of Jenks swings
faded to nothing as he landed on the napkin holder. Glenn’ sbreath did out of him in anticipation, and |
steadied mysdlf, trying to find away to say what | needed to without telling them what Trent’ s dad had
doneto me.

“You didn’t get back here on your own,” vy guessed, and Jenks swings stopped. “Did you have to buy
another mark?” | shook my head, and Ivy’ srelief turned to awary suspicion, then horror. “Where's
Trent?’

Oh, God, she thought I had bought my freedom with Trent. Everyonewould. Vision blurring, | shook my
head, my gaze on aseries of linesindented into the table, redlizing they were vy’ snamein acareful,
preschool print.

Why am | here?| thought as| tried to find away to tell them what | was. | was ademon, and | was
likely going to be pulled back into the ever-after in afew hours.

| was ademon, but they were my friends. | had to believe that they wouldn’t turn me awvay. My head
hurt, and taking asow breath, | looked up. “Jenks, could you clear out your kids?’

Hiswingsincreased in pitch, and vy winced. “Sure,” he said, his unease obvious as he made a series of
threewhistles. A smattering of complaints rose, and the room went silent asthe children left. Jenks
rubbed hiswings together in a harsh discord, and three more darted out from under the sink and were

gone.

My gaze dropped, and | pulled my knees up to my chin, grasping my shins awkwardly so my hedls
amogt dipped off the chair. | wanted to be mad at Trent for everything, but thiswasn't hisfault. | thought
of my demon scar, and a bitter anger lifted through me. I'm ademon; | ought to just accept it.

But | wouldn't. And | didn’t haveto.

| looked up to fasten on lvy’ s stillness. Her face was empty of emotion, but her eyeswere svimming. “I
got out,” | said in amonotone. “ Trent didn’t.”

The soft creak of the back door closing brought vy’ s head around, and | looked to the hallway. Ceri
was standing in the threshold, her filmy white dress edged in purple and green floating about her bare
feet, and her hair wild. Tears marked her face, and she looked beautiful. “Rachel?” she warbled, guilt and
fear heavy in her voice.

And with that, | redized that Ceri had known. She had known | was ademon, and that was why she
hadn’t wanted me to go to the ever-after, lest | figure it out mysdif.

My face bunched up, and | held my kneestighter. “Why didn’t you tell me?’ | asked.

She took three stepsin and stopped. “Because you aren’'t,” she said, pleading. “Y ou are awitch, Rachel.
Never forget it.”

It was't her words but the vehemence she said them with that convinced me she' d rather believe a
happy lie than aharsh truth. Damn it, she had known. | could amost pin the moment she’'d redized it.
She d been treating me differently ever since Minias had pulled the focus from me and put it into David.
No, it had started before that, with the scrying mirror.



My eyes must have given me away, for she strode across the room with afamiliar righteous anger. “You
areawitch!” she shouted, spots of color showing and her hair flaring out magnificently. “Close your
mouth! Y ou areawitch!”

Jenks was hovering in questioning shock. “Why wouldn’t she be?’ he asked, and Ivy dumped. | looked
at her and bit my lip, tears of frustration dipping from me. | think Ivy had figured it out.

“I’'mawitch,” | said, continuing thelie. But Ceri hadn’t touched me yet.
“I didn’t want you to go,” Ceri said, standing helplessy before me.

Unableto besr it, | put my feet on the floor and took her hand. It was cold, and she didn’t pull away.
“Thank you,” | whispered. “Am | going to stay here, or will | be pulled back?”’

Ivy moaned softly, turning to grip the sink and look into the black garden. Ceri glanced &t her, then at
Jenks s confusion, and findly, back to me. “1 don’t know,” she said softly.

Jenks rose up high, hiswings clattering aggressively. “ Someone better tell me what the hdll isgoing on, or
I’m going to pix thelot of you.”

Blinking fast, Ivy turned, one arm wrapped around her middle, the other holding her head. “Y ou said
Rachd twisted the curse. She has Al’s summoning name,” she said to thefloor. “ She didn’t buy away
back and she didn’t learn how to travel the lines. She was pulled back to redlity when Tom summoned
Al

“So?" Jenks said acerbically, then hesitated, dropping to the table. “Oh. Shit.”
A flash of fear took me, and the shame of being summoned into someone else' scircle.

“Rachd isnot ademon,” Ceri said, and Glenn finally got it, his broad shouldersturning Sdeways as he
gaped a me.

“No,” | said bitterly, twisting in my chair and not looking at anyone. “I’m awitch whose blood can kindle
demon magic, and who has been integrated into their system so well that I’ m bound by their rules of
summoning.”

“No, you aren't.”

| wanted to believe Ceri, but | was afraid to. “Then what am 17" | whispered. She had to know. She had
lived among them.

Ceri’ sface went frightened. “ Y ou are what you are.”
My gaze met Ivy’sto find adiver of fear.

| couldn’t take it anymore. Rising, | ran to the bathroom, damming the door and dumping onto the closed
toilet, miserable. There was acommotion in the hal: worried voices and frustrated accusations. A tear
diddown, and | let it. | should cry. | should be crying my freaking eyes out. | think my dad had known,
too. Why else would he have asked Cincinnati’ stop ley lineingtructor to flunk me, then collect alibrary
of demon texts for me?

“Rachd?’ came Jenks svoice amid aclose clatter of pixy wings, and | pulled my head up.

“Get out!” | shouted, lashing out with aflick | knew would never land. “Damn it, you Stupid pixy, get
out!”



“No!” he exclamed, getting in my face. “Rachd, lisento me. You smdll likeawitch. Wdll, you gtink like
the ever-after right now, but when you wash it off, you' [l smdll like awitch. And come sunup, you will be
here. Y ou won't be pulled to the ever-after. | won't let you!”

His expression was desperate, and | listlessy extended a hand for him to land on. | held my bresth and
caught my misery back behind a throat-hurting gulp. Helanded onit, flying up briefly when vy barged in,
sending the door swinging into thewall.

“God save you!” | exclaimed, jumping. “I shut the door because | wanted to be aone!”

Ivy'susually placid face was pinched with worry. Tension had pulled her shoulders up, and her
movementsto tuck her short hair behind an ear were sharp. “Y ou are not ademon,” she said, her words
precise. “ Y ou're stting in achurch. No demon can do that. Glenn said you lied to get out of that circle,
and nothing happened to you. Y ou weren't held accountable. Y ou’ re not ademon, and you won't be
pulled back when the sun comes up.”

Exhausted in mind and soul, | looked up at her, wanting to believe, but too afraid to do so. “I hope s0,” |
whispered, knowing they wouldn't like what | was going to say next. “But if | was, it would make
rescuing Trent eeser.”

Thirty-one

It was quiet now, just the small agitated ticks of Jenks tapping hisfoot againgt Ceri’ s porcelain teacup to
mar the tillness. | felt bad about screwing up everyone' slives, but in afew hours|’d either be dead or a
permanent fixture in the ever-after. Settling thiswith ahappy ending was still a possibility, but the odds
werelooking redly dim. | was hoping for it of course, but honestly, what were the chances?

Glenn had |eft to get my mother after I” d kicked everyone out of the bathroom to take ashower, so it
wasjust the four of us now, the mood tense and the fedling of harsh words yet unsaid heavy inthear.
God, | wastired. The cup of coffeein my grip wasn't helping at dl. A bowl of baked cheese crackers
waswithin my reach, and | put onein my mouth. The sharp cheddar flavor bit at the sides of my mouith,
and | dowly chewed. Grabbing ahandful, | ate them one by one, feding guilty that | was clean and egting
cheese crackerswhen Trent wasin acell.

Seaing me moving, Jenkstook to theair to try again. “Why?’ he said belligerently, athin trace of red dust
spilling from him to pool on the table as he landed in his best Peter Pan pose. “Why do you give afairy’s
hairy ass about what happensto Trent?’

| rubbed my finger over Ivy’ s dented signature, feding the past. She had been innocent once. So had I.
So Trent can tell me what the hell hisdad did to me? Because | need him to say that I'm not ademon?
So he can find away to reverseit?“Becauseif | don't,” | said softly, “everyone will think that | bought
my freedom with hislife.” Jenks snorted, and my blood pressure rose. “Because | promised I’d get him
home,” | said moreforcefully. “I’'m not going to let him rot there.”

“Rachd...,” Jenks cgjoled.

From her computer, Ivy glowered at him. “ She promised to get him homeif he paid for her way there
and back. | don't like it any more than you do, but you’ re going to shut up and listen. If we canfind a
way, we'll doit.”

“But hedidn’t get her home,” Jenks protested. “ She did that hersalf. And who caresif herotsin the
ever-after?’
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Ivy stiffened, and Ceri slently watched, eva uating.

“I care,” | said, pushing the crackers away and trying to get the cheese out of my teeth.
“Y esh, but Rache—"

“He' snot home!” | shouted, ticked. “ That was the dedl!”

Jenks sfeet hit the table, and he turned his back on me. Wings sill, he bowed his head.

Ceri eased into the chair beside me and set an open spell book on the table. Therewas a pair of glasses
perched on her nose and a pencil between her teeth. The pixies had braided her hair while| had cried in
the shower, and she looked decidedly studious. She had reddened when | noticed her new glasses, but |
hadn’t said anything. | think she was proud that she was aging again and needed them.

Frankly, | was surprised vy was siding with me. I d like to think that it was because she considered
holding to one’ sword important, or because she thought Trent was worth going back for on hisown
merits, but the truth was Trent’ s absence would cause big problemsin Cincy’ s underground power
balance. Rynn Corme flexing his muscles and reasserting control was something she wasn't looking
forward to. It'sharder to fal in love with aman when he skilling people.

Glancing up, | blinked at the odd figure Ceri wasidly tracing over and over on the yellow legal pad she
had on the open spell book. | was sure the glyph was from a demon curse; there was afaint haze of
black emanating fromiit. | caught her gaze, and she winced, drawing acircle around it to contain
whatever force she had drawn into existence before crumpling the paper up, dropping it into her empty
teacup, and setting fireto it with aley line charm.

Jenks sputtered at the black flame, but vy stopped his budding harangue with a hissed comment | didn’t
quite catch.

“What if | learn how to jump thelines?’ | said, searching for thefirst hintsof aplan. “If | could get in
undetected, that would be half the battle. Maybe more. Smple snag and drag.” 1t wasn't, but | could
build ontheidea.

Ceri took the end of her pencil and crushed even the ash to dust. “Learn how to trip the lines before
sunrise? No. I'm sorry, Rachel. It takes decades.”

Ivy leaned past her cracked monitor. “Why sunrise?”

The pretty €f ’s shoulders drooped. “ That’ swhen the lineswill close to summoning travel and they will
make adecison. Right now, Trent’s probably still in holding, but as soon asthey’ re sure no one will be
pulled out of negotiations, he will be sold.”

Sold. It wasan ugly word, and | felt my facetwist. Seeing it, Ceri shrugged. “ Anything you want to do,
you need to do before someone buys him, or you will be dealing with a specific demon, not acommittee.
Committees are difficult, but asingle demon is tenacious where acommittee will only want to make sure
they dl get something.”

Thiswaswrong. Really wrong, and | sighed when Jenks swore at Ivy, dramatically crossed hischest asif
making apromise, then flew to my cracker bowl.

“Trent doesn't have agreet dedl of vaueasafamiliar,” Ceri was saying, her eyes down in what looked
like embarrassment, “ but it’ s not often that a potential familiar sumblesinto the ever-after without a
preexisting claim by another demon. There are alot of dermonswho will pay, not caring that there will be



along downtimeto bring him up to usefulness. That’swhat Al doesto make his bread and buitter.”

| hesitated, thinking it might explain why Al was so hot for Nick and then me. “Hetrainsfamiliars?’ |
asked, and Ceri shook her head. She had begun to doodle again, and | stared at the pair of tortured eyes
taking form on the yellow paper, trapped behind lines of blue.

“Inamanner of gpesking,” she said softly. “He finds suitable candidates, instructs them enough to make
them profitable, then tricks them into the ever-after to be sold for hisgain. Al isgood at it, and he' smade
an exceptiond life salling people to those unwilling to crossthe linesto get their own.”

Jenks swings clattered and Ivy clicked her computer off, not bothering to pretend to be working
anymore. “He sadave dedler?’ she asked, and Ceri drew adumped figure of aman at the base of a
tombstone.

