“ Ever tattoo someone under eighteen?”

| arched a brow. “That'sillegd, Detective.”

“And you'd never break the lav?’ He dipped his hand into his jacket, then did a photo across the
desk. “Thislook familiar?’

Something in my gut tightened. Keeping my face blank, | looked down. My worst fear rushed up
and smacked me in the face. The photo showed the tattoo on the amdl of a woman's back—a bear,
paws outstretched and teeth flashing. My firg early morning gift.

“Nice work,” | commented, my throat dry, but my tone noncommittal.

He did a second photo toward me.

| didn't redly have to look, but | did—the leopard. | picked it up and tried to look at it
dispassonately, as just atattoo, not a piece of aonce-living girl.

“Are there more?’ | nodded at the pictures ill in his hand. There were twelve main tribes, each
with a totem. He' d only shown me two. I’d only found two bodies. Were there more? Had the killer |eft
bodies on someone else's doorstep?

PRAISE FOR LORI DEVOTI

“Outdandingly exciting!”
—Fallen Angdl Reviews
“Extremdy talented and guaranteed to keep you reading.”
—Paranormal Romance Reviews

Pocket Books

A Divison of Smon & Schugter, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents ether are products of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actud events or locdes or persons,
living or dead, is entirdy coincidenta.

Copyright © 2009 by Lori Devoti

All rights reserved, induding the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.
For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas,
New York, NY 10020.

JUNO BOOKS and colophon are trademarks of Wildsde Press LLC used under license by Smon &
Schugter, Inc., the publisher of this work.

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Smon & Schuster, Inc.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4391-6488-4



ISBN-10: 1-4391-6488-6
Vigt us on the Web:



http:/Aww.SimonandSchuster.com

To all the warrior women out there fighting for their kids.


http://www.SimonandSchuster.com
http://www.SimonandSchuster.com

Whether it’s to feed and clothe them, to keep them healthy,



or to keep them safe, no battle was ever worth more.
| applaud you. Keep fighting.

contents

Acknowledgments
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six

Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-two
Chapter Twenty-three
Chapter Twenty-four
Chapter Twenty-five
Chapter Twenty-six
Chapter Twenty-seven

Acknowledgments

Thanks for meking this book aredity go to my editor, Paula Guran, who took a chance on something a
little different, and to Holly Root, agent extraordinaire and professond Surpee splitter. Next time, you
get your own straw!

And thanks to Madison, Wiscongn, for being the perfect place for afamily of Amazons to blend.

Chapter One

Not again.

My gaze darted around the old school yard, searching for whoever had |eft the dead teenager on
my front porch.

| was hoping the intruder was dill nearby, close enough to catch and ded with mysdf—right now
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and for good—but the acre of grass and trees that surrounded our home and business was quiet.

No more than a minute or two had passed snce the rattle of stones thrown at my bedroom
window had roused me. I knew—this time—to go to the front door. But there was nothing. No cars. No
autumn wind. Nothing. Even at one in the morming, at least an occasond car should have been zipping
down the street thet lay only a footbdl| fidd's length away. My home was a little over a mile from the
Universty of Wisconsin campus and it was a Saturday night, Sunday morning, technicadly; a few drunken
sudentsif no one e'se should have been traveing dong Monroe Street, but the night was slent—deadly
0.

| glanced down at the girl lying on her back on my front steps.

| almost stepped on her. There was something particularly disurbing about that. My hands
shaking, | shoved the hair back from my face, tucked it behind my ears, and kndlt next to her.

Maybe this one is different. A thin hope at best, but | dung to it, my fingers wrapping around the
tiny wolf fetish that hung from a cord around my neck. The stone figure in my hand offered a amdl
amount of reassurance, camed me.

Maybe my firg impresson was wrong...maybe she was 4ill dive. Maybe, unlike the firs girl I'd
found dead on my doorstep only weeks before, this one il lived.

| repeated the words inmy mind: maybe she is different....

A prayer to Artemisleaving my lips, | reached out, ready to lay my fingers againgt her throat. As |
did, I couldn’t help but take in her youth, her closed eyes. So innocent. So like Harmony.

My fingers curled back into my pam and my heart pounded; the words echoed through my head.
Harmony. A flash of panic, then forced cdm. It wasn't Harmony. My daughter was adeep, safe indde. |
stood anyway, started to turn back to the wide double door of the old school behind me—to
check—but | stopped mysdf. My need to see her was just maternd inginct pushed into overdrive. | had
to stay cam, controlled. | couldn’t leave thisgirl done, not yet. | glanced back at her.

| took a deep breath and knedled again, but even as | did, | knew | was lying to mysdf. There
was no heart beating ingde the body beside me.

Siill, I pressed my fingers to the girl’ s throat.

Her neck was 4iff, hard to my touch. | ran my fingers down her arm, met with the same cold,
unrespongve fed. She was't dive, hadn't been for hours.

A curse formed in the back of my head, but | tamped it down. Whoever, whatever this girl had
been, she'd suffered enough indignities. | had no right to add to them. My duty now was to ease her
passage, not sail it with my own anger, frustration, and fear.

| lowered my chin to my chest, reflected for aminute, and tried to dow my racing mind enough to
drav on my past, my traning. | didn't practice the ills taught by my Amazon high priestess
grandmother, but they were dill a part of me, as impossble to deny as the horrible truth of this girl’s
death.

Pretending the moisture threstening to escape the corners of my eyes didn’'t exig, | took one more
caming breath, then did the best | could to fold the girl’s diff arms over her chest, touched my thumb
agang the bridge of her nose, and murmured another prayer. This one asking for free and peaceful
passage of her spirit—that whatever took her life wouldn't hold back her journey from this world to the
next.

| tried to sted mysdf for what came next, but it was just as hard this time as last. The girl’s body
sghed, not audibly, more of afeding, a whisper of energy as her soul dipped from her form and wafted
away, hopefully to join whatever loved ones had preceded her in degth.

Theritud drained me, a piece of my own spirit leaving with hers, accompanying her. I'd recover,
but not until her soul found peace. By performing the rites, I'd promised her that.

Normaly, | would have been mysdf againin a matter of minutes, hours a the mogt, but | had yet
to recover from the lagt one.

Which meant something was terribly wrong.

Likefinding two dead girls on my doorstep was't wrong enough.

| rested my weight back on my hedls and stared down &t her.



Jud like the first one, she was young—under twenty. Older than Harmony, but not enough that |
didn’t dill fight the urge to go check on my deeping child. | forced mysdf not to, though. Harmony was
fine No one had intruded our home. Only the yard...the steps. That was as far asmy vistor had got.

After successtully reassuring mysdf, my attention went back to the girl.

Did the amilarity between the two dead teens stop with tharr age? Only one way to know.

| gently rolled the gil onto her side and pulled her thin T-shirt up, baring her lower back to the
night air.

A tattoo of a leopard snarled & me. What appeared to be a telios, the Amazon symbol of ther
family clan.

My lips thinned to nothing more than a line Not the same, but smilar. Now the hard part. |
lowered the girl onto her back and again adjusted her shirt, thistime to pull it low, down to the top of her
right breast. A round circle of skin about the sze of my baled fig was missng—the cut precise, even,
and unending. Done with ether great <kill or care.

| stared blindly. The coincidence was too great. The tattoo on her back—a leopard, one of the
twelve totems of the Amazon tribe. The other girl bore a bear. And both had the missng skin—exactly
where a givnomai, persona power tattoo, would be. Removed ather right before or right after ther
desths.

Please, Artemis, let it be after.

Thegirl’s blond hair caught in the breeze, tangling across her face, the mation in the dim light of my
battery-powered lantern making her look dive for just a second.

| lowered my chin to my chest again and let emotion I'd denied earlier waft over me—sorrow,
frudration, then anger. Someone was killing these girls...Amazon girls...and leaving them on my
doorstep. A threat? Some kind of twisted gift? Or awarning?