“Yes. Whichiswhy he' s so angry you have his summoning name. It takes finesseto build alist of people
who know his name and are potentia familiars. Not to mention the effort invested in the pre-soul stealing
stage, the drudgery of building them up and teaching them something to increase their vaue, maintaining
the balance of having enough people know his name without having so many that it becomes tedious.
And then there sthe risk that after all the smut he takes on building up apotentia familiar, hewill take a
lossif they don't bring in ahigh enough price”

| snorted, leaning back in my chair and crossng my kneesas| thought of Nick. “He' safresking familiar
pimp.” Tom had better watch out, or he was going to be next. Not that | cared.

Jenksrose, and acolumn of slver sparklesfell tofill the bowl like frosting. “Ivy, stedling peopleishisjob.
Y ou gotta help me here. Rachel doesn’t need to do this. It s stupid, even for her!”

My eyes narrowed, but vy stretched casudly, her belly button ring showing. “1f you don’t stop
badgering her, I’'m going to smack you into the wall so hard you won’t wake up for aweek,” she said.
Jenkslogt dtitude, and vy added as she headed over, “ Someone has to pull Kalamack’ s ass out of the
ever-after. Youthink | can do it?’

“No,” he protested weakly, “but why does Rachd have to? Trent knew therisks.”
He knew the risks and trusted me to get him out, | thought, unable to meet Ceri’ s gaze.

Ivy leaned with her elbows on the center idand counter. “Why don’t you stop trying to convince her not
to go and gtart trying to figure out how you can go with her.”

“Shewon't let me!” he shouted.
“Nooneisgoingwithme” | said firmly, and Jenkslet aburst of Slver dip from him.
“Seel” he exclamed, pointing.

My teeth clenched, and Ivy cleared her throat in warning. “I said I’d get him out,” | muttered, flipping
through the sketches that Ceri had drawn of the underground demon city.

“And I’'m coming with you,” he said belligerently.

| exhaled, trying to get my jaw to relax, but it was't working. In the past year, living and working with
Ivy and Jenks, | had learned how to trust others. It wastime to remember that | could trust myself, too.
That | could do thison my own. And | would. “ Jenks—"



“Don't ‘Jenks me,” he said, landing on the rolled-over seam of the yellow tablet, hiswings going for
balance and hisfinger pointed. “We pop in, grab him, and pop out.”

“That won't work,” Ceri interrupted softly, and Jenks spun.
“Why the hell not? Plan B worked with that fish. It will work for Trent!”

Ceri’ seyes darted to mine and then back to Jenks's. “Whoever Rachd buys the trips from will smply
snag her. Or tell Newt, who now hasasolid claim on her.”

| scuffed my foot, dmost ableto fed theraised, dashed circle on the bottom of it. “What if | just go
through Newt?’ | threw out there, desperate. “ She might forget about it.”

Ceri dtiffened. “No,” she said, and Ivy’ s expression went guarded at the woman’s maost-panic. “Not
Newt. Y ou dready wear one mark from her. She' sinsane. She says one thing, then does another. Y ou
can't trust her. She doesn't follow demon law, she makesit.”

| flipped to the next sketch, which showed what looked like the layout for the univeraty library, and
Jenks moved to my shoulder, where | was able to judge his agitation by the strength of the draft he was
making on my neck. It was cold, and | reached back and covered my biteswith my hand.

“Minias maybe?’ vy suggested, and Ceri shook her head.

“Miniasistrying to get back into Newt's good graces. Rachel may aswell wear abig bow and sing
‘Happy Birthday.””

| flipped the maps closed. “Why?’ | asked, eating another cracker. “They fired him.”

Ceri’ s gaze went serious. “Because Newt isthe only female demon left. And just like everyone else, he

would risk hislifefor the chance to engender a child. That was hisjob. They took avote and helost. |
told you this before.”

Her voice had gotten sharp, but her temper was her way of hiding her fear. Excising it, maybe. “You
didn’t tell me hewastrying to seduce her,” | said tartly, egging her on for someinane reason. Perhaps|
needed the release of yelling a someone, too. “Y ou told me he was babysitting her.”

Jenks swings brushed my neck, tangling in my hair. “He' s been with her, what? A few hundred years?
What' s his problem? Can’'t get it up?’

Ceri’ seyebrows went high, and she replied dryly, “ Shekilled the last Sx demons she became intimate
with. Pulled an entire line through them and—"

“Fried their little kitty brains,” Jenksfinished.
| looked for Rex in the threshold, but the cat had yet to come out from under my bed.

“Miniasis understandably cautious,” Ceri said, and Ivy snorted as she pushed her forearms up from the
counter and went to the coffeemaker.

“If it'sjust amatter of getting there, can't Rachd just sand inalineand...move?’ Ivy asked, her unusua
look of ignorance hinting at her fright.

Ceri shook her head, and | dropped the pad of paper onto the table. | remembered the time | had stood
in Trent’ s office, one foot in the here and now, and one in the ever-after. | had been entirely safe, unless
Al had got agrip on me and pulled me through. “Not unlessthere’sademon to pull you through,” | said,



rubbing the goose bumps from my arms. “ And I’ m the only one going in. Not you, not you, and not you.”
| looked at them in turn, reading Ceri’srelief, Jenks sire, and vy’ s annoyance.
“I don’t mind alittle demon smut,” Ivy said defensively.

“Meeither,” Jenks chimed in, and Ceri shook her head with a soft no. That Jenks had popped back to
reglity when the sun had come up didn’t bode well. “I’'m going with you, Rache,” he said loudly. “Even if
| haveto ridein your armpit!”

Ooh, that’ sapretty picture. “You don't getit,” | said, trying to burn the image from my consciousness.
“Thereisno reason for you to go!”

Jenks rose up, hiswings clattering. “Like hell thereisn’'t!” heyelled, shooting nervous glances at Ivy.
“Y ou need backup.”

Frustrated, | dammed my hand down on the table, and two pixies shot out of my charm cupboard,
dhrieking. | hestated asthey flew down the hall and into the night. Great, now Matalinawould know
Jenkswas trying to come with me. The woman wouldn't stop him, but I’ d be damned before | took him
away from her again.

“I’mnot going in there to kick some demon ass,” | said softly, trying to be reasonable. * Even with your
help, | can't beat off more than one demon at atime with magic, and as soon asthey redize I’ m there,
it sgoing to be abunch of demons.” | glanced at Ceri, and the pale woman nodded. “I’ ve thought it
over, and | can't do it with muscle or magic. | haveto do it with trickery, and I'm sorry, but much as1’d
like one or both of you there, you can't hdlp me.” | looked at Ivy by the fridge, feding the frustration
coming off her inawave. “Y ou can do more good by staying here and summoning me home.” My face
burned with shamethat | had ademon name, and fear made my voice soft. “Once |’ ve got him.”

“Thisiscragp!” Jenks shouted. “ Green fairy crap.”

Ivy rubbed her temples. “| have aheadache,” she bresthed, one of the few times she had ever admitted
to methat she hurt. “Canyou at least take Ceri?”’

Ceri’ srasp of incoming breath was harsh and quick. “No,” | said, touching the woman’s shoulder in
support. “I’'m going done.” Jenks bristled, and | leaned over him. “I’m going done!” | exclamed. “I
couldn’t have gotten the sample without you, Jenks, but thisis different. And you taking on a bucket of
smut so you can hold my hand while | do thisis't going to happen. Don't you get it!” | dmost shouted,
gtarting to shake. “Until | met the two of you, | worked aone, even when | did have backup. I’'m damn
good at it, and I’'m not going to put you in danger if | don’t need to, so drop it!”

For amoment, Jenks said nothing, hisfists on his hips as he pressed his lips together and frowned up at
me. From the window came a high-pitched hush for someoneto be quiet. “ So how much isyour life
worth, Rache?’ he asked.

| turned away so he couldn’t see my eyes. “I killed Kisten,” | said. “I’ m not going to risk either of you.”
My jaw clenched, and the hurt swelled. | had killed Kisten—maybe not directly, but it had been my fault.

Ivy’ sfeet scuffed the linoleum, and Jenks went silent. | couldn’t love anyone without putting themin
danger. Maybethisiswhy Dad told me to work alone.

Ceri touched my arm, and | sniffed back the misery. “It wasn't your fault,” she said, but Ivy’ sand
Jenks sslence said different.



“I know how to do this,” | said, shoving the pain down. “1 was summoned out—Ilike ademon. | can
kindle demon magic—like ademon. | have aname registered in their database—like they dl are. Why
can't| just clam Trent asmine and bring him home? | know he' d go along withiit.”

“Oh for the sweet humpin’ love of Tink!” Jenks shouted, and even lvy looked discomfited. Ceri, though,
put her elbows on the table and dropped her chin into her cupped pam with a thoughtful look on her
face. It wasthefirgt hint of hope, and my hands grew damp.

“You can't jump through thelines,” she said, asif that were the deciding factor. “How will you get
there?’

| fiddled with the bowl of crackers, nervous. | had to make aded with ademon. Damn it, | had to make
another ded with ademon. The difference thistime wasthat | was making this choice with aclear heed,
not being forced into it with death as the only other option. So | dedlt in demons. So the hell what. It
didn’t make me abad person. Or stupid. Or rash. It made me dangerous to everyone around meisall.
“So | buy atrip,” | said softly, knowing I’d never look a demon summoners the same way again. Maybe
I d take them serioudy now, instead of writing them off asidiots. Maybe I’ d been redlly wrong to accuse
Ceri of not knowing what she was doing.

Ceri Sghed, obliviousto my thoughts. “Back to the beginning,” she muttered to her legd pad. | looked
down at it to see asecond pair of eyes, decidedly masculine thistime.

“Sol buy atrip from Al,” | finished.

Ivy jerked, and Jenkstook to the air. “No,” Jenks said. “He will kill you. He will lie and kill you. He has
nothing to lose, Rache.”

Whichisexactly why it will work, | thought, but didn’t say it. Al had nothing to lose, and everything to
gan.

“Jenksisright,” Ivy said. Somehow she had crossed the kitchen without me seeing and was right over
me

Ceri’sexpresson wasthick withdarm. “You said Al isinjail.”

| nodded. “ They incarcerated him again when they redized | can spindle line energy. But he can il
bargain. And | know his summoning name. | can summon him out.”

Her pretty little mouth open, Ceri looked at 1vy and then Jenks. “He might kill you!”

“And he might not.” Discouraged but seeing no other options, | pushed the legd pad of sketched maps
away from me. “I have something he wants, and holding on to it will not do me any good. Giving it to him
might get Trent free....”

Ceri gave lvy apleading look, and the vampire dragged her chair to the other side of me and sat down.
“Rachd,” Ivy said, her voice soft and full of pity, “there’ snothing you can do. | don’t want Trent stuck
there any more than you do, but there’ s no shame in not waging a battle that can’t be won.”

Jenks stood before me with his head bobbing, but hisrelief made me even more angry. They weren’t
listening, and | redlly didn’t blame them. My tension rose, and | scrubbed ahand across my face.
“Okay,” | said shortly, and Jenks flew backward as| stood. “You'reright. Bad idea.” | have to get out
of here. “Just forget the entire thing,” | said, looking over the kitchen for my coat. The foyer...I think.

| headed for the front door with no bag, no wallet, and nothing but my spare keys, which | had stashed in



the safe with vy’ sliving-will papers. Someone had brought my car home, but | had yet to find my bag.
“Hey!” Jenks said from the table. “Where are you going?’

My pulse hammered, and my stepsjarred al the way up my spine. “ Eden Park. Alone. I'll be back after
sunrise. Unless I’ m dragged into the ever-after,” | added, sounding dry, sarcastic, and bitter. The clatter
of pixy wingsfollowing made metense.

“Rache—"

“Let her go,” Ivy said softly, and he dropped back. “ She’ s never had to ded with a Situation there was
no way to win. | better call Rynn,” she said as she headed down the hall. “ Then go to the store to stock
up. The shops might be closing for awhile. There might beriotsif the city hasto reorganize the lower
power structure. Thisisgoing to be arough week. Thel.S. isgoing to be too busy to pick its collective
nose”

| passed through the bat-filled sanctuary thinking | wasn't going to be around to seeit.

Thirty-two

It was cold, sitting on the top of the bench’s back the way | was, my feet on the seat as| looked out
from Eden Park over the gray Ohio River and across the Hollows. The sun was near rising, and the
Hollows was hazy with apinkish-gray mist. | wasthinking—waiting, redly. Just thefact thet | was Sitting
here was a clear indication that the thinking portion of my life was done. Now | had to do something.

So | sat on the top of the bench and shivered in my short leather jacket and jeans, my boots doing little to
stop the cold of a November morning. My breath made little puffs that existed about aslong asmy racing
thoughts did: thoughts of my dad, my mom, Takata, Kisten, Trent trapped in the ever-after, vy trusting
meto fix this, Jenkswanting to be a part of it.

Frowning, | dropped my eyes and brushed asmudge of dirt off my boot. My dad had brought me up
here upon occasion. Usudly it was when he and my mom were arguing or she had falen into afunk,
during which she would dways smile and give me akisswhen | asked what was wrong. Now |
wondered if her occasiona depression had come from thinking about Takata

| exhaled, watching the thought leave me like the mist from my breath and vanish into the collective
consciousness. My mother had quietly gone off her rocker trying to divorce hersdf from the redity of
bearing Takatd s children while being lovingly married to my dad. She had loved them both, and seeing
Takatain Robbie and me every day must have been a sdlf-inflicted torture.

“You can't forget anything,” | said, watching the words vanish into nothing. “And even if you do, it
aways comes back to bitch-dap you in the morning.”

The cool migt of the coming day was damp and pleasant, and | closed my eyes againgt the brightening
sky. I'd been up way too long.

Turning where | sat, | looked behind me over the narrow parking strip to the two man-made ponds and
the wide footbridge spanning them. Past the bridge was aragged ley line, unnoticeable unless you were
redly looking. I'd found it while hel ping Kisten fight off aforeign camarillatrying to kidnap his nephew
Audriclast year, and I" d forgotten al about it until fegling its discordant resonance through Bis. Though
weak, it would be enough.

Wondering how little Audric was, | wobbled off the bench, dapped the cold from my jeans, and headed
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acrossthelot. | ran ahand over thered paint of my convertiblein passing. | loved my car, andif | did
thisright, I’d be back to get it before they towed it away.

| took the bridge with dow steps, looking down for the telltale ripple of Sharps, the park’ s bridge trall,
but he was ether hiding in the deeper water or they had chased him out again. To the left wasawide
expanse of concrete tucked in the curve of the upper pond. Two statues were cemented into the ground,
and hemmed in between them ran theley line. Thefaint red visble to my mind' s eye was growing wesker
asthe sun neared rising, but it was till possible to see whereit ran, bound by awolf on onesideand a
funny-looking guy with a cauldron on the other, both holding the midpoint of the line stretching from one
end of the park to the other. It ran over the shalow water, which waswhy the line was so pathetically
weak here. If the pond had been any deeper, the line wouldn’t have been able to survive. Asit was, it
was |eaking enough power to make my skin prickle as| found afairly clean patch of concrete and sat
down just outsideit.

Taking arock, | leaned to scratch adoppy circleright in theline. Even if the sun rose and broke my
summons, | could till talk to Al if | stepped into the line, though he’ d be under no obligation to stay and
listen. | redly didn't think getting Al to stay would be aproblem.

My heart pounded, and with swest breaking out to make me cold, | whispered, “ Jariathjackjunigumoke,
| summon you.” | didn’t need the trappings to force his appearance, | only needed to open a channel.
And he came—using the name | had chosen for myself.

Al migted into existence in a seated, douched posture, and | stared, fascinated and repulsed as he took
on agross parody of me. Hislegs were twisted akimbo, skinny shoulders dumped and bare, carrying
red-rimmed scratches that held crusted blood. The dack-jawed face staring back a me was mine, but it
was blank and empty, the red stringy curlslank. It was the eyes that were the worst—demon-red,
goat-ditted orbs staring at me from my own face.

| hated it when he showed up as me.
“That'snice,” | said, easing back fromthecircle.

A flicker of anger lit through hisempty expression, and a shimmer of ever-after coated him. Hisform
grew blockier, more solid. A whiff of lilac came to me, and the clean scent of crushed velvet. He faced
me squardly, full of eegance and lordly refinement, sitting cross-legged on the cold cement: lace at his
cuffs, boots shining in the light, ruddy complexion clean, and every vestige of abruise or cut gone.

“I knew it wasyou,” he said, the hatred in his deep voice pulling ashiver through me. “Y ou'rethe only
onewho knowsit.”

| swallowed and tucked a curl behind my ear. “I never wanted your name. | only wanted you to leave me
aone. Why the hell couldn’t you just leave me aone?’

He sniffed, only now looking around with a haughty disdain. “Isthat why you're cadling meinto...apark?
Y ou want to trade back? Afraid you' re going to be drawn back to the ever-after when the sun rises?’
His head tilted, and he smiled, showing me hisflat, blocky teeth. *Y ou should be. I’'m most curious about
that mysdf.”

My mouth went dry. “I’m not ademon,” | said boldly. “Y ou can’'t scare me.”

Theaubtletensonin himrose. | saw it in thedight tightening of hisfingers. “Rache, honey, if you' re not
scared, you' re not going to survive.” His manner turned cocky and bitter. “Well, you took my name,” he
said, his noble British accent perfect and precise. “Isn't it pleasant, being at someone' s mercy? Trapped



by ahack in alittletiny bubble. Isit awonder wetry to kill you?” An eyebrow rising, he turned
introspective. “ Did Thomas Arthur Bansen escape?”’

| nodded, and he amiled knowingly. “Look,” | said, glancing at the growing light, “for what it sworth, I'm
sorry, and if you' d shut up about poor little you and listen, we might be able to both come away with
something. Unless you want to go back to that cell of yours.”

Al wasslent. Then heinclined hisheed. “I’'m listening.”

| thought of Ceri advisng me againgt this, of Jenksready to risk hislife on arunwe couldn’'t win, and of
Ivy knowing | was the only one who could get mysdlf out and dying insde as she forced hersdlf to let me
doit. | thought about dl thetimes| had brought in black witches, pitying them for their foolishness, telling
mysdlf demons were dangerous, manipulating bastards who you couldn’t beat. But | wasn't trying to beat
them, | wastrying to join them...apparently. | took a steadying breath. “Thisiswhat | want.”

Al made arude noise. Asif for anonexistent audience, he threw alace-cuffed hand in the air. A hint of
burnt amber tickled my nose, and | wondered if it wasred or Smply my memory inventing the scent.

“I want you to leave the people | love aone, especialy my mother. | want Trent, unharmed and free from
persecution for stedling the elven sample,” | said, voicelow. “You aredl collectively to leave him aone”

His head moved back and forth, and he eyed me over his smoked glasses. “I’ll say it again. Y ou are not
shy about asking for things. | can’t bind anyon€e' s actions but my own.”

| nodded, expecting this. “1 want that same amnesty for stedling your sample.”

“And | want to rip your bloody fucking head off, but it looks like we' re both going to be disappointed,
now aren’t we?’ he mockingly crooned.

My breath shook as| exhaled. | glanced at the east, and my pulse quickened. He had tortured my mom,
not in anger but to get to me. Never again. “What isit worth to you if | can not only get you out of jall,
but have the person who put you there gpol ogize?’

Al sneered. “If you don't have anything constructive to say, you should let me go back to the ever-after
and my cdll. | had everything under control until you demonstrated to Miniasthat you could spindleline
energy.”

“That’ swhat’ sgoing to save your ass,” | shot back, belligerent. “1 have an ideato benefit both of us.
Y ou wanna hear it?’

He crossed hisarms over hischest, the lace fluttering. “ And what isthat? Buy atrip in to rescue Trent
with your soul?” 1t was mocking, and my face burned. “It'snot worth it,” he added. “Inafew hours, I'm
going to be banished to the surface, my belongings raffled off as novelty items and my living space given
to someone else—my reputation destroyed. I”d rather have your head than your soul at this point in my
illustrious career.”

“Good,” | shot back, “because you' re not going to get it.” My heart pounded as | waited for him to get
over his pity party. Sure enough, after about five seconds of miffed silence, he turned back to me. Ina

very small voice | asked, “Isthere asystem in place for ademon to teach another? Sort of amentoring
position?” God, hep me. Tell mel’m seeing things clearly and unclouded by pride.

Al threw his head back and laughed. The water surrounding usrippled, and | heard the echo of it come
back from the new town houses across the street.



“There hasn't been ademon needing instruction for five thousand yearsl” he exclamed. “1’m abouit to be
exiled to the surface, and you want me to take you on as a student? Teach you everything | know for free
just because?’

| said nothing, waiting as he followed my question to the reasoning behind it, and hisruddy facelost all
expression. Eyes peering over those damned glasses of his, he stared as my pulse quickened. “Yes,” he
sad softly, amost breaething the word. “ Thereis.”

My hands were shaking, and | wrapped my arms around mysalf and tucked them under the shelter of my
jacket. “And if you said you had taken me on as a student instead of afamilia—because | could twist
demon magic—then you wouldn’t be in trouble for letting me know how to spindle ever-after in my

thoughts.”
His head moved almost imperceptibly up and down, hisjaw tightening.

“Y ou could tell them that you taught me, then left me here because | was|earning more fighting you than |
could in the ever-after.”

“But | didn’t.”
His voice was so lacking in emotion, it sounded dead. “ They don't know that,” | said.

Al'schest roseand fdll inasigh. | could seerdlief in him, and | wondered what it was like to be ademon
and afraid. And how long he would let melive knowing | not only saw it, but had the answer to save him.
“Why?" he asked.

| licked my lips. “I want Trent. If I'm your student, wouldn't | be entitled to afamiliar? Hell, | made one
of my boyfriends my familiar before you broke the bond,” | said, attention going everywhereasl| tried to
hide my shame even though | knew I’ d never use another person like that. At least not intentiondly.

“Trent iswearing smut that | should have,” | added. “Hetook it voluntarily. That’ swhat afamiliar does.”

Hisfingerstwitching with arepressed excitement, Al smiled. “ And my reputation isrestored.” The demon
glanced to the east and adjusted his glassesto hide hiseyes. “ They aren’t stupid,” he said dryly. “ They
will say it' saconvenient sory.”

Thiswastheredly scary part. | had trusted Al to give me anight of peace, but thiswas entirely different.
“Which iswhy you're going to bring me through the lines so | can speak in your defense,” | said, fear
clenching my heart. “Then you do what you have to for meto clam Trent asmy familiar.”

“Trenton Aloysius Kalamack wears Minias smark,” he said quickly.

“But he/ swearing my smut of hisown freewill,” | offered, and Al pursed hislips, leaning back until he hit
the bubble and jerked forward.

“I would need to buy your familiar’ s mark from Minias,” he mused doud. Eyebrowsrising, he shifted a
hand in agesture of possibility. “But | candoit.”

“Then Trent and | come back here, and we dl go back to normal.”

Al snorted. “ Sweet innocence be damned. What about my name?’ he asked, making amoot face. “I
want that back.”

| met hisgaze, refusng to giveonthis “Youwon't beinjal.”



Hiseyes narrowed. “I want my name. | need it.”

| remembered what Ceri had said about how he made hisliving. Would | be responsible for the people
Al tricked into davery if | gaveit back to him? Logic said no, but emotion said | should stop himiif |
could. But what about me being summoned into Tom'scircle?| didn't want that happening again.
“Maybe,” | whispered.

His attention bore into mine as he took adow breath. | didn’t know what he was going to come back
with. “Rachel,” he said, and the smple sound of it made my blood turn cold. Something was there that
hadn’t been before, and it scared the crap out of me. “I need to know something before | will bargain
with you anymore.”

Hearing atrap, | edged back, my jeans scraping on the grit between me and the cement. “1’m not giving
anything for free”

Hisexpression didn’t change. “ Oh, not free,” he said in a dangerous monotone. “Insight into another’s
thoughtsis never free. Y ou pay for it in the mogt. . . unexpected ways. | want to know why you didn’t call
Miniasthe other night. | saw your decison to let me go, and | want to know why you did it. Minias
would havejailed me. Y ou would have had anight of freedom. Y et you...let me go. Why?’

“Because | wasn't about to call amouse of ademon when | could take care of it mysdlf,” | said, then
hesitated. That wasn't why. “Because | thought if | gave you anight of peace, you might give methe
same.” God, | had been stupid. To think that a demon would respect that had been dumb.

But adow, deeply satisfied smile came over him, and his breath quickened. “ So softly it starts,” he
whispered. “Foolishly clever and with an unsurvivabletrust. It just saved your miserablelife, that
questionable show of thought, my itchy-witch.” Al’s smile shifted, becoming lighter. “ And now you will
liveto possibly regret it.”

| shivered, not knowing if | had just saved or damned mysdlf. But I'd be dive, and that was what
mattered right now.