Did the killer know the symbolism of the animds on the girls backs and of the fetishes hanging
from ther necks? All Amazons did. Thoughts that had been nagging a me, that | hadn’t let fully form in
my brain, forced thair way forward. Two dead girls, both Amazons. Could the killer be an Amazon—or
just someone the tribe had angered? If another body were to show up, would it bear yet another of the
twelve totems? Was there a plan to target each family? If so, it would mean the killer had to be an
Amazon. No one ese knew about the tribe and certainly not the sSgnificance of our totems.

Pure cold rage shot through my body and, like the fird time, | fantasized about hunting the killer
down, exacting revenge for the young lives unjusly ended. Vengeance was as much a part of being
Amazon as our worship of Artemis. Within the tribe, a band of warriors would have been chosen and
none would have rested until the killer was found and destroyed. Her soul released, but not in the gentle
manner I'd used with these girls. No, it would be torn from the killer's body, then grounded to earth.
Cursed to stay locked for eternity in one spot, her only conscious world the moments of her own death
playing over and over.

But then redlity settled down around me—again.

| was no longer part of the tribe. A fact | didn't regret, but for these girls sakes, for my
family's...for amoment | wavered. Amazon justice was hard and fast. A tempting resolution to this ugly
dilemma But | had |eft that world, and evenif | wanted to return, they wouldn't accept me back essly.

In fact, they would view any approach from me with suspicion, perhaps even enacting their hard
and fagt jugtice on me before bothering to gather tiresome detalls. And they’d be back in my life, in my
daughter’s life. My daughter, who knew nothing of her heritage, didn't even know Amazons were red
and that she was one.

It was why | hadn’t done anything about the firg girl—or not much anyway. I'd released her spirit,
then |eft her body where the police could find it.

It had been something, but not enough. | cradlied my face in my hands...not enough by a long
shot. The dead body beside me proved that.

What now? Nothing had changed. | couldn’t do any more thistime,

But hard as | tried, | couldn’t let it go. Couldn't just stand up and cart this body off like | had the
last. Forget her...or try to.



What about their families? Ther mothers wondering when ther daughters would come
home....expecting them...

Amazons were seminomadic. Here in the U.S,, they traveled from one “safe camp” to another,
much like gypsies. Also, like gypsies, Amazons tended to skirt the edges of the lav—thinking nothing of
conning the humans they encountered out of property and money—my grandmother was a prime
example of that way of thinking.

And because of these tendencies, Amazons, even those dill fuly immersed in the tribe, might not
see each other for months. A mother could eesly not hear from her barely adult child for that long and
think little of it...have no idea her daughter had been |eft, dead, on my doorstep. Their mothers could sill
be dtting at some safe camp, waiting, expecting. ..

My hands formed claws a my sides, my fingernails scraping againg the concrete steps.

And what about the others—those not missng yet? Could my slence be endangering other young
women? What if the Amazons had no idea they were being preyed upon—that there was a killer in ther
mids?

Two, then three fingernails broke down to the quick. | breathed out through my nose, ignoring the
pain—forcing it and the nagging guilt building in the back of my brain out of my consciousness.

Hattening my fingers againg the concrete until my knuckles glowed white, | forced mysdf to
continue weaghing my options. Choices—there had to be choices...something better than just ignoring dl
of thisand praying it wouldn't happen again.

| focused, away from the current Stuation and the dead girl by my side, and toward the bigger
picture: how to stop more girls from dying.

The next logicd step, if anything about my life was logica, would be going directly to the police,
but there were problems with that solution too.

| was an over-one-hundred-year-old Amazon. Something | hid, not only from society, but my
own daughter. I'd spent ten years pretending, and s0 far I'd succeeded. But my mother and
grandmother, who aso lived with me, dready raised eyebrows. They tried to hide thair heritage, both to
humor me and to protect the tribe | despised, but their efforts wouldn't hold up under close study. Not to
mention that bringing the police into the picture would aso mean bringing in my mother and grandmother.
They would redize—just as quickly as | had—that the girls weren't normd runaways. They were
Amazons. And they would ingst on informing the tribe,

Bringing me back to problem number one.

So, cdling the police, like any normd grown adult human would do when faced with a dead body
on her porch, was out.

| was trapped by my own lies, and it pissed me off.

My gaze dropped to the body beside me, zeroing in on athin strip of leather barely visble beneath
the hair covering her neck.

| reached out and let the thong run over my cupped hand until the tiny stone figure | knew would
be attached to its end landed in my pam. A leopard, black, hislips pulled into a snarl. | could amogt fed
anger pulsng in thetiny creature. This girl, like the firg, like me, wore her family totem on her back and
around her neck. It was the only piece of out-of-the-ordinary adornment aside from the tattoos that both
gifls had worn. I’d taken the firdt girl’s for that reason.

| lifted her head and dipped the totem free.

With the tiny leopard tucked ingde my pocket, | fdt alittle better. | had a plan, too late for this gir
or the previous one, but maybe it would keep there from being a next.

Still, I muttered an apology as | pulled the corners of the old blanket on which the girl lay over her
body and bundled her like a newborn infant. | would perform what Amazon burid rites | could and leave
her corpse where the police would find it—hopefully, soon.

It wasn't much, but thistime—I patted the lump of stone resting in my pocket—it wouldn't be all
I"d do. | couldn’t—wouldn’t—revea mysdf to the Amazons or the police, but | dso couldn’t St back
and do nothing, not again.

Thistime I'd do my best to let both know something was wrong, that someone was preying on



teens.

| glanced a my watch—amost two A.M. | had three hours before my grandmother arose and
addressed the sun. | could make it to Milwaukee—or close to it—and be back before anyone noticed
my absence. But | wouldn't have time to complete the second task—not tonight. The Amazons would
have to wait. I'd need a ful night to make it to the northern Illinois woods where the closest safe camp
was located and be back home before dawn.

After taking one last moment to mourn her death, | flipped the girl’s body over my shoulder and
trudged to my truck.

At some point | was going to have to try and interpret what message the killer was sending me by
depositing the girls on my front steps, but for now | had an even more solemn job to complete.

Chapter Two

“They found another girl’s body today.” Mother spoke from over my shoulder. She was
concentrating on the smal TV perched on our kitchen counter.

The camera focused on a body bag being lifted onto a portable gurney and wheded to the back of
a hearse-type vehicle. | picked up the remote and flipped off the morning news.

“Unfortunately.” | shifted my gaze to my bowl of Cheerios and waited for Mother to step away.

Shedidn't.

“Aren't you worried?’

My mind lurched. Had she seen me? | glanced up a her, searching for some dgn that she'd
witnessed my early morning misson, but she just blinked down & me, her gray eyes void of any
accusation.

Worried—Dby the deaths, she meant. | inhded and willed mysdf to relax.

“Nether of the girls were found here...in Madison,” | replied, my eyes focusng on my cered to
cover my lie. A Cheerio dipped off my spoon and escaped back into the pool of milk.

“Yet,” Mother countered.

| pushed the spoon to the bottom of the bowl, crushing the ceredl trapped beneath the utensl to
mush. Why couldn’t she just let it go?

Harmony, my fourteen-year-old daughter, bopped out of her bedroom and bent over the
oversized porceain water fountain that dominated the entry to our unconventiona home—a circa 1900
high schoal.

| took that chance to waich her, to breathe, relax. She was hedthy, happy, and blissfully unaware
her mother had been snesking off in the middle of the night to tote a dead body far away from her
protected little world.