“You asmy protégée?’ he asked, asif trying it on.

| fdlt dizzy. “Nameonly,” | bresthed, putting ahand on the cold cement to ground myself. “Y ou leave me
aone. My family, too. Stay away from my mom, you SOB.”

“Pricdless” Al mocked. “No. If | am taking you, you will be here” He touched the ground by hisknee.
“In the ever-after. With me.”

“Absolutdy not.”

Al took abreath, then leaned forward with his brow furrowed, asif he was trying to impress me with the
weight of hiswords. “Y ou don't understand, witch,” he said, hammering in the last word. “ There hasn't
been the chance to teach someone worth the st of their blood in avery long time. If we are going to
play thisgame, then wewill play it.”

He leaned back, and | remembered to breathe.

“I can't clam you asastudent if you aren’'t with me,” he said, gesturing flamboyantly, his earlier mood of
seriousness replaced with hisusud dramatic flair. “Be reasonable. | know you can be. If you try very,
very hard.”

| didn’t like hismocking tone. “I’ll visit you one night aweek,” | countered.



He eyed me over his glasses, his gaze rising to the coming sun. “ One night aweek off, and the rest of the
time, you' rewith me.”

My thoughts went to Trent. | could wak away from thisright now, but | wouldn’t be ableto live with
mysdlf. “I'll give you one twenty-four-hour period—afull day and night every week. Takeit or leaveit.”
Damn it, Trent, you owe me big.

“Two,” he countered, and | stifled atremor. | had him over abarrel, having shown him hisfreedom and
the status having ateachable student would bring him. Still, he could say no, and then neither of uswould
have anything. And | was hoping that | might get something else out of him before we were done.

“One” | said, gicking to my origina offer. “And | want to know how to jump the linesimmediately. | will
not be stranded with no way home.”

A curiouslight flickered in hiseyes. It wasn't lugt, it wasn't anticipation. | didn’t know whet it was. “We
will spend our time as | seefit,” he said, then leered, completely wiping out the degper emaotion I’d seen
inhim. “Any way | want,” he added, licking hisruddy lips.

“No sex,” | sad, heart pounding. “1’m not deeping with you. Forget it.” It was now or never. “And |
want that mark of yoursremoved,” | blurted. “ Gratis. Cal it asigning bonus.”

Hislips parted and he laughed until he realized | was serious. “ That would leave you with only Newt's
mark,” he said, amused. “Her clam on you would be stronger than mine. Not a hedthy placeto be,
when oneisin the ever-after and...vulnerable.”

Okay. Good point. Backtrack alittle. “Then buy Newt'smark for me,” | said, shaking insde, “and take
it off. Y ou want me as an apprentice, | want some insurance.”

Face clouding, he thought about it, and | got redlly scared when his expression shifted to adevilish
delight. “Only if you give me my name back...Madam Algaiarept. Do that, and we have aded.”

| shuddered upon hearing the terms come from hislips, and | didn’t care that he saw it. Hisgrin
deepened. But considering that | wouldn't have to deal with Newt ever again or risk being summoned
into Al'scircle, it wasn't abad arrangement. For elther of us. “Y ou don’t get your name until Newt's
mark isgone,” | countered.

Helooked at me, then turned to the bright horizon, his smoked glasses going even blacker. “Thesunis
about torise,” he murmured distantly, and | held my breeth, not knowing if he agreed or not.

“So arewedoing this?’ | asked. There was ajogger at the far end of the park, and his dog was barking
furioudy at us.

“One more question,” he said, bringing his gaze back to me. “Tel mewhat it waslike, being trapped in
someone' s bubble like ademon.”

My face screwed up at the memory. “1 hated it,” | said, and asmall noise dipped from him, rising up
from someplace deep inside him where only he knew histhoughts. “It was degrading—infuriating that a
worm like Tom had control of me. | wanted to...scare him so bad hewouldn’t ever do it again.”

Al’sexpression shifted when what | had said hit meand | put ahand to my chest. Damn it back to the
Turn, | understood him. He hadn’t asked because he hadn’t known how | felt. He asked so | would see
we were the same. God, help me. Please.

“Don’'t do that to meagain,” hesaid. “Ever.”



My stomach cramped. He was asking for meto trust him out of acircle, and it wasthe scariest thing I'd
ever had to do. “Okay,” | whispered. “You got it.”

Al looked at the bubble of ever-after over his head and tugged the lace of his cuffs down. “Come here.”

At that ingtant, light spilled over the rim of earth surrounding Cincinnati. My scratched circlewas till
there, but Al no longer was. Shaking, | dropped the barrier of ever-after and brought my second sight
into focus. Taking abreath, | stepped into the lineto find him standing right where I’ d left him, smiling
with his hand extended. Around him, or us, rather, dumped the broken city, grass-choked chunks of
pavement standing at odd angles thrusting upward from the earth. There was no bridge or ponds. Just
dead grassand ared haze. | didn’t look behind me to the Hollows asthe wind blew grit into my face.

| was standing in aline, balanced between redlity and the ever-after. | could go elther way. | wasn't his
yet. “One day aweek,” | said, kneeswobbling.

“I giveyou Newt’smark, you give memy name,” Al said, then wiggled hisfingers asif he needed meto
take them to finish the dedl. | reached for it, and at the last moment, Al’ s glove melted away, and | found
mysdlf gripping hishand. | stifled my first impulseto jerk away, fedling the hard calluses and the warmth.
It was done. Now | only had to roll with the surprises.

“Rachd!” cameacdl with the damming of acar door. “ God, no!”
It had been my mom’ svoice, and my hand gill in Al’s, | turned, unable to see anything.

Al pulled meinto him, and numb, | felt hisarm curve possessvely about my waist. “Too late,” he
whispered, his breath shifting the hair about my ear, and we jumped.

Thirty-three

The jump through the line hit me like a bucket of ice water, an uncomfortable dap right from the start with
the shock turning into the sensation of being wet where you don’t want to be and left dripping. | felt my
body shatter—that was the shock—and then my thoughts tightened into aball around my soul to hold it
together—that was the miserable, dripping-wet part. That | was holding my soul together and not Al was
asurpriseto both of us.

Good, came Al’ sgrudging, most worried thought rippling over the protective bubble | had somehow
made about my psyche. And then came the push back into existence.

Again the bucket of ice water hit my thoughts as he shoved me out of theline. | tried to see how he did it,
coming away without aclue. But at least | had managed to keep from spreading my thoughts over the
entire continent crisscrossed with ley lines—the Stretchy stuff that kept the ever-after from vanishing, if
Jenkswasright.

| gasped as | fet my lungsform. Dizzy, | fell to my hands and knees. “Ow,” | said as| looked at the dirty
whitetile, then brought my head up at the hammering of noise. Wewerein alargeroom. Men in suits
were everywhere standing or sitting in orange chairs—waiting.

“Get up,” Al grumbled, bending to bodily yank me upright.

| rose, arms and legs flopping until | found my feet. Wide-eyed, | Stared at the irate people dressed in a
vast array of styles. Al jerked meinto motion, and my mouth dropped as | redlized we had popped into
existence upon what looked like an FIB emblem. Holy crap, it even looked like the FIB reception room.
Minus the demons, of course.
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Fedling displaced and unred, | turned to where the doors to the street would have been, seeing only a
blank wal and more waiting demons. “Isthisthe FIB?’ | sammered.

“It' ssomeone sideaof ajoke,” Al said, hisvoicetight and his accent impeccable. “ Get off the pad
unless you want someone' selbow in your ear.”

“God, it stinks,” | said, hand over my nose as he pulled meinto along step.

Al strode forward, head high. “It’ sthe stench of bureaucracy, my itchy-witch, and why | choseto gointo
human resources when but awee lad.”

We d come up to aset of imposing wooden doors. There were two uniformed men beside it—demons,
by their eyes—looking bored and stupid. They probably had stupid denizensin the ever-after just like
everywhere dse. Behind uswas arisng angry mutter that | recognized from when | tried to sneak
thirteen itemsinto atweve-item-only line.

“Docket number?’ the more brilliant of the two asked, and Al reached for the door.
“Hey,” the other said, coming to life. “Y ou're supposed to beinjail.”

Al grinned a him, hiswhite-gloved grip tightening on the wooden handle, which wasintricately carved in
the shape of anaked, writhing woman. Nice. “And your mommawanted you to have abrain,” he sad,
yanking the door open and damming it into the guy’ sface.

| danced backward at the ensuing uproar, but Al took my upper arm and strode forward, noseinthe air,
buckled shoes snapping, and velveteen codttails swaying. “ Y ou, ah, have away with civil servants,” |
said, amost panting to keep up. | wasn't about to drag my feet. I'd stormed afew offices mysdlf; you
had to move quickly to get past the red-tape-loving idiots and find someone intelligent enough to
appreciate the nerve of barging in. Someone dying for an interruption and the chance to procrastinate.
Someonelike...| peered a the nameplate on the door Al stopped before. Someone like Dallkarackint.
Jeez, what was it with demon names?

Wait asec. Ddi, Dadlkarackint...Wasthisthe guy Al had wanted to throw my dead body in front of ?

Al opened the door, shoved me in, then back-kicked the door shut to block out the uproar storming up
the hal behind us. | felt atweak on my awareness and wondered if he’ d locked it. It was a thought that
grew more plausible when the pounding on the door stayed pounding and didn’t turn into abig ugly
demon with abroken nose.

Squinting, | caught my balancein the...sand? Shocked, | looked up aswhat had to be a fake breeze
smelling of seaweed and burnt amber shifted my hair. | was standing in hot sand in the sun. The door had
become a smdl changing hut, and aboardwalk ran from right to left to the surf-soaked horizon.
Stretching into the almost green water was a canopy-covered dock. At the end was alarge platform on
which aman sat behind adesk. Okay, he was ademon, but he looked like an attractive fifty-something
CEO who had brought his desk with him on vacation instead of hislaptop. Before him in an upright deck
chair wasawoman in apurple sari. The scrying mirror on her lap flashed in the sun angling under the
canopy that shaded the desk. Hisfamiliar?

“Wow,” | said, unableto look at everything a once. “Thisisn't red, isit?’

Al straightened his crushed velvet and pulled me onto the boardwalk. “No,” he said as our hedl's clunked
on thewood. “It's casual Friday.”

My God, the sun diding under the awning is even warm, | thought as we found the dock and started



downit. | supposeif onewasademon and had unlimited power, why not put the illusion of the Bahamas
around you at the office? Al yanked me forward when | lagged to seeif there werefish in the water, and
| yelped when | felt a cascading shimmer cross over me.

“There,” Al soothed, and | shoved his hand off me. “Now don’t you look proper? Must wear our best
when before the court.”

My pulse quickened as | realized | was wearing my usua working legthers, my hair back in a scrunchy
and my butt-kicking boots on my feet. The purple scarf around my waist was new, though. “1f you're
trying to make nice-nice, thismight not be the best way to do it,” | said to Al when the guy behind the
desk leaned back in annoyance as he saw us and the woman took her hand from the mirror.

“Relax.” Al pulled mefurther into his burnt-amber scent as we came to arespectful hat on the round rug
laid on the rough planks before the desk. 1"’ m supposed to be exiled this morning. They would have
been disgppointed if | didn’'t do something dramétic.”

A puddle of gray in the sun-soaked dinghy tied to the dock moved, and my gaze shifted.

Oh, God. It was Trent. He looked washed out and thin as he bobbed on the fake tide in the sun, and
when he saw me, hatefilled his bloodshot eyes. He had to know | was here to rescue him. Didn’t he?

The demon behind the desk sighed, and my attention shifted to him. Somehow he looked right out herein
the cool, Brimstone-scented, breezy shade of the canopy, his desk perched over the water with a coffee
cup and astack of filesonit. Flip-flops poked from under the dark mahogany desk, and his
Hawaiian-print top showed awisp of hair at his chest. Setting his pen down, he gestured sourly. “All,
what, by the two worlds colliding, are you doing in my office?’

Al beamed as the demon recognized him, pulling himsdf sraight, tugging thelace a hiswrists, and
scuffing his shiny-buckled boots on the planks. “Elevating your atus, Ddli, dear.”

Dali leaned back in his chair and glanced at the woman silently waiting. “Before or after | ding your assto
the surface?’ he said in abothered tone, hisfast voice rough. His eyesflicked to me, and hislips pursed
briefly. “'Y ou don't have anything left to elevate anyone. And killing her before the courts will not excuse
you from teaching her how to spindle line energy and let her run about with no compulsion to keep her
mouth shut.”

“Hey!” | said, not wanting that to stand without correction. “I was under compulsion to keep my mouth
shut. So was Ceri. We were under lots of compulsion.” Al gripped my arm and dragged me back a step
as| added, “Y ou' ve no idea the amount of compulsion we were under.”

“Y ou misunderstand, my most honorable ass-kisser,” Al said, jaw clenched a my outburst. “1’d sooner
die before giving Rachd MarianaMorgan to the courts. I'm not here to kill her, I'm here to demand that
the uncommon stupidity charge againgt me be dropped.”

My shock at the honorable-ass-kisser comment was pushed away by the thought of alaw against
uncommon stupidity, and | wondered how we could get one. Remembering Trent, | nudged Al.

“Oh, yes,” the demon added, “and | would ask that my student’ s familiar be released to my custody.
Busy day planned. We could use his help. Must get him trained up, up, up!”

In the dinghy, Trent pulled himsdaf up and sat on the bench, hismotionsdow asif hewasin pain. There
was a humiliating red ribbon about his neck. | wondered why he woreit, but upon seeing that hisfingers
were red and swollen, | decided they weren't letting him take it off.



Ddi pushed his papers away and glanced at the woman. “1 appreciate your effortsto weasel out of a
hundred years of community service, but you've nothing left. Get out.”

| turned to Al, seeing his complexion take on anew hue of red. “ Community service? Y ou told methey
were going to banish you to the surface.”

“They are,” he growled, pinching my elbow. “Now shut up.”

| fumed, but Al was dready facing Ddli. “I’ ve taken Morgan as astudent, not afamiliar,” hesaid. “It's
not illegd or uncommonly stupid to teach a student how to spindleline energy. | smply didn’t think it was
worth mentioning. .. & thetime”

Dai’seyeswidened. On thefloor, Trent’ s hatred grew directed, and | winced. Thiswas|ooking reglly
bad, and I’ d have done anything to have been able to explain. Smiling, Al looped hisarminmine. “Try to
look sexy,” he muttered, poking me until my back stiffened.

“Student?’ Ddi blurted, both hands going pams-down on the desk. * Al—"

“She can spindlelineenergy,” Al interrupted. “Her blood can twist demon curses. Shetook ahuman asa
familiar before | broke the bond.”

“Common knowledge,” the demon said, pointing irately. “Y ou said something about status. Give me
something | don't know, or get the hell onto the surface where you belong.”

Al took aworried breath. His face never changed, but | was standing so closg, | felt it. And somehow,
that was scary. Exhaing, Al nodded once, as astudent might to an ingtructor. It wasthefirst show of
respect I’ d seen from him, and | grew more frightened yet. His gaze flicked to the woman with the
scrying mirror, and Ddi’ s eyebrows rose.

The older demon pressed hislips and gestured for her to leave. She silently stood, set the mirror on his
desk with disgust, and then vanished in a pop that was lost in the sound of the wind against the water.
“This better be good,” Ddi grumbled. “I rent her by the hour.”

Al swallowed, and | swear | could smell the faintest hint of swegt on him. “ Thiswitch can be summoned,”
he said softly, an arm behind and before him. * She can be summoned through the lines by way of a
password.” Dai made apuff of air, and Al added in alouder voice, “I know this because she stole mine
and was summoned out in my stead.”

Ddli leaned forward. “ That's how she escaped?’ He turned to me. “Y ou stole Al’ s summoning name?
Voluntarily?” he asked. | opened my mouth to tell him it was so Al would leave me and my family aone,
but Dali had returned his attention to Al. * She was summoned out? How did you get out, then?’

“She summoned meinturn,” Al said, hisvoice dropping in pitch. “ That’ swhat I’ m saying, old man. She
integrated her password into our system well enough for it to be used in summoning. She can invoke
demon magic. She accidentaly made her boyfriend her familiar.”

“Ex-boyfriend,” | muttered, but neither waslistening.

“Now are you going to hand me ashovel so | can dig my way out,” Al said, “or are you going to banish
me to the surface and throw this pretty little ball of chance against thewall of ef-shit and watch it shatter?
None of you have the finesse for this. Newt, perhaps, if she were sane, but sheisn’t. And would you
trust Newt not to kill her?1 wouldn’t.”

Ddi’seyesnarrowed. “You think...,” he mused.



“I know,” Al said, chilling mewith what he might have said, and my gaze flicked to Trent, ligeningin the
dinghy. Damnit, Ceri said | wasn't ademon, but this...looked redly bad. “ Sheismy student,” Al said
loudly. “1 dready made the dedl; she' smine. But | want her free of Newt’s mark to prevent
any—misunderstanding. All I want from you isto serve as witness and to set up asafe place for meto do
aded with Newt.”

Fear jerked me straight. He' s going to do the dedl now? With me here?“Ah, wait up, boys,” |
exclamed, backing up until Al gave me awithering look. “Thisis Newt we re talking about, right? No
way. No freaking way!”

Ignoring me, the demon behind the desk hesitated nevertheless. He reclined with hisfingers steepled
againg the colorful pattern of flowers on his shirt asthe wind ruffled hishair, and | was suddenly struck
with the memory of me asking Edden to throw me a preserver to get mysalf out of my persond crapfest
just lagt year. Damn, were we that much alike, Al and I”? Using what we had and scrambling to stay
dive?

“Cdl her,” Al said ashe picked atin of snuff from an inner coat pocket. A whiff of Brimstone cameto
me as he ddlicatdly sniffed a pinch. “Newt doesn’t remember shit about Morgan, but she knows she
forgot something. She'll give methe witch’smark in return for her memory, and when she finds out
Minias wiped the knowledge from her, accident or not, she'll bloody kill him. That leavesthree
knowing.” Hissmile grew devious. “ Threeisavery stable number.”

“What about Trent?’ | questioned, thinking this was getting more complex than I’ d dreamed it would be.
“Theded was| get him.”

“Petience, itchy-witch,” Al muttered between histeeth as he samiled at Dali and put an arm over my
shoulders. | shoved hishand off me and glanced at Trent. He had to have known thiswas dl to get him
free and that he wouldn’t really be my familiar. But hislook was one of pure hatred.

The older demon shifted in his chair, and when our eyesmet, | stifled ashiver. In asudden motion, Ddli
reached for the scrying mirror. Setting it before him, he smiled wickedly at Al. “I’ll seeif she's cognizant
thismorning.”

My pulse hammered, and my palms sweated. Almost immediately Dalkarackint’s brow furrowed in
worry, cleared, and then he amiled. “Al...,” | whispered, backing up as| remembered Newt’ s utterly
unbal anced, powerful presence tearing gpart my living room and mastering three blood circles as she
searched my church for who knew what. “ Al, thisisn't agood idea. Thisredly isn't agood idea.”

He huffed and grasped my shoulders, forcing meto stand beside him. “Y ou asked for abloody miracle.
Who did you think I’d haveto go to for it? Be agood girl and don’'t douch.”

| fought to get free of hisgrip, my motions tilling when Newt' s androgynous shape misted into existence,
bald and barefoot, her high cheekbones flushed and her brows raised in question. She wore arobe that
was somewhere between akimono and a sari, matching Minias' susua outfit, but herswas adark red,
billowing and lightweight. Her eyes were completely black, even the whites, and | remembered the touch
of her hand on my jaw and how she had searched my face thefirst time we had met, comparing meto
her ssters. Mouth dry, | tried to get Al between us, not caring if | looked scared. | was.

She dowly turned, her black gaze going from the bobbing dinghy to the ornate desk. “ Ddli,” she said.
Her voice had a smooth but masculine edgeto it, and the demon took his hand from the mirror. Her
attention shifted to Al. “Algdiarept?’ she questioned. “ Shouldn’t you be making asun shelter about
now?’ And then her eyesfell upon me.



“You!” shesad, sepping forward with avehement expression and her finger pointed.
Heart pounding, | pressed into Al. Funny how he seemed so much safer now.

“Newt, love,” Al soothed, ablack haze enveloping his extended hand, and | felt the tension dmost crack.
“Y ou look marvelous. Don’'t muss your dress. She' s here for areason. Don't you want to heer it before
you tear her head off?”

Newt hesitated, and as my pulse hammered in my ears, she gracioudy sank back into the deck chair
Ddi’ s secretary had beenin. Dali was il behind the desk, but he was standing now. “Y our familiar has
something that belongsto me,” she said dmost petulantly. “1’m assuming you're hereto sdll her. Trying to
buy space in the zoo, are you?’

Ddli cleared histhroat and came around his desk to offer her atall glass of what looked likeiced tea. It
hadn’t been there amoment ago. “Al istrying to weasel hisway out of debt and thinksit will take that
mark the witch owesyou,” the older demon said as he leaned against his desk, ankles crossed in asubtle
show of submissveness. “Be adear and sdl it to him, love”

She had taken the drink, the ice tinkling faintly as she set it on around wicker table that showed up the
instant shetook her hand from the glass. “ Since Al wantsit, the answer isno.”

Al took a step forward, leaving meto fed exposed. “Newt, love, I’'m sure—"

With aglance, she stopped him. “I’ m sure you have nothing—Ilove,” she mocked. “Y ou sold everything
down to your roomsto bribe for alate court date and post bail. I' m crazy, not stupid.”

My jaw dropped, and | warmed. “You did what?’ | exclaimed. Grest. | was the student of a destitute
demon. But Newt was now looking at me, and | backed up a step.

“ She has something of mine,” she said. “ She wears my mark. Give her to me, and maybe I’ ll buy your
rooms back for you.”

At that, Al smiled. Knedling before her, he took up her drink. “What she hasisamemory of you two
mesting, of what you learned and no one else but | figured out. Give me the witch’ smark,” Al whispered
as he handed her theglass, “and I'll tdll you what that is. Better Hill, I’ keep reminding you when that
bastard Minias doses you into forgetting it—again.”

Theglassin her grip cracked, and an amber bead of liquid formed and rolled down the side. It was
followed by another. “Minias...,” sheadmost growled as she set the glass aside, her jaw tight in anger and
her black orbsterrifyingly intent.

Her gazefell on me, and | went cold. She stood, and Al casudly backed up to get between us. “Yesor
no, love,” he said, putting me behind him.

“Yes,” shewhispered, and | yelped, shaking my foot when it gave atwinge.
Al steadied me, but hisintake of breath shook at our success. “Y ou put it on your foot?’ he asked me.

“I didn’'t have achoice,” | said, kneesweak. He had doneit. That fast, he had gotten Newt’s mark
switched to him. Now all that was left wasto return hisnamefor it, and I’ d be free of the mark
completely. Thisisworking, | thought, glancing at Trent, who was watching in numb shock.

“Tel mewhat | forgot,” Newt said, eyeing me with suspicion.



Al smiled. Laying afinger beside hisnose, he leaned into her. * She can invoke demon magic,” he said,
holding up afinger to forestall Newt’ s snort of anger. “ She has made ahuman her familiar, though |
broke that bond.”

“It had better be more than that, Al,” she intoned, starting to look pissed as she drew away from Al and
looked out over the fake water.

“She stole my name and made it her own.”
Newt turned to face him, her expression empty.
“And she was summoned out under it.”

Black eyes going wide, Newt sucked in her bresth. “I killed my sistersl” she said, and my brief eation at
getting her mark shifted to Al twisted into fear. “ She can't be kin!”

“Oh, she'skin,” Al said, chuckling as he pulled meto him, hisgrip tightening as| struggled. “Kin born not
of usbut of the elves. Stupid, stupid eveswho forgot and fixed what they broke. Y ou figured it out, and
Minias stole the knowledge from you for long enough that | could redlize t, too, and get her first.”

“She should be mine! Give her to mel”

But Al shook his head as Dali tensed behind his desk, the demon smiling as he breathed in the scent from
my hair. | let him, numb and bewildered. Kin? Witches redlly were kin to demons? It went against
everything I’ d been taught, but damn it, it made sense!

| jumped at asoft pop of displaced air. Minias burst into existence, his sandaled feet on the old wood.
Hewaswearing his purple robes, and | fingered my belt, starting to think that was the color demons
dressed their familiarsin when they were pleased with them. “Newt!” Minias exclaimed, drawing back
when herealized who else was here, giving Trent barely aglance. “What are you doing here?’ he
questioned, then paled at her venomous |ook.

“Y ou made me forget what sheis,” shewhispered. “Come here, Minias”
Red, goat-ditted eyes widening, Minias reared back and vanished.
“Wait!” | shouted, then turned to All. “I need him. Y ou promised me Trent!”