The water fountain sputtered, spraying her blouse. Mumbling under her breath, she flounced off to
the bathroom, but not before shooting me a“look.” Harmony didn’'t appreciate the eclectic charm of the
place asmuch as | did.

For once her teenage atitude helped me relax. | smiled, my eyes clocking each of her angry steps.

She popped into the bathroom, and | dipped my spoon into the cered.

“She needs to be training.” Mother nodded toward my daughter.

My tiny bubble of cadm was indantly burst. | had enough things to stress about right now—like
dead Amazons being deposited on my doorstep, dl but gift wrapped. | didn’t need Mother bringing up
thisold chestnut.

Through the open door of the guest bath, converted from hdf of what used to be the girls
restroom, | could see Harmony ralling a line of lip gloss across her mouth. She pushed her lips into a
playful pout, then amiled at her reflection.

“Sheistraning—to be agirl.” | gave Mother adrop it now look. As usud, it had absolutdy zero
effect.

“She's past puberty. Her powers...”

| narrowed my eyes, my fingers tightening around the spoon. “What powers?” At Mother’s bland
dare, | continued, “Priestess powers are supposed to skip one generation, not two. If anyone was going



to get Bubbe's powers, it would have been me and, as you know, my priestess kills are more than just a
litle lacking.” | held my gaze steady, just long enough to let Mother know | wasn't going to back down,
then dhrugged as | continued, “ So far as artisan or warrior talents, if those appear we'll ded with it. She
probably won't even need specid training. Besides...” | amiled, just to tick Mother off. “She might be a
hearth-keeper.”

Mother huffed out a bresth. Warriors had little respect for any of the other talent groups, but for
hearth-keepers? Let’s just say if Harmony showed skillsinthat area, 1'd find mysdf fighting Mother with
more than just words to keep her from dragging my daughter back to the Amazons to discover her “true’
cdling.

Not that | thought there was much chance of that. There hadn’t been a hearth-keeper in our direct
line for 9x generdions. Besides, | was hiding more then the appearance of the dead teens from my
family. | was hiding another discovery—that my own powers had grown. Maybe the ten years of
non-use had done them some good. Twigted as it seemed, maybe ten years away from the Amazons was
meking me more of one.

“You don't work a it” Mother picked up the conversation like | hadn’'t even mentioned the
hearth-keeper possibility.

“And nether will Harmony.” | dropped the spoon on the table with a thunk.

“And neither will Harmony what?” My little pitcher strolled into the kitchen, a pink backpack dung
over one shoulder.

“Makeit to school on timeif she doesn't get moving.” | did the box of cered and a carton of milk
across the table toward her and used my bare arm to wipe up a spill of milk.

“Not Cheerios. Lindy’s baby brother eats them, for God' s sake.”

| turned my frown on my daughter. We might not worship mundane humans God, but | believed
in respect.

“Sorry, goodness’ sake,” she said, with a complete lack of remorse.

“Here. Eat.” My gaze on Mother, | stood and plopped a bowl of cered down in front of my

daughter.
She stared at the bowl. “But I'll mess up my lip gloss”
“Eat,” | demanded.

Mother arched one brow. | could read the gesture clear as day: And this is what you want?

| ran my hand over my head, my fingerstearing at my shoulder-length hair. | couldn’'t ded with al
of this right now. The congtant battle over tdling Harmony about our past was hard enough to contend
with at the best of times—but today, having so recently discovered the second girl, having carried her
dead body in my arms—I wanted nothing more than to turn tal and run. Instead, | wrapped my hand
around the wolf totem that hung from my neck and prayed slently for strength.

Tilting her head, Harmony studied us. “You weren't maybe. ..discussng...”—she shifted her blue
gaze to Mother—"“tattoos, were you?’

The prayer turning to a curse inmy mind, | twisted around to face Mother more fully. Y et another
old argument, and certainly not one | wanted to revist today. Tattoos were more than body decoration
for Amazons—a lot more. If done properly, they brought power to their owners. They were a blessng,
and if the careful excision of the dead girls givnomai tattoos were any indication, maybe a curse.

“It's not like you don’'t have any,” Harmony continued, completely oblivious to the anger and
frudration coursing through me. “Or like you'd have to worry about safety or anything. You could do it
yourself.” She unzipped her backpack and pulled out a catdog of standard tats my shop offered.

“Yes, Mdanippe, it'stime” athird voice chimed in.

Grest, Bubbe was up. | closed my eyes a second, carefully dowing my heart rate, bringing my
emotions back to aleve that could pass for usud annoyance, then shot my grandmother a warning glare.
If anything, it had even less effect on her than my mother.

Redizing | needed to put space between me and my too-observant grandmother, | picked up the
milk and walked to the refrigerator.

“There's one right here.” Harmony flipped open the catalog and placed a pink-tipped finger onto



the page.

Bubbe shuffled closer and stared over her shoulder. By the grunt that followed, | guessed my
grandmother didn’'t approve of Harmony’s choice.

“It's a hacekomoe,” Bubbe replied.

My Russian was rusty, but | could tdl by my grandmother’s tone whatever Harmony had chosen,
it wasn't the source of mydiica strength Bubbe had in mind.

“It's pretty,” Harmony objected.

Another snort from Bubbe.

My emoations back under control—or at least well hidden—I wandered to the table and the open
cataog. Harmony's carefully manicured finger was flattened over the image of a tiny pink-and-purple
butterfly. 1 grinned, thoughts of serid killers being pushed from my mind for at least a few seconds as |
enjoyed Bubbe's struggles with one of the world’'s most dreaded adversaries—a teenage girl intent on
getting, well, anything.

“What, you don't likeit, Bubbe?’ | asked.

My response mugt have given Harmony hope. She beamed up a me, then jerked the neck of her
mint-green T-shirt down to reved the edge of a lace bra. “1 was thinking I'd put it right here” She
pointed to the top of her right breast.

My gamile vanished. “I don't think so.”

“You have one there,” Harmony objected.

“Yeah, but it’s...” | pursed my lips, struggling to suppress the image of two round patches of skin
peded back from a pair of young bodies.

“Not a hacekomoe,” Bubbe burst into the conversation. “What srength will that give you?
Cobcem he, | tdl you.” Sputtering, she stomped off.

“Harmony, a tattoo—" Mother began.

“Ia't for you.” | jumped in, the words coming out unnecessarily terse. “You're too young. We ve
beaten this horse to death. End of discusson.” | picked up Harmony’s backpack, grabbing the cataog
away from her when she moved to quff it back ingde. “Now you need to worry about getting to school.”
| gifted her with the ook 1’d tried on Mother and Bubbe. Thistime it worked.

With a huff, she flung her backpack across her shoulder and stomped down the steps to the front
door.

“You have to tdl her sometime” Mother pushed away from a pillar and strolled forward with
fdine grace.

| dipped the catadog into a junk drawer, then tramped to the nook where our upstairs computer
sat. It was networked to three other computers, one in the basement where Mother worked out and
Bubbe conned—meake that consulted with, her dients—and two in my tattoo shop on the main floor,
oneinmy office and the other at the reception desk. I"d given up the Amazons nomadic way and with it
their resistance to modern technology. Counting in my head to avoid screaming, | pulled out the chair and
plopped down.

“Do 17?7’ | asked.

“You know you do. Someday she' s going to notice—"

| shot Mother a dishdieving look. “What? That she's stronger than the other girls? Or maybe
more taented artidicaly? So? There' s nothing unusua about either of those things”

“How about the fact that her great-grandmother isfive hundred years old?’

“She doesn't look a day over seventy.” | shook the mouse to sngp the computer out of deep
mode, wishing | could snap Mother off as easlly.

“At the very leadt, she should be working with me at the gym.” Part of being a warrior, Mother
didn't let go esdily.

| gave up pretending to work. “Why? So she can learn to cleave a man's head from his shoulders
with one swing of a broadaxe? Not a much-needed kill at West High—our property taxes get us that
much, at least.”

Mother wrapped a strong hand around my bicep, her gold snake bracelet brushing coolly against



my skin. “The mothers of those other girls’—she nodded her head toward the TV—"probably thought
thet too.”

| stared at the blue background of my computer’s desktop, my shoulders tenaing.

The grip on my arm changed to a stroke. “It would be good for her...she should know how to
protect hersdlf. Epecidly with what’s going on. Y ou may think we're protected because of who we are,
but you can never be sure. Without training, who knows? Harmony might be too much the girl you want
her to be—defensdess.” Her hand dropped to her Sde and her voice hardened. “That last girl, the one
they found today, she was just a couple of years older than Harmony.”

A shiver passed over my skin and | closed my eyes. The dead girls delivered to me, the
message—it couldn’t invalve Harmony. Could it?

Mother waited, a questioning expresson flitting across her face.

Forcing mysdf to answer, | replied, “I'll think about it—there’ s no rush.”

The buzzer sounded—signding that my office manager and artig-in-training, Mandy, had arrived
and it wastime to get downgtairs to the shop. We wouldn't open for afew hours, but I'd agreed to work
with Mandy this morning on some basic skills like Serilization and making stencils. Glad for the escape, |
deserted my computer and stood to leave.

“You never know how much time you have, Md. Remember that.”

Swalowing the lump that had formed in my throat, | turned on my hed and left the room.

Mother’s words haunted me dl day. | was stubborn and &t times lied to mysdf, but | would never do
anything to endanger Harmony. But had | endangered someone ese's child? By keeping the discovery of
thefirg girl from the Amazons, had | made it easier for the killer to take the second?

If s0, | was gaing to rectify that tonight—at least somewnhat.

It was after one in the morning. I'd driven two hours as fast as | dared—south from Madison,
across the WisconanHlllinois border to a spot in the northern Illinois woods. It had taken me another
fifteen minutes or so to find the rough path that led to the safe camp—an old farmstead surrounded by
trees.

There were 9x such safe campsin the U.S. All were located in areas as remote as possible, never
too close to a mgor city. The closest town to the camp | was vidting had a populaion under two
thousand. There were cities of fifty thousand-plus within an hour’s drive or so. The Amazons tended to
go to one of them, where they could blend in more eadly, for mogt of their business. The camps dl had
cover sories; they were explained away to any curious locds as church camps, vacation time shares, or
charity operations that trained ddinquent girls. And there were wards too, defensve spells that didn't
completdy hide the camps but made the entrances less noticegble and would lead any intruders on
meandering walks that dways took them back where they'd started. Luckily, the ward used here was a
smple piece of magic. To outsmart it you didn’t have to unwind it, just know it was there. Which | did.

The barn was closed up, horses left to wander fredy insde the fenced area that included the house
and over two acres of cleared pasture. | crept past a pdomino mare, placing my pam fla agang her
sde to cam her. Mother had the red tdent with horses—came with the warrior skills—but 1'd spent
enough time with the creatures to at least be comfortable...and most important, to make the horses think
| was comfortable. Just like Amazons—show a horse you were nervous and she' d push you as far as she
could. That was the one horse kill I'd truly mastered—hiding absolutdy any dgn of discomfort, no
meatter how much the horse got in my space.

Asif reading my mind, the mare turned to nose me. | shoved my hand againg her velvety skin and
pushed her face away from mine. With a soft snort, she wandered away.

| stood motionless, aone, saring a the dark house, wondering who was indde. Anyone | knew?
Anyone | missed? Anyone | hated?

My heart began to beat loudly, my blood growing thick in my veins. My brows lowered and a
growl formed at the back of my throat. At that same instant my hand brushed againg the bulge in my
pocket where I'd stored the two necklaces I'd taken from the dead teens. | shook my head, knocking
adde the old resentments and past wrongs to concentrate on why | was here. | pulled the two figures



free, holding onein each fis. A leopard and a bear: two of the most powerful totems.

Powerful or not, the totems hadn’t protected the girls A shudder shook my body and | clenched
the amdl figures more tightly in my hands. My thoughts were wandering, my emations taking over. There
was no time for that. | had to leave these symbols so the Amazons would find them, so they would know
something was wrong, and | had to do it quickly.

Focusng on my task, | crept toward the house. A few feet away | sensed magic—protective or
destructive, | wasn't sure. | paced afew feet to my right, then my left, and quickly decided a second
more intricate ward had been set up endrding the house. Perhaps the Amazons were aware they were
being targeted, or maybe the current high priestess assgned to this safe camp was just more cautious
then Bubbe had been when she held the postion.

| paused briefly and noticed for the firg time that the horses didn't wander within the warded
cirde The animds probably worked as a firg line of darm. The ward was something more...disturbing,
a least to whoever triggered it.

| considered my options. Disabling the spell was my gut instinct—more to prove | could than from
need—but | quickly redized the fdly of such a plan. If | unraveled the spell, the Amazons would know
one of ther kind had left the necklaces—one of ther kind with priestess skills They would not suspect
me | was only thought of as an artisan, but Bubbe would quickly come to mind.

With that decided, | looked for alikdy spot to leave the fetishes. My fird thought was to tie them
onto one of the horses' manes, but | couldn’'t know which anima would be ridden first. Horses were an
important part of Amazon life, but nowadays more tradition than necessity. There was no guarantee the
animd | chose would be ridden or groomed today—and | wanted the necklaces found soon. Instead, my
gaze traveled to the horses replacements—a couple of battered trucks, a pane van, and a pair of
ancient imports.

After sdlecting one of the imports, the one without a cracked windshid, | wrapped the two
thongs around the driver’s door handle. To make sure my trip didn’'t go unnoticed, | dragged a wooden
bench from under a nearby tree and lad it across the hood.

After brushing off my hands, | was ready to go, except for one thing. | glanced back at the house.
The priestess who had set the ward was experienced and obvioudy wary. And I'd had the necklaces in
my possession for some time, close to my body, even. Odds were she would be able to detect something
of me on the objects.

Made me doubly thankful I’d come prepared to erase dl Sgns of mysdf from the scene. | reached
into my jacket and pulled out a bundle of juniper and alighter. Burning the herb and spreading the smoke
would cleanse the necklaces and the area of my presence—completely, | hoped.

| tapped the light on my watch—after two A.M. | was running out of time. | knew nothing of the
habits of the particular Amazonsin this safe house. At least | didn’t think | did. | hoped the mgor players
hed changed in the ten years since | had Ieft. But nervous high priestesses and queens tended to be
nocturnd. They could start moving around a any time. Not to mention | dill had the drive back to
Madison. The high priestess in my life, Bubbe, could very wel be up before | returned.

Sill, I had to do what | could. Pulling in a breath, | flicked the lighter and counted to mysdf as |
waited for the herbs to crackle and catch. Within seconds, smoke streamed out of the bundle
Murmuring a prayer of forgiveness for my lie of omisson, | waved the herbs around, paying extra
atention to the car, bench, and necklaces. When | was done, | snuffed the herbs with a handful of dust
and shoved the till-warm sticks back into my jacket.

It was then | noticed the horse. | could dmost see the imprint of my padm shining back a me from
where I’d placed my hand on her sde.

Damn. Rdighting the herbs was out—waving a bundle of smoldering sticks around a horse was
never agood idea, especialy when you were trying not to be noticed. The best | could do was rub the
actud dried herbs over the spot and hope that did the trick. | broke off afew bits and waked toward the
mare, empty hand held up.