Al’sexpression at my outburst was one of pure disgust, and when Newt turned to me, | wished I’ d kept
my mouth shut. “Y ou want thet elf for afamiliar?’ she asked.

| licked my lips. “Heput meinacage,” | said, trying to come up with areason other than rescuing him.
Trent got to hisfeet, the dinghy rocking until he steadied himself against the dock, whereupon Ddli kicked
him back to the bottom of the boat.

“He sthe perfect familiar for my student,” Al interjected smoothly over my head, hisgrip on my am
telling meto shut up. “Easily hurt, stubborn, proneto biting, but basically harmless. One must learnto ride
apony before tackling the stdlion. He owes Miniasafavor. | could presstheissue sincethe ef is
voluntarily wearing her smut, but honestly, it' seasier just to buy amark.” Al smiled with addiciousirony.
“MaybeI'll offer to tel him about my new student. That ought to be worth something.”

| tensed as Newt’ seyes narrowed. “You'll tell meagain, if | forget?” Al nodded, and Newt’ sface grew
ugly. “The ef doesn’'t owe Miniasanything. | give hismark to you.”



Trent groaned and fell back, his hate-filled expression chilling me.
Ddi’sbrowsrose. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

Newt spun, making her robe unfurl. “He smy familiar, bought and paid for. | can claim anything of his.
Evenhislife”

Al cleared histhroat nervoudy. “ That’ sgood to know,” he said lightly. “Important safety tip. Rache,
write that down somewhere aslesson number one.”

Her lips pressed tightly, Newt pulled her attention from the fal se horizon and found me. |ce seemed to
scum my skin, and | felt mysdlf pale. | had everything I'd comefor. | had rubbed out Newt’s mark, or at
least | would when | gave Al his name back. | had saved Trent—I thought. So why did every ingtinct tell
me everything was about to hit thefan?

“Youwill teach her?” Newt said to Al, looking a me with her black eyes.
Al nodded and pulled me closer, and | let him. “ Asif she were my daughter.”

Newt dropped back a step, her hands clasped before her and her head bowed. She looked funny, and |
got the feding that something was being settled that | didn’t understand. *Y ou’ re agood teacher,” Newt
findly said when her head came up. “ Ceri was very skilled.”

“ know. | missher.”

Her head moved up and down, and then she turned to me. “When you' re ready, come to me. Maybe by
then I'll have my memory back and I’ Il know what in hell isgoing on.”

| clenched my hands so no one would see them tremble, but when | took a breath to answer her, she
vanished.

Dai’ sexhdewasloud and strong. 1 give Miniastwo days.”

Al’s shoulders dumped. “He s used to evading her. | give him...seven.” He shifted uneesily, looking at
the sparklesin the surf. “ Rachd, collect your df. I’'mtired and | want to wash the cell-stink off me.” |
didn’t move and he gave me ashove in Trent’ sdirection before turning to Ddi. 1’ m assuming the charge
of uncommon stupidity will be dropped?’

Ddi amiled. “Yes, yes, take your student’sfamiliar and get out. Are you going to remind Newt asyou
sad you would?’

Al amiled. “Every day until shekillshim. Yes”
Unsure, | looked at Trent gazing murderoudy a me, then Al. “Uh, Al?" | prompted.

“Get your df, itchy-witch,” he said under his breath. “1 want to get out of here before Newt remembersa
rule or something and comes back.”

But Trent waslooking a me like he wanted to jam a pen in my eye. Taking ashaky breath, | strodeto
him, falling into a crouch and extending ahand to help him out of the bobbing boat. A low sound rose
from him. | stared at him, frozen, ashelunged a me.

“Trent!” | managed before he got agrip on my throat. My back hit the dock, and he landed on me,
pushing my ar out. He was straddling me, his grip cutting off my air—and then hewas gone and | could
breathe again. | heard athump, looking up to seethat Al had backhanded him off of me.



Trent dumped to the dock, aleg hanging off it and threatening to pull him into the water. Shocked, |
stared as he curled into himsdlf and retched over the side.

“Lesson number two,” Al said as he yanked me up with awhite-gloved hand. “Never trust your familiar.”

“What in hdl iswrong with you!” | shouted, glaring at Trent as| shook. “Y ou can kill melater, but right
now, | want to get out of herel”

| reached out, and thistime he did nothing when | pulled himto Al. I didn’t know how to travel thelines,
but | assumed Al would jump us, seeing as | had just saved his demon ass.

“Thank you,” | muttered, very conscious of Ddi watching uswith caculation.

“Thank melater, itchy-witch,” Al said nervoudy. “1’'m popping you and your familiar back to your
church, but | expect to see you in fifteen minutesin your ley line with your spelling suppliesand anew
stick of magnetic chalk. | need sometimeto, ah, rent aroom somewhere.”

My eyesclosed in along blink. Al really was broke. Swell. “ Can't we start this next week?’ | asked, but
it wastoo late, and | felt Trent’ s grip on metighten as my body was torn apart by time, then melted back
into existence. | was sotired, | could have cried.

| didn’t even fed dizzy when the stink of the ever-after vanished. The acidic scent of cut grass hit me, and
wavering on my feet, | opened my eyesto the somber gray and green of my graveyard. Sowly |
dumped. | was home.

“Dad!” atiny voice shrilled, and | jerked to find one of Jenks skids staring a me. “ She' sback! And
she'sgot Mr. Kalamack!”

Blinking back thetears, | took adeep breath and turned to the church shining in the morning sun. It had
to belater than that. | felt likeI’d lived alifetime. Seeing Trent at my feet, | reached to pull him up.
“We'reback,” | said wearily, hauling on him. “Get up. Don't let Ceri see you on the ground likethat.” It
was over. At least for now.

Still on the ground, Trent yanked on my arm. | sucked in my breath and tried to land in afront fal, but he
pulled me off balance and | landed on my side instead.

“Trent—" | started, then yelped when he jerked me up, damming my head into atombstone. “Hey!” |
shouted, then howled when he twisted my arm.

Quicker than | could follow, he dammed my head into the stone again. My vision blurred asthe pain
swelled, and trying to figure out what the hell was going on, | stupidly did nothing when he wragpped an
arm around my throat from behind and started squeezing.

“Trent...,” | managed to get out, then choked, feding my face seemto bulge.
“I won'tlet you doit!” camehisvoice snarling in my ear. “I'll kill you first!”
Do what? | thought, struggling to breathe. | just saved hisass!

Putting my hedlsto the ground, | shoved backward, but we only fell over. Hisgrip loosened and | got a
bresth, and then his grip went tighter.

“Demon kin!” Trent exclaimed, hisvoiceraw and dien. “It wastherein front of me, but | didn't bdieve
it! My father...Damn him!”



“Trenton!” Ceri’ svoice camefaintly from over the graveyard as my consciousness started to dip. “ Stop!
Sopit!”

| felt her fingerstrying to wedge between Trent’ s grip and my skin, and | choked asit loosened again. |
couldn’t break his hold, and my oxygen-starved muscles were like wet paper.

“Shehastodie” Trent said, hisvoice close and rasping in my ear. “I heard them. My father. My father
mended her,” he agonized, and his grip tightened. “ She can Sart it up again! Not now! | won't let her!”

Hisarm muscle bunched, and as pain struck through me, | heard my last breath gurgle.
“Let go,” Ceri pleaded, and | saw her dress. “Trent, stop it!”

“They called her kin!” Trent shouted. “| watched her take ademon’s name. She was summoned out
under it!”

“She’ snot ademon,” Ceri demanded. “Let her go!” Her braid dapped me as she bent over us and
tugged at hisfingers. “Trenton, let her go! She saved Quen. She saved dl of us. Let her go! She'snot a
demon!”

His grip loosened, and as | gasped, retching dmost, he shoved me away from him.

| fell againgt the tombstone that he had hammered my head againg, and | held it, fingers shaking as|
pulled lungful after lungful of air into me, holding my neck and trying to find away to bregthe that didn’t
hurt. “ She might not be ademon,” Trent said from behind me, and | turned. “But her children will be.”

| dumped back againgt the stone, feeling the blood drain from me. My children...

Ceri was knedling beside him, her hands on him as she felt for damage, ready to hold him back if hetried
tofinishthejob. But dl | could do was sit in the sun and stare. “What?’ | rasped, and he laughed bitterly.

“Y ou' rethe only female witch my father fixed,” he accused, taking the red ribbon from his neck and
letting it fall to the ground. “Lee can’'t pass on the cure. It sin the mitochondria. Y ou' re the only one who
could gartitdl upagan. But I'll kill you firgt!”

“Trenton, no!” Ceri exclaimed, but he was too weak to do anything.
Staring at him, | felt my redity start to crumble. God, no. It was too much.

“Trent,” Ceri was saying, knedling between us, trying to distract him. “ She saved us. Y ou have acure
waiting in your labs because of her. We can bewhole again, Trent! Kill her, and you stain our beginning.
Y ou lose everything! Stop fighting them. 1t skilling ugl”

From under the mat of hishair, Trent seethed, hiseyestrying to burn mewherel sat. | felt dirty, unclean.
Hlthy.

“Y our father saved her because he was friends with her father,” Ceri rushed. “He didn’t know what it
would do. It' snot your fault. I’ snot her fault. But she gave you the way to make uswhole today. Right
now.” Ceri hesitated, then added, * Perhaps we deserved what happened.”

Trent’ s attention tore from me, landing on Ceri. “Y ou don’t believe that.”

Ceri was blinking to keep from crying, but atear did down, making her al the more beautiful. “We can
dart again,” she said. “ So can they. The war dmost destroyed both of us. Don't Sart it up again. Not
when wefindly have achanceto live. Trent. Lisentome.”



| shut my eyes. Why doesn't it go away?

Inarush of sound, Ivy and Jenks arrived together, standing over usin shock while Ceri held Trent back
fromkilling me.

“Hi,” | croaked, till holding my neck, and Ivy dropped to me.

“What happened?’ Ivy asked, and my chest clenched to an unbearable tightness. She didn’t know. How
could | tell her?*Y ou're back,” she added, checking me for damage. “ Are you okay? Y our mother said
you went with Al a Eden Park. Damn it, Rachdl, stop trying to fight everything by yoursdf!”

| opened my eyes at the concern in her voice. | wondered whether | should just stay in the ever-after. At
least there, | wouldn't be putting my friendsin danger. Kin. Witches are kin to demons. Suddenly it was
making awhole lot of sense. Demons had cursed elvesinto adow dide of extinction. Had it been donein
retdiation? Had the eves hit the demonsfirst?

“Rache, you okay?’

No. | wasn't okay, but | couldn’t seem to get my mouth to work to say the words. | wasn't ademon,
but my children would be. Damn it! Thiswas't fair.

“Isit Trent?” lvy said, her anger rounding on him, and | shook my head. “Get out of here, Kalamack,
before| pound you into the ground!”

Ceri’ sddicate form helped Trent up, and as they hunched into each other, she helped him hobble to the
street gate. She turned once, the tears flowing fregly from her anger-black eyes. “I’m sorry, Rachel.
[-1...”

| looked away, unable to bear it. | wasn't ever going to have kids now. Not with anyone. Never.
Stupid-ass €lf. Look what they did to me.

“Rachd,” Ivy said, forcing meto look at her. “Tel me what happened.”

She gave me ashake, and | stared at her, numb. Jenks was on her shoulder. He looked terrified, like he
aready knew. “ Trent,” | started, and tears spilled over. Wiping them angrily, | tried again. “ Trent's
dad...he...”

Jenkstook to the air and got in my face. “Y ou’ re not ademon, Rachel!”

| nodded, trying to focuson him. “I’'mnot,” | said, choking on my words. “But my kidswill be.
Remember |ast year when | said witches and demons both started in the ever-after? | think the elves
spelled the demons, magicaly stunting their kids and starting the witches, and when Trent’ s dad fixed me,
he broke the genetic checks and ba ances they put in to keep the demons from having children. Witches
are sunted demons, and now demons can come from witches again. From me.”

Ivy’shand fdll from me, and | saw the horror in her quiet face.
“I’'msorry,” | whispered. “1 didn’'t mean to screw up your life”

Ivy sat back, stunned, and the sun blinded me. Tired beyond beli€f, | looked up to see Ceri helping Trent
out of the garden.

What in hell had it al been for?



Thirty-four

Blue and pink baby booties had replaced the bats hanging in the sanctuary, the store-bought garland
draping from one end of the sanctuary to the other. A cutout of a stork stood on the coffee table, and
Ivy’s piano was covered in yellow and green paper tablecloths. The white cake on it was surrounded by
pixies snitching frosting. That is, the ones who weren't clustered over Ceri, ooohing over the delicate pair
of baby booties and lace collar that Matalinaand her older daughters had made.