She et me get within three feet before backing up and letting out a whinny. Then, shaking her
head, she began to buck—setting off a chain reaction that soon had fifteen horses sampeding around the



paddock. The mare raced once around, then ground to a hdt in front of me, the white spot on her nose
dancing up and down as she tossed her head.

She was laughing at me, the bitch. Wrong animal, but the sentiment held.

A window flew up in the house and | knew Amazons would flow out the doors in minutes. With a
curse, | wrapped my arm around the troublemaking mare’s neck and threw mysdf onto her back. This
time she played dong; a a gdlop we raced across the paddock. As we approached the fence, | prayed
she' d been trained well—she had. Without bresking stride, she vaulted, dearing the gate by inches.

We rode on, down the gravel path, until 1 could see the spot where I'd left my truck. As | did
down her sde, she stood patiently, waiting. Remembering the juniper, | reached in my pocket, only to
find it gone.

| stared at the mare for another beat, wondering if the Amazons would sense me on her. She
stared back, dill waiting. Redlizing I'd dready wasted too much time, | shook off my uneasiness and
smacked her once on her rump. Only then did she move, taking off down the path back toward the
camp.

Definitely well trained. | stared after her...wondering. Then | shook my head and forced mysdf
back in the present.

When | left the Amazons, | |eft everything about them, even my family, for atime. It was too lae
for regrets now. Besides, if the mare beonged to whom | suspected, she wouldn't let childhood
friendships stop her from hunting me down—not if she learned | was the one who'd sneaked into the
camp.

She would want answers, and she wouldn't be subtle about getting them. Just like she hadn’t been
subtle ten years earlier when she' d stood with the High Priestess againg me.

Chapter Three

When | woke the next morming—three hours past my norma waking time—my first thoughts were
of the Amazons. had they found my clues? Did they know what they meant? Would my smdl message be
enough to save another teen? And had they sensed my presence? I'd dropped the juniper, but that would
offer only the smdlest of clues. My energy smeared dl over the mare would be much harder to miss—by
ahigh priestess as powerful as, say, my grandmother anyway. There weren't many as old as Bubbe, or
as killed, but it was a possihility. Were the Amazons adready putting together a plan to drag me back to
the council? To find out what | knew and how?

At that juncture | had no way of knowing the answers to any of those questions, but | was sure of
one thing: hiding my urwilling involvement in the deaths was the right choice. If anything, my vigt the night
before, the ralling of my stomach when 1I'd firg seen the house, remembering how even my best friend
hed turned againgt me, had confirmed thet.

I’d done what | could to dert the Amazons, and the police were dready investigding. It was
enough; it had to be. | couldn’t even share what had happened with Mother or Bubbe. Odds were they
would fed they had to dert the Amazons directly, which would mean me facing the Amazons. It wasn't
going to happen.

S0, to keep up the facade of my carefully crafted world, | ignored the gnawing of my conscience,
smashed asde dl thoughts of Amazons, and went down the worn marble stairs that connected our living
area to the man floor and my office.

The reception area was nothing but a couple of tdl charsin front of a barlike structure made of
panding and plywood. The shop wouldn’'t open for another hour, and | had no early morning mestings,
30 | had the place to mysdf. | walked around the reception desk/bar and opened the glass-and-wood
door that hid my office. The room had housed the schoodl’s principd in its past life My employees
commented on that whenever | cdled them in to talk. Having been homeschooled mysdf or, more
accurately, “road schooled,” since | grew up traveling from place to place, | got no negative vibes when
entering the space, but it didn't bother me that others did. There was nothing wrong with sarting out with
an upper hand—the principd thing did that for me.

A folder thick with papers sat squarely on the center of my desk.



Interview day. With everything going on, I’ d forgotten.

Artemis bless Mandy for remembering.

My hand drifted down to the manila folder and rested there. Our business was growing—a good
thing—and it was time to add an artist, dso good. But | couldn’t hep question if now was the best time
to be adding a new employee to the mix—another set of eyes to take note of whatever strange thing
happened next.

This was no spur-of-the-moment decison. We'd talked about hiring another artist in our weekly
daff meetings for months. If | backed out now, it would turn more than one pair of curious—make that
outraged—eyes on me.

To make matters worse, even in the best times hiring an artist could be tricky. To work for me
they had to be the absolute best at what they did, and they had to ignore little things like Bubbe's spdl
cading and Mother’ s wegpon practice in the basement below the shop.

Oh, and femde. They had to be femde.

Femde—like the dead girls. | shook my head and stared down &t the folder. Putting the deaths to
the back of my mind wasn’t going to be easy, but somehow | had to—interviewing artists was as good a
way as any. Resolved to the necessity, | heaved out a breath and flipped open the folder to see what my
day had in store.

There were four gpplications indde, each with a time noted in the margin. My fird was in ten
minutes a recent high school graduate with nothing more exdting to offer than a couple of art
classes—and he was mde. | shuffled his gpplication to the sSde. | hadn’t told Mandy about my gender
preference for employees. | could do what | wanted, but | couldn’t be obvious about it, which meant I'd
have to interview any men who looked qudified. And while | didn't have to give them serious
congderation, it had to look asif | did.

The next two were dso made. One had twenty years of experience in one of the top shops in
Miami. | frowned. Not hiring him would be hard to justify. Tgpping my pencil againd the table, | sad a
dlent prayer to Artemisthat he arrived reeking of booze.

Number three had only a couple years of tattoo experience. The woman could surely best that.

Thankfully, she did—ten years of experience, numerous awards, and recommendations out of this
world. Ding, ding, ding. We had a winner; now dl | had to do was get through the other interviews as
quickly as possible, making note of dl the men'sfalings, and I’d be suitably protected from any potentia
legd problems.

At twelve thirty on the nose, my firg interview arrived. He looked around nervoudy, obvioudy
taking note when Mother stopped behind the reception desk dressed in Lycra shorts and a snugHitting
sport top. The old school’ s full-9ze gym was in a second building next door, but Mother had daimed a
room in the basement for her weights. She was down there more often than not and had a better body
than most twenty-year-old human aerobics ingructors. The artist | was interviewing noticed. He was dso
young, cute, and easy to mark off my lig without a trace of guilt.

The second, Mr. Experienced from Miami, seemed to have as many issues with working for a
womean as | did hiring a man.

“l thought your name was Md,” he grumbled, reaching up to grab a cigarette he had stashed
behind one ear.

“Itis” | didn't bother explaining | was named for one of the origind Amazons, Meanippe, a direct
descendent of Ares and Otrera. Somehow | didn't think he would be dl that impressed.

“It dl women here?’ He leaned to the Sde to see around my office door out into the shop.

| folded my arms over my breasts and smiled. Tattooing is a sacred busness for Amazons—one
exdudvedy performed by women, for obvious reasons. Men just don’t have the same spiritua depth. |
found it endlesdy funny that in the modern world men had come to dominate the art. Of course, it dso
explained why mogt tattoos today no longer possessed the power they should.

“You have a problem with that?’ | shifted my snake bracelet a little higher on my wrist, making
sure the ruby eyes were pointed directly a my gpplicant, then smiled. | wasn't putting the mojo on him or
anything, but | was thinking about it—hard.



He shivered. “No, | guess not—just weird, sdl.”

“Yes, werd.”

| was suddenly bored and antsy to get things moving. | dill had one more fake interview to
complete before the woman/real applicant arrived.

“Wel, it's been nice. Well cal you.” Or not. | ushered him out of my office.

A wave of surprise washed over hisface, but he le&ft. | followed him to the front, just to make sure.
When he trudged down the steps to the front door, | wiped my hands together. Two down, one to go.
Gotta love efficiency.

A manin hismidthirties stepped indde as the second candidate left. He had dark har and brows
that drew atention to chocolatey eyes. He a'so had some impressive art on one am, a quarter deeve of
mountains and stars. However, it was the portfolio tucked under said am that led me to the ingenious
assumption that he was gpplicant number three.

Kind of old for only a couple years of experience. | pegged him as a tattoo addict who thought
he could do it himsdf.

Thiswould be easy. | waved Mandy back to her spot behind the reception desk and held out a
hand in gresting.

“You mug be here for the interview.”

He stopped two steps from the top, andyzing me from the tips of my well-used hikers to the top
of my baseball-cap-covered head. | fdt an insane urge to yank the hat off and run my fingers through my
shoulder-length auburn hair.

Primping was not a usud Amazon urge. Irritated, | jerked my hand back and scowled.

“I'm here to see Md,” he announced.

Another one. “I'm Md.” | waited for the shock and outrage that he had been scammed by my
masculine name.

“Redly?’ Confusion flitted through his dark eyes. “1 was expecting someone...”

My scowl transformed into a amirk. | was darting to enjoy this it was amusng and it kept my
mind off the deaths...well, somewhat. “Y es, you were expecting someone...” | prompted.

He finished dimbing the last two steps, stopping just inches from me. With the confusion il
apparent on his face, he looked down a me.

“Tdler. | thought you'd be tdler.”

Wil, hell.

| was a meedy five eight. My mother was Sx foot two. I'd never met my father, but | suspected
he was amidget. My outspoken interviewee had to be pushing six four. He had over hdf a foot on me.
Strangely enough, it did not endear him to me.

“You have a height requirement for interviews?” Yesh, | was bitter. Yeah, it showed.

Busy studying the top of my Wisconsin Badger cap, it took him a while to answer. When he did,
he seemed at least somewhat embarrassed by his prior declaration.

“No, it's judt, what with...” He stopped, switching his attention to Mandy, who was eyebdling
himlike a cat that's just spied the last bowl of cream. | hdf expected her to lick her lipsin anticipation.

Thistime | did yank off my cap and dapped it down on the reception desk. “Mandy, why don't
you order some more bandages? Janet said she was running low.”

My office manager didn't seemin any big hurry to get back to work, so | picked my cap up and
strode around the counter. “My officeis back here. Might aswel get on with it.”

Mr. Six Four, Peter Arpada, according to his application, managed to tear himsdf away from the
reception desk and followed.

By the time we reached my private space, I'd regained a sense of cdm. It wasn't that | was
sengtive about being short, for an Amazon anyway. It was just that not many people pointed it out.
Which, come to think of it, brought a question to mind. He didn’t know | was an Amazon.

“Why did you expect meto be tdl?’ | blurted the question out before he had a chance to st in the
chair recently deserted by bad candidate number two.

“Oh, | don't know.” He unzipped his portfolio and began flipping through pages. “The name, |



guess, and the tattoo thing. | just expected someone different.”

He amiled, and | tried hard to keep my face stern. There was an inault in there somewhere, but it
was hard to focus on it under thefull power of his pearly whites. | decided to let the whole height thing go
and jugt work on marking him off my lig as fast as | could.

“Let’s see what you got.” | held out my hand.

| should have been warned by the confident tilt his head took as he dapped the leather case into
my hand, but | wasn't. Nothing could have prepared me for what | saw indde.

“Thexzare...nice” | murmured. Nice my ass, these were killer. Not to be completdly egotiticdl,
but | hadn’t seen anything this good outside of my own shop, created by me. | flipped to a walf head,
done in portrait syle, then quickly moved to the more abstract duff. The colors were especidly good
choices; pausing on the image of awoman's arm with a Cdltic dragon wrapped around it, | frowned.

“What's your sory?’ | asked.

He paused, his hands splayed over the tops of his denim-clad legs. | couldn’'t help but notice how
grong and efficient his hands looked, with long fingers and nestly clipped nails.

“My gtory?’

The question brought my attention back to hisface.

“Yeah, you know, your higory.” | pointed to the image in front of me. “This looks like you have
graffiti in your pagt.”

“Oh.” He gifted me with another thousand-watt smile “I learned the syle the old-fashioned way,
with a spray can and a blank wall. You know teenagers—too much energy and too little to do. Greffiti
beeat the other options.”

| responded with a noncommittal grunt. | wasn't interested in discusing excess teenage energy
and what it might cause right now.

“Portrait and graffiti. Don't see an artist who can do both too often.” | couldn’t help it. | was
impressed. And not only could he do both, he rocked at both. | closed my eyes for a few beats, then
reopened them. He was dill there, and he was gill mde. He reached up to rub the back of his neck,
causng his U2 concert tee to pull tight across his chest—very mae.

“You have any problem working with women?’ | blurted ouit.

“No, not a dl.” Hislipstilted into another dangerous amile. “I like women.”

My heart dammed againgt my chest. Not good. | so didn't need this right now—not ever.

Daing my best to pretend every inch of my body wasn't tingling with awareness, | stood up and
held out his portfolio. “Very nice, but | have afew more candidates to consider. | have your number. I'll
be in touch ether way.”

He leveled an assessing starein my direction before accepting the portfolio. “Let me give you my
cdl-phone number. I'm out alot.” Reeching indde the legther case, he pulled out the sheet with the wolf
portrait on it, then, before | could object, scribbled a number dong the bottom.

“I have notepaper,” | replied, saring at the sample of hiswork. | knew it was only a copy, that he
hed to keep an arigind somewhere dse, but the depiction of the walf was so accurate, the eyes so
piercing, it seemed aimind to use it casudly for scrap. It didn't help that the wolf was the traditiond
symbol for my clan. In fact, on the amdl of my back was a tattoo eerily Smilar to the one resting on the
desk in front of me.

“But thisis more memorable. | don’t want you to forget me. Besides, | can see you like wolves.”
His gaze dropped to the wolf fetish nestled between my breasts, then flicked back to my face,

| siffened in response. With a grin, he did the paper across my desk toward me.

My eyes jumped from the imege of the walf to his tan face. Brown eyes filled with shrewd
asessment stared back a me—like he expected something more, a reaction of some sort. A flutter of
disquiet passed through me.

Without pausng to think, | placed my hand padm down onto the imege, then hed my breath,
waiting. I'm not sure what | expected. It was slly, redly. He was a man, and men jugt didn't have the
power needed to convert ink into something more. And even a priestess couldn’t create an image on
paper capable of containing energy. Tattoos could only contain energy when attached to a living,



bresthing being, meking it al the stranger thet the dead girls tattoos had been removed. Redizing | was
back to thinking about the teens and making assumptions about what the killer knew, | frowned, then
knocked the thoughts aside. Back to the problem at hand.

Under my padm, the paper fdt cool and smooth—not even an indentation where the drawing was.
Because it's just a copy, dimwit. Feding dlly, | jerked my pdm up and baled my hand at my side.

“Wl, thanks. Like | said, I'll bein touch.”

He hesitated, long enough | thought he might argue, but he just did his portfolio under his arm,
flicked one long piece of unruly hair out of his eyes, and stood to leave.

| glanced a the wolf. Its gray eyes gleamed back & me, urging me to stop this man from going. |
shoved the paper under a folder and plastered an eficent amile on my face. “Should know by the end of
the week.” The sentence sounded false even to my ears, but my applicant just smiled and turned to leave.

“Wait.” The word passed my lips before my common sense could stop it.

He paused, his expresson unreadable.

“The dragon. Do you think | could have a copy of that too? I'd like to show these’—I| gestured to
the folder that now hid the walf from vienv—"to my partner, my mother. In case it's a close decision.”
Technicdly, my mother was my business partner, but | ran the place. | had no more intention of showing
her hiswork then | did of giving Harmony a tattoo. But it was a good excuse, and | redly wanted another
look at that dragon.