The happy df sat acrossfrom mein lvy’schair, surrounded by pixies, wrapping paper, and gifts. She
was nearly glowing, and it made mefed good. Outside, the faling rain brought darkness early, but in
here, it was warm, comfortable, and full of the peace of companionship.

One month pregnant isway too soon for ababy shower, | thought as| leaned into the cushionswhile
Ceri read the card from my mother, the box on her 1ap suspicioudy smilar in szeto ahumidifier. But
watching Ceri’ sdelight, | knew it had been the right thing to do. We needed to cel ebrate the beginning of
alife. The beginning of something.

Ivy wasto my left on the couch, crammed into the corner asif shedidn’t know her limitsanymore. She'd
been like that al week, hovering but hesitant, and it was driving me nuts. Her gift to Ceri had been the
first one opened: an absolutely stunning lace christening dress of intricate beauty. Ivy had gonered & the
fuss Ceri had made over it, and | was sure that Ivy had picked the delicate bit of feminine beauty out
because she had given up theidea of ever having children hersdf. Though she never talked abot it, |
knew lvy would rather remain childless than perpetuate her vampiric misery upon someone sheloved,
especialy an innocent who was dependent on her for everything.

| squished the crumbs of my cake up with afork as my eyes drifted to the present Jenks and | had gone
in on together, wondering what it said about us. | had bought a set of redwood building blocks, and
Jenks had painted garden flowers and bugs on them to go aong with the aphabet. He was working on
another st for his children, determined they would al know how to read before spring.

The pixiesflew up in noisy delight when Ceri got the wrapping paper off and revealed aDr. Dan’s Misty
Memories Humidifier with deluxe soothing atomizer built right in to “lull your baby to deep on the most
trying of nights.” | was staying out of the way, but my mother went to knedl beside Ceri asthe éf
serioudy unpacked the thermometer and burping cloths she had put in there withiit.

“Ceri, thisisalifesaver,” my mom was saying as the young-looking df lifted the green plastic monstrosity
out. “Rachel was afussy baby, but | would just put abit of lilac into the little cup, and she would drop
right off.” She smiled a me, looking different with her new hairstyle. “ And it’ sindispensableif your baby
gets the croup. Robbie never got the croup, but Rachel, lord love aduck, she'd just about scare meto
degth every winter with her coughing.”

Hearing astory coming on, | picked up afew plates and stood. “Excuseme,” | said, beating atactful
retreat into the kitchen as my mom started in on the story of my nearly suffocating. Ceri looked properly
horrified, and | rolled my eyesto tell her it was mostly mommadrama. Mostly.

| glanced back at the scene of content femininity as the dark confines of the hal took me. My mother had
gifted Ceri’ sbaby with awish for health, Matalina gave the trappings of security, vy imparted beauty
and innocence, and Jenks and | gave wisdom. Or maybe entertainment.

Thekitchen held acool quietness, and | glanced out at the graveyard and let my vision drift into my
second sight to make sure Al wasn't waiting for me. The red-smeared sky of the ever-after mingled with
theredlity of gray cloudsto make an ugly picture, and | shivered though the line was empty. He said he
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would cdl first, but | didn’t trust him not to just show up and scare the crap out of everyone. Apparently
Newt’s claim that he had made himsalf degtitute was right, because he said he wasn't going to bring me
over until he had akitchen that wouldn’t embarrass him. | wanted my name back and that mark on my
foot removed, and | think he was gtalling, not wanting to lose that hold on me.

“That was alovely shower,” my mom said from the hallway, and | jumped, startled.
“Holy crap, Mom!” | exclaimed, dropping my second sight and turning. “Y ou’ re worse than Ivy.”

She amiled, aglint of devilry in her as she sashayed in, cake-strewn plates and silverware in hand. “Thank
you for inviting me. | don’t get to go to too many of thesethings.”

Hearing an accusation in there, | plugged the sink and ran some water. “Mom,” | said tiredly as| pulled
out the sogp, “I’m not having any kids. I’'m sorry. You'll be lucky if you even get awedding out of me.”

My mother made arude sound, part laugh, part wise-old-woman scoffing. “I’m sure you fed that way
now,” she said as she dropped the forksinto the sink. “ But you' re young. Giveit sometime. Y ou might
fed differently after you' ve met theright man.”

| turned the water off, breathing deeply of the lemon-scented air and dipping my handsinto thewarm
water and washing the forks. | wished she' d drop the facade of what she wanted for what wasredl.
“Mom,” | said, voicelow, “my children will be stolen by demonsfor the ability to kindle their magic. I'm
not going to risk that.” Well, actualy, they would be demons, thanksto Trent’ s dad, but there was no
reason to tell her that. “1’m not going to havekids,” | said, dowly washing the plates.

“Rachd...,” my mom protested, but | shook my head, adamant.

“Kisten died because of me. Nick went over the bridge. I’ ve got a standing date in the ever-after once a
week once Al gets his act together. I’ m not agood candidate for agirlfriend. Canyou seemeasa
mother?’

My mother smiled. “Yes. | can, and you would be agood one.”

Thetears pricked, and | dropped ahandful of clean silverwareinto the dry half of the sink and ran hot
water over them. | couldn’t. It wastoo risky.

Pulling acloth from atop drawer, my mom took the handful of clean slverware |’ d dropped into the
ank. “Let’'ssay you'reright,” she said, “and you don’t even adopt or take in a child who needs ahome.
But what if you' re wrong? There' s someone out there who' s suited for you. Someone who has enough
strength or knowledge to keep themsalves safe. | bet there’ safoxy young man looking right now for a
woman who can take care of herself and thinking he can’t have anyone either.”

| smiled faintly, picturing it. “I’ll place an ad, okay?” SWFW looking for SWM. Must be able to fight off
demons and vampires, and be willing to put up with jealous roommate. Then | Sghed in the thought that
that pretty much summed up Nick and Kisten. Nick was areal winner, and Kisten was dead. Because of
me. Because he had tried to save me.

My mom touched my arm, and | handed her one of Ceri’ steacups.
“I just want you to be happy,” she said.

“I am,” | said confidently so | could believeit. 1 really am.” But when | found out who had bitten me and
killed Kisten, and then | ripped him gpart, | was going to be awholelot happier. Maybe Al knew a
Pandora charm. Maybe he had abook and | could just read up on it when he was deeping.



From the sanctuary came the masculine sound of ahello and the excited tinkling of pixy chatter. It was
Quen; the party was breaking up. Passng my mom the last dish, | went more melanchaly ill. | had
saved Quen, but not my dad. That sucked.

My mom must have known my thoughts as she gave me asideways hug. She pulled away, but her damp
hands seemed to leave alasting impression on me. “ Don’'t make such asad face, Rachel. | loved your
dad. But I’ ve been hurting for so long, | forgot how to be happy. | need to...”

| nodded, knowing where she was coming from. “Put something good in its place so you can think about
him without the pain?’

She nodded, giving me another tight hug asif she was trying to squeeze some of her happinessinto me. “|
want to help Ceri get her things back home,” she said, and | dried my hands. We |eft the kitchen
together, my mother’sarm gill over me. It made mefed good, like | felt when | waslittle. Protected.
Loved.

But when we entered the sanctuary, my arm fell away. Takatais here, too?

The man gave me an awkward wave as he stood by the piano with hisfingersin the frosting and pixies
gtting on histhin shoulders. | felt astab of emotion when my mother’ s demeanor changed and she went
to him, ddighted. She seemed younger, especidly with that new haircut. Her heart was light now that the
truth was out, which made mefed bad that it had taken so long for that to happen.

Ceri had her raincoat on, and seeing me standing a one, she excused hersdlf, gathering Quen in her wake
as she crossed the room. She was beautiful in her happy contentment, and | glanced &t Ivy. The vampire
wore ahungry look | understood. It wasn't vampiric hunger; it was the hunger from seeing someone who
has what you want but knowing thet if you get it, it will break your heart, your life, and your soul.

Neither of uswould be having children. It was asif Ceri were having achild for dl of us. Poor little baby
was going to have so many aunts he or she wasn't going to walk on anything but rose petals.

“Rachd,” Ceri said, beaming as she took my hands, “thank you for the wonderful party. | never—" Her
expression shifted, and tears deepened the green of her eyes. Quen touched her shoulder, and she
graightened, smiling. “1 never thought I’ d ever do this,” she continued. “1 thought | wasgoingto die
mindlessin the ever-after. And now | have the sun, love, and a chanceto live and have purpose.” Her
grip on my handstightened for amoment, degpening the intent behind her next words. “ Thank you.”

“You' rewelcome,” | said, fedling the prick of tears as| mourned the loss of my own dreams. “ Stop it.
Y ou're going to make mecry.”

| glanced at Quen as| wiped the corner of an eye. He was stoic, letting the estrogen flow around him as
if it couldn’t touch him.

Ceri’sgazeflicked to him and away. “If it' sagirl, we re naming her Ray. If it isaboy, Raymond.”
Therewasalump in my throat, and | couldn’t swallow. “Thank you.”

Sheleaned in and gave me aquick hug. “1 have to leave. Trenton wants to poke and prod me with more
tests” The young-seeming €lf rolled her eyes, and my hand dipped away.

“Thenyou d better go.” Trent wasn't gunning for me, but | distrusted his silence.

Her smile went siff, and she whispered, “ Be careful with Al. If you' re honest with him, he will beless
likdy to...hurt you. And if he getsangry, try Snging.”



She pulled back, and | glanced at Quen, wondering how much of this conversation was going to end up
in Trent’sears. “ Okay. Thanks. I’ll remember that.” | didn’t know how me singing “ Satisfaction” would
make anything better, but the honesty thing? | could do that.

My focus sharpened on Ceri and she nodded. “1 must say good-bye to Mrs. Morgan and Ivy,” Ceri
sad, touching Quen’ sarm. “Can you give me amoment?’

Hegazed at her and said “Yes,” but what | heard was*“1 will give you the world if you but ask.”

Ceri amiled and walked away. Quen watched her go, then flushed when | cleared my throat with an
attention-getting sound. “Don’t worry,” | said as| put some space between us now that Ceri was gone.
“| won't tell anyone you' re twitterpated.”

The uncomfortable man stared at a spot behind and somewhat above me. His scar, now defunct and
made dlent with illega genetic tinkering, was awhite mass of tissue dmost hidden behind hiscallar. “I
don't think | thanked you for helping me,” he said evenly, “on Haloween night.”

| turned so that we were standing shoulder-to-shoul der, both watching Ceri talking to my mom and Ivy.
“Y eah, well, no good deed goes unpunished.”

Heinclined his head, but his expression was blank, and struck by a sudden thought, | blurted, “Hey, you
do know that the familiar thing with Trent was just to get him out, right? He s not redlly going to be my
familiar.” But there was anew shadow of amark on my arm, mirroring Trent’s. I’ d assumed Newt had
transferred the mark to Al, but it looked like | had it. Curious.

Quen gave me ahalf-amile. “He knows.” After glancing at Ceri, he leaned so no one but | could see his
face. “Hetried to kill you because of what hisfather did to you, accidentdly giving the demonsaway to
reclam their kin, but you' re dive because you saved my life when he could not, then went on to save him
at great cost to yourself when he was helpless. If not for that, you, your church, and everyone and
everything in it would be razed to the ground.”

“Yeah. Okay,” | said, nervous and believing him. Trent had aright to hate me. But he owed mebig. If |
was lucky, he would ignore me. Quen saw Ceri saying her last good-byes, and | jiggled on my feet. | had
one more thing to say, and thismight be my last chance.

“Quen,” | said, the softness of my voice stopping him. “Would you tell Trent I'm sorry that | mishandled
things so badly that he had to endure being treated like an animal?” The scarred man looked silently at
me, and | grimaced. “1 never should have taken Trent into the ever-after. | think it was an ego thing. That
| wastrying to prove to him that | was stronger or smarter than he was. It was stupid and
egotigticdl...and I'm sorry.”

The man' sleathery, pox-scarred face turned into a smile. Eyes drifting to Ceri, he nodded. “I’ll do that.”
His gaze came back to me and he extended hishand. Feding weird, | shook it. Hisfingers were warm,
and it wasasif | could fed them on me even after he went to join Ceri to guide her dowly to the door.