If he thought my request odd, he didn’t show it. Just pulled out the Cdtic dragon image and held it
out toward my desk. | reached for it, but he dropped it too quickly. In a graceful zigzag mation it floated
like a feather caught on a breeze before landing faceup in front of me.

| refused to look at it again until he left. So, | stood there waiting while he nodded a last good-bye
and wandered from my office. When | was sure he was gone, | strode to the door and pushed it closed
with a click.

Back behind my desk, | pulled out the wolf and stared down a both pictures. They were
fantastic—no doubt about that—but mystica? | ran one finger over the surface of the dragon. Nothing.
Jugt ink and paper. | let out a breath in arelieved puff; obvioudy, the tenson of the past few weeks was
Qgetting to me.

Nothing like letting your imeagination run wild.

Rubbing the bridge of my nose, | held the dragon up to the window. Slill, there was something
about hiswork that was familiar. The thought nagged at me, knocking around in my head like a discarded
soda can in the back of a pickup truck.

Try as | might, | couldn’t shake anything solid loose. Not that it mattered. | wasn't hiring him no
meaiter how talented he was.

Forcing mysdf not to give ether piece another 1ook, | baled up the images and tossed them in the
trash

Chépter Four

Candidate number four dressed like she was trying out for some rock-chick redlity show.
Unfortunately, she was over forty and the black eydiner didn’'t do her crow’s feet any favors. However,
she was aso prompt and femae. What more could | ask for?

“l don't do feet,” she announced, plopping down into a chair. “And | don’'t do cover-ups. Not my
job to be fixing someone else’'s midake.”

Okay. Feet didn’'t tend to be anyone s favorite part of the body to tattoo, and | could understand
her stance on trying to cover up someone else's work—kind of.

“Maybe we should talk about whet you do do.” | riffled through her file, searching for her résume.
| pulled it out and scanned it. “Y ou have a very impressive lig of experience here.”

“l know my duff.” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back againg the wooden
office chair. Her dashed tee dipped off one shoulder.

“So, what you do...” | prompted.

“’Bout anything. I'm nat picky. If they can pay, I'll tattoo ’em.” She reached up to pat the shel of



har spray that kept her stresked har in its high-rise ponytall. “Oh, except memorids. Can't stand
memorids. Had aguy afew years ago who was blubbering before | even had the gencil on him. It was
embarrassing.”

Okay. No feet, no cover-ups, and no memorids. She had just described 40 percent of our
business.

“Well, let's look a what you brought with you.” | held out my hand for the manila envelope she
hed shoved into the chair beside her.

As she pried it out from beneath a leather-covered thigh, | tried to mantain a postive outlook. |
just needed an extra set of hands. So, she had afew sdf-imposed limits | could work around that.

Ignoring the coffee gtains on the outside of the envelope, | pulled out a stack of papers. On the top
was a giant red rose with a festher dangling from one ledf.

“Nice” | commented and flipped to the next page. A group of ydlow roses designed to fit onto
the lower back. | smiled and turned to the next one. A rose wrapped around a heart. | was beginning to
see a theme. Giving my guest a weak amile, | spread the remaining pages across my desktop. Nothing
but rosesin the entire bunch.

“You like roses.”

She gave me a surprised look. “Of course; it’'smy thing.”

At my blank stare, she continued, “Rose.” She pointed to hersdf.

Oh yegh, her name—Rose. “But you do other things, right?’ | tried to keep the statement postive.

“Sure, sure. | told you. | doitdl.”

“Except feet, cover-ups, and memorids” | couldn’t help but add.

“That’sright.” She nodded her head, alook of complete sncerity on her face.

While | was trying to decide if Rose was worth her numerous thorns, Bubbe appeared by the
open door. When she saw | was indde the office, she disappeared. She was quick, but not quick
enough. There was no missing the ancient bone knife she grasped in one hand, or the squirming rabbit
dangling from the other.

Uh-oh. My chair screeched across the wood floor as | shoved it away from my desk. My gaze
shat back to Rose. “Wal, thanks for stopping by. | have a few more interviews today, then you'll hear
back from us”

She frowned. “Hey, but what's the pay? My last job, | rented. Gave the shop twenty percent for
the space. Y ou work out a ded like that?’

“Hard to say.” | grabbed her by her fuchsa fingertips and jerked her out of her seat. “My office
manager will giveyou acdl.”

Checking her manicure, she cast a suspicious look over her shoulder a me and stomped out. |
waited until the door to the shop closed behind her before soinning on my hed and going in search of
Bubbe.

The door to her basement office was closed.

| didn’'t knock.

“Bubbe, what exactly do you think—" | stopped midtirade. A suburban mom dressed in yoga
pants and pink cami top glanced up a me. In her hands was the stone knife, which shook vidlently above
the quivering body of the rabbit. Bubbe held the rabbit by feet and ears.

“Bubbe!” | shrieked.

The soccer mom jumped backward, Ietting the knife clatter onto the cement floor. Bubbe bardy
cocked an eyebrow.

“Yes, devochka moya,” she replied.

Bubbe liked to speak in Russan, especidly in front of her clients. Her childhood was spent
roaming the steppes in what is now cadled Russa, and everything from her dothing to her accent was
calculated to remind you of that. Never mind that she had lived in America for around a hundred and fifty
years.

“Drop the rabbit,” | ordered. | wasn't completdy sure what Bubbe had in mind for the little
cottontail, but | didn’t need locals thinking we practiced animd sacrifice.



“Pfft.” She turned her back on me and gestured to the wide-eyed woman who had pressed her
back so tightly againgt the wdl | was afrad she'd leave a perfect Sze-9x impresson in the concrete.
“Fick up the knife” Bubbe told her.

The woman glanced from me to Bubbe, obvioudy weighing which one of us was more dangerous.
It was times like this | wished I'd inherited my mother’s six-foot-two-inch frame. Unfortunately, without
it, | just didn't look inimidating. And, thanks to Bubbe's high priestess status, she didn’t need it.

My grandmother murmured a few words, and the air around her seemed to shift, making her ook
larger and darker. Cool ar nipped a my ankles. The old reprobate was actudly casting a spdl to
grengthen her position. | could have countercast but, number one, | didn’'t want to dert her to my newly
found powers and, number two, me taking on Bubbe magicaly would have been like afidd mouse taking
On a cougar.

| dill could have stopped her, but it would have meant throwing mysdf across the room and
knocking her to the ground. Not exactly atade | wanted Bubbe' s dient to be sharing with her friends over
lattes. | couldn't give up completdly, though. So, drawing mysdf up as tdl as | could, | took a step
forward and did my best to look threatening.

The soccer mom's gaze danced from me to Bubbe to the knife. Her hands quivered, and a thin
sheen of sweat appeared over her upper lip.

| stared her down, willing her to stay safely againg her wdl and away from my grandmother’s
bunny-killing plans.

Bubbe murmured something else and flicked one finger toward the other woman's midsection.
Her lower lip clamped between her teeth; the suburban mom folded her hands over her lower stomach,
then with a breath that made her entire body shiver, squatted and did her hand toward the knife.

| hated when my bluff was called.

“Bubbe” | warned.

My grandmother ignored me. “Remember what | told you. Just run it down his body.”

| couldn’t let this go on. Annoyed with Bubbe for giving me no more notice than she would a
snot-nosed youngder, | took a step forward, right into the soccer mom's path.

“l said to stop.” | faced Bubbe, fairly confident the other woman wouldn’t decide to use the knife
on me ingtead of the rabbit.

Sill holding the bunny tight, Bubbe sighed, her lined face tired and sad. “What are you so afrad
of, devochka?’

“Nothing, but you can’t do this'—I motioned around the room—"*here.”

“This?” She shook her head. “You don't even know what ‘this is. If you did, you wouldn't have
your—what you cdl it?—pantiesin such awad.”

| flushed. This was not a conversation | wanted to have in front of a cusomer—even if she was
Bubbe's customer.

“She will not hurt the little bunny. Just give im a shave. Hair, that is dl. No blood.” She looked
back at the woman. “Y ou want a baby? Come. Let’ sfinish this”

| blinked. Hair? That was it? I'd embarassed mysdf to save a rabbit from a close
shave—literaly? Even more embarrassed, | mumbled an gpology under my breath and sumbled from the
room.

“Amazons gave up paying a blood price, even rabbit blood, four hundred years ago.” Mother stood in
the doorway of her gym, dabbing her chest with a damp towd. Wet with sweat, her light brown har
looked amogt as dark as mine “You know that.”

My mind stuttered. Blood price—could that be what the dead teens were? An arrow in my heed
began to whirl. Was this the killer' s motivation?

“All Amazons?’ | asked, my mind wrestling with the suspicion.

“WEe're taking about Bubbe.” She gave the towd an impatient snap and stalked back into her
gym.

| glanced toward my grandmother’ s workroom, guilt causng my gaze to fdl short. | loved Bubbe,



but ill....1 thought of the rabbit, his ears clutched in Bubbe's fingers. How could Mother expect me not
to think she was going to kill the little carrot snatcher?

Feding somewhat judtified, | turned and followed Mother. Her gym was cool and qui€t, as if the
stacks of iron weights soaked up any stray noise that dared attempt to enter the room. Usudly | found
the place rdaxing, but today tenson streamed from Mother. My sense of vindication quickly dissipated,
and | had to resist the urge to twist with discomfort like a guilty two-year-old. | covered with attitude.

“l never know what Bubbe may do,” | said, defensiveness rasing my voice,

She snorted. “You know what she won't do. She never supported the blood price or the
mutilation. None of it. None of her children ever suffered—not even her sons”

“Not even her sons” | repeated, my fingernals jabbing into pams. Yet another sore spot. In the
last few days it seemed like every scab | had had been picked to bleeding.

I"d fird learned about my grandmother’s sons when | was pregnant with my own. When they
were only hours old, shed left them on a doctor's doorstep—helpless litle bundles, discarded,
forgotten. | hadn’t understood it then, and | didn’'t understand it now.

Mother picked up a fifty-pound dumbbell and began doing curls. I'd have thought she hadn't
noticed the effect thistopic gill had on me, except for her next words. “Just because you didn't want to
give up the boy you carried, doesn’t mean Bubbe did anything wrong. Y ou need to let it go.”

Hash as her words sounded, she didn't say them in a bad way—more resolved and a tad
morose—like she had let me down. Which she had. Pretty much everyone had.

I’d never considered the abortion that many pregnant Amazons chose when they carried a mde
child. And at firs I'd even agreed to give my son up for a human adoption, thinking in the long run it
would be for his best, but then, as he grew insde me, as I'd fdt him move, seen his foot shoving againgt
my somach, I’d logt my resolve.

It was dmogt the twenty-first century at the time. Amazons had dl but disappeared from higtory,
mogt people thinking us nothing more than legend, made up. Wasn't it time for usto give up the old ways
we dill dung to? To blend with humans rather than live on the outskirts, gedling and cheating while tdling
oursalves it was okay because we were superior—descended from gods?

I’d told everyone my plan, knowing it would be rough at firgt, but truging that the women around
mewould understand, that those I’d grown up with, especialy, would support me. I'd been wrong.

And then the unthinkable had happened. An otherwise problem-free pregnancy had ended—but
my child didn’t survive. | didn't even get to hold him. His body was carted off while | was dill passed
out, buried in an unmarked grave somewhere in the northern lllinois woods.

Amazons were strong. They didn't diein childbirth, and neither did their children.

Try as they might, no one could convince me my child had been the fird. | even knew who had
been respongible, but no one wanted to ligen. The loss of a son? Not worth girring up trouble in the
tribe—if my accusations were true, the Amazon in question had just done what she thought was right.
And as current high priestess of the safe camp, she'd had that right.

| had taken my daughter and Ieft.

Bubbe and Mother had followed. They had never asked forgiveness for not standing by my sde,
but they had left the tribe, and that was huge. For Harmony's sake, 1'd found it within mysdf to forgive
them, but not the rest. Nothing in the world could make me forgive them—just like nothing in the world
could make me encourage Harmony to become one of them.

Logt in unplessant thoughts of the past, | walked over to spot Mother as she did under a barbell
loaded with weights.

She pushed the heavy load up and hed it for a count of ten before lowering it again to her chest.
She completed eght more reps before continuing.

“You need to let it go.”

“What happened? Where are they?’ | couldn’t help but ask, my anger mdting into something
close to mdanchaly. I'd wanted to keep my child so badly; how had Bubbe turned her back on not one
son, but three?

My moather jumped up, took two more ten-pound weights from the nearby rack, and did one on



each end of the bar. “I don’'t know. It was long before me. She gave them away. Y ou know that.”

Something flickered in Mother’ s eyes, meking me wonder if there was more she didn’'t want to tel
me—didn’t want to risk opening my only partiadly closed wounds even further. Or maybe she actudly
experienced regret for not knowing her brothers.

| picked up the towel Mother had dropped and ran the rough materid through my hands.

“You think they're dill dive?’ | asked, my gaze drifting to the corner of the room. Somehow |
couldn’t bear to look & Mother when she answered.

“Who?" Mother had did back under the bar.

| let my gazeflit back. She knew what | was taking about—it was just her way of tdling me she'd
had enough. Wdll, | hadn't.

“Your brothers,” | replied.

Hands tight around the bar, she stared up a me. “Hdf brothers.”

| made a whatever mation with my hand. To ensure secrecy and surviva, Amazons didn’t go for
long-term relationships. Most likdly dl of Bubbe's children were from different fathers.

Mother huffed out an impatient breath. “Alive? | doubt it. Men can't be Amazons. They would
have had mortd life spans.”

| hadn’t thought of that. It made it dl sadder somehow. “How about their kids?’ | asked.

“More like great-great-grandkids, if anything. Too many greats to matter.” She started to lift the
bar but stopped, letting it settle back onto the stand. Y ou're forgetting the point. Bubbe never went
aong with tradition for tradition’s sake and she never sanctioned harming a living creature without cause.
You need to trust her—trust us. Trugt that being an Amazon is a good thing—something you should
share with Harmony.”

Like that was ever going to happen, especidly now, when my suspicions were growing that the
person who had deposited the dead teens on my doorstep was an Amazon sending me some ugly
message. Disgusted with the whole topic, | dropped the towe onto her bare midriff and turned to leave.

“Méeanippe,” she cdled after me. | was tempted to keep waking, but caiching a glimpse of her
expression, | waited. The flicker I’d noticed earlier was back in her eyes. “The people you can count on
mog are those like you—start trusting them.”

Then she plopped back down on her back, gritted her teeth, and bench-pressed more weight than
apar of NFL linebackers hyped up on two thousand dollars worth of illegd steroids could.

| shook my head. People like me? If they were out there, they weren't Amazons. That | knew for
sure.

Swadlowing the dry lump in my throat, | left.

| took the front steps, the ones that led to the main entrance of the school and a amdl landing, then
continued on to the firg floor and my shop. Mandy had Ieft the doors open, and a crisp fdl breeze tossed
afew early leaves onto the parquet.

My chat with Mother had left me disturbed, again. It added to the angst I'd been bardy keeping
reined in since discovering the firg dead teen and being forced to get back in touch with my Amazon
ills

| had spent the last ten years trying not to think about the whole Amazon thing. And