Thetwo of them left amid aflurry of noise, and much to my rdlief, they took anice dice of the pixieswith
them. | exhded in the subdued uproar of winged things hopped up on sugar, and my mom and Takata
headed my way. She had her purse and coat, and it looked like they were leaving, too.

| leaned againgt the pooal table with awhisper of nervousness tightening my muscles. Takatawould never
take the place of my dad—I didn’t think he was going to try—but he was going to be apart of my life
and | didn’t know what that meant yet. Again | was startled by how aike we looked. The nose,

especidly.



“WE re going to go, too, sweetheart,” my mom said, her hedls clicking smartly asthey approached. “It
wasalovedy party.”

She gave me ahug, her pink-and-blue goody basket thumping on my back. “ Thanks for coming, Mom.”
“I wouldn't have missed it for anything.” She stepped back, her eyesbright.

At her elbow, Takata shifted awkwardly. “Did you ask her?” he said to my mom, and | looked from one
to the other. Ask mewhat?

My mom took my hand, trying to reassure me, but it wasn’t working. “I was just about to.” Flushing, she
met my gaze and asked, “Would you house-sit for me for about two weeks? I’ m going out to the West
Coadt to vigt Robbie. HE smet anice lady and | want to meet her.”

Somehow | didn’t think meeting Robbi€ s girlfriend would make her turn that particular shade of red. She
was going out there to be with Takata. “ Y ou bet,” | said, forcing asmile until it becamered. “Anytime.
When areyou leaving?’

“Werenot sureyet,” she said, glancing shyly at Takata. The older rock star was smiling with half his
mouth, apparently as amused as | was with my mom'’ s embarrassment.

“Well.” My mom settled hersdlf. “I was going to stay to help pick up, but it lookslike thereisn’t much
left”

| glanced at the sanctuary, nearly back to norma under the attentions of Mataina and the remnants of her
brood. “No, it's okay.”

She hegtated. “You're sure?’ she said, her gaze flicking behind meto the rest of the church. “It's
Saturday. 1sn't that the day...”

| nodded. “Itis, but he' s till looking for aset of rooms. | have another week’ sreprieve.”

Takatanervoudy ran ahand through hisunruly hair, and | smiled wryly. “ Thisis the same demon who
wastrying to kill you, right?’ he asked. | could smell the redwood coming off of him. Hewasn't happy,
but he didn’t fedl it was his place to say anything. Smart man.

“Yup.” When my mom wasn't looking | shot him alook to get him to be quiet. “He sold everything he
ownsto get me, so he'll treat me okay.” So shut up so my mom doesn't get pastic.

My mother beamed and gave my hand a squeeze, but Takatalooked horrified. “That’ smy girl,” she said.
“Always keep afew cards back.”

“I will.” A feding of peacefilled me as| gave her ahug good-bye. Shewas acool mom. We broke, and
| looked at Takata, then gave him ahug, too. God, hewastall. He seemed pleased until | tightened my
grip on his shoulder, holding him while | whispered, “If you hurt my mother, | will bedl over you like
mig.”

“I love her,” he whispered back.
“That'swheat I’ m afraid of .”

My mom was frowning a mewhen | et go of Takata, apparently knowing I’ d threatened him. But hey,
that’ swhat akick-ass daughter wasfor.

Ivy sidled up to me, looking nicein her jeans and swester. “’ Bye, Mrs. Morgan. Takata,” she said,



clearly trying to get them out. She wasn't one for long partings. “Let me know about the security for this
solstice, Takata. | can get you agood price.”

Takata started edging backward. “Thanks. | will.”

He took my mom'’s goody bag and escorted her out to the door. Matalina took advantage of the open
door and corralled her kids, getting them out of the church on the excuse of taking the leftover fruit cups
into their sump now that the rain had dacked off. My mother was chatting cheerfully as the door
thumped shut behind them dll, and | exhded, soaking in the welcome silence.

Ivy started gathering the trash, and | pushed mysdlf into motion. “ That wasfun,” | said as| took a pool
cue and jerked free an end of the festive banner from above the windows. It fluttered down, and | tugged
to pull the other end off.

Ivy cameto hedp mewind it up. “Y our mother had her hair differently.”
A soft feding of melancholy dipped over me. 1 likeit. It looks better,” | said.

“Younger,” Ivy added, and | nodded. We were working the long banner together, folding it back and
forth on the little brackets, getting closer to each other with each bend.

“I haven’'t made any progressin finding out who killed Kisten,” she said unexpectedly. * Just diminating
people.”

Startled, | |et the packet go aswe met in the middle. vy caught it with her vampire reflexes before it
unfolded more than two twists and casually folded it up. “I1t has to be someone outside Cincy,” she said,
pretending ignorance at my fluster. “ Piscary wouldn't give him to alesser vampire outside of the
camailla only ahigher one. I’m going to try to get into the airline records, but whoever it was probably
drovein.”

“Okay. Do you need any hep?’

Not meeting my eyes, Ivy dropped the packet in the bag and set it aside. “ Have you given any thought to
talking to Ford?’

Ford? The memory of the FIB’ s psychiatrist flashed through me, and | warmed. He made me nervous.

“If you could remember anything. Anything at al,” vy was saying, sounding dmost afraid. “Even asmdl
or sound.”

Scared, | fdt theinsde of my lip for the small scar. The memory of someone forcing my back into awall
rose up from my past. Vampire incense and the agonizing, aching need to be bitten, to fed theicy burning
of teeth in me, followed close behind—and the fear that | couldn’t stop it. It wasn't amemory of Ivy, but
of Kisten'skiller. There was nothing to identify whom it had been, only theterror of being forced into
something | desperately didn’t want.

My heart was pounding, and | looked up to find Ivy at the far end of the sanctuary, her eyes black as she
felt my fear and it triggered her ingtincts. “Sorry,” | whispered, holding my bresth to get my pulseto dow.
Seeing her like that, | wondered how we were going to do this—live in achurch together without
pressing each other’ sbuttons. That we had been doing thisfor over ayear didn’t help. It made things
worse.

Ivy grabbed the leftover cake off her piano. Her motions edging into avampiric quickness, she breezed
past me and went into the hal. “ Don’t worry about it.”



| listened to my breathing and counted to ten. Fingers dow, | gathered the bowl of jelly beansfrom my
mom’ s baby-shower game and followed her. | found Ivy leaning againgt the sink, her expression mildly
peeved. The cake was sitting forgotten on the counter.

“Don’'t screw this up by thinking too hard, Rachdl,” she said softly, her voicelike silk againgt therain.
“Thequegtionisn’t if we can do this. It'scan welive with oursalvesif wedon’t try.” Shelooked up, her
eyesasteady brown, but there was ahint of hurt in them. “Don’t gpologize every time you fed something
and accidentally jerk me around. It makes mefed like you’ ve done something wrong. Y ou haven't.
You'rejust being you. Let metake my share of the responsibility. Just give metimeto collect mysdif.
Okay? And maybe start wearing your perfume again.”

| blinked, shocked that she was actually talking to me instead of running away. “Okay. Y eah. Sure. Um,
sorry.”

She snorted at that, and clearly wanting to drop it, she found the tinfoil and started wrapping up the
leftover cake. It seemed different now, aswe slently went about the business of cleaning up the kitchen,
both of us not quite walking on eggshells, but peaceful amost, knowing nothing was ever going to happen
between us and we could just concentrate on getting along. But when thingsloosened up into a casua
comfort waswhen | usudly had the most trouble with relationships. Sighing, | turned at the sound of pixy
wingsinthehal.

“Hey, | think Al’shere,” Jenks said as he hovered between us, and a spike of fear did through me and
was gone. Ivy took adow breath, but she was smiling as her softly dilating pupils met mine.

“I can't see him, but the air got about three degrees colder in that ley line,” Jenks added, then hesitated,
his expression going wary when he noticed we were a careful eight feet gpart. “Did | interrupt
something?’ he asked warily.

“No,” | blurted. What is Al doing here? 1 thought | had tonight off. “Isit still raining?”

Ever the observant pain-in-the-ass, Jenksflew acirclearound Ivy. “Are you sure?’ he persisted,
laughing. “’ Causeit looks like—"

“No,” | reiterated as| started for the back door, anticipation of the unknown running through me. Who
would have thought I’ d ever go into the ever-after willingly. “Ivy and | were discussing how | need to go
talk to Ford. Seeif | can remember anything new.”

Ivy was right behind me with Mr. Fish. | opened the door to find the rain had settled into afine migt. |
glanced a the Betta, then her. “Uh, lvy?’

“Takeyour fish,” shesaid, eyeslow as she shoved it a me. “Use him like acanary. If he can handlethe
toxicity of the ever-after, then you can.”

Knowing it would be easier to just accept the fish than argue, | took him. A sneeze ripped through me,
and | dmost spilled the bowl. “I’'m coming!” | shouted, knowing Al wastrying to hurry me up. Likethe
wegther wasn't enough of agoad?

Jenkswastight by my ear as| waved onefinger a the empty-seeming garden. | couldn’'t see Al without
bringing up my second sight, but he could probably see me. “ So you want me to make an appointment
for you with Ford?’ Jenks asked uncertainly.

Oh, yeah. | squinted, considering it. | wanted to know who' d killed Kisten and tried to bind me, but it
wasas scary asal hdl. Reading on the damp night that the pain was till too fresh, vy shook her head



and spoke. “Let me seewhat | can find out my way first. Someone must know something.”

A twinge of fear for her joined the fear for mysdlf. “No, | cando this” | said. “Whoever diditisan
undead, and it' salot safer for me to spend a couple of hours on the couch with Ford than for you to
poke around in the affairs of the undead.”

Ivy’s perfect face scrunched up in protest, but before she could say anything, | sneezed again. Damniit,
I’m coming!

On Ivy’ s shoulder, Jenks harrumphed. “Like vy has ever had a problem poking around underground?
WEe Il befine. Kisten didn’'t have me watching his back.”

Together they made adetermined picture, and | sighed. “Okay,” | said, giving in, then sneezed once
more. “| gottago.” Impatient bastard. Thiswas as bad as your date sitting in the drive and beeping a
horn. | hated that, too.

| adjusted my grip on Mr. Fish and started down the stairsin the rain. The smell of the dying garden was
strong, and my ankles went damp. Behind me, | heard Jenks ask something and Ivy mutter asoft, “1’ll tell
you later.”

“Sorry about leaving you with amess, guys” | shouted over my shoulder. God, | fdlt like was going off
to camp.

“Don’t worry about it.”

Ahead of mewastheline, and as | approached, | let my second sight come into play. Sure enough, Al
was sanding init, his coattails shifting as he fidgeted impatiently. The rain wasn't touching him, and he
made an inquiring face when | stopped just shy of the line and turned for one last look at the church. It
wasn't fear that pulled me around, it was satisfaction.

There was areddish haze over the church from the overlay of the ever-after, but because | wasn't in the
lineyet, | could still see lvy and Jenks standing on the back steps, just at the edge of therain. Ivy had an
arm wrapped about her middle, letting it drop when she saw melook at her. She wouldn’t wave, but |
knew the thought was there and that she and Jenks would worry while | was gone. Jenks was a shifting
drop of slver light from this distance, resting on her shoulder and probably telling her abad joke full of
sexud innuendos. They had found strength together, and | would be back.

| gave them awave, and with anew confidence in my steps, | tucked my hair behind my ear and turned
back to Al. The demon was waiting impatiently, and he made arather rude gesture, asif he was
wondering what my problem was. | smiled, thinking the next twenty-four hours were going to be like no
other. Sure, | was going off to the ever-after, but | wasn’t scared.

| wasfree of any favor owed to Newt, confident she would let me be until | went looking for her—like
that would ever happen. | had made a hellacious dead with ademon, but the reward wasjust as gredt;
those | loved were safe, aswas 1. With Jenks s help, I’ d stolen something that no onein the history of the
ever-after had, and | survived thefalout. | had saved Trent’slousy little ef ass, and with abit of luck, |
might survive that, too. Ceri’ s baby, and by association the entire ef species, was going to thrive. But that
wasn't the best thing. The best thing was what | was leaving behind, knowing I’ d be back.

| had my church. | had my friends. I had amother who loved me, and a dirtbag sort-of-father who was
going to make her happy again. So what if my kids, if | had any, would be demons? Maybe my mother
was right. Maybe there was someone out there for me who would understand that there was good stuff
to balance out the bad. And maybe by the time | found someone like that, I’ d be so kick-ass that no one,



not even Newt hersdlf, would dare lay afinger on us.

For thefirgt timein along time, | knew who | was and where | was going. And right now, | was
going...thisway. Happily into the ever-after.
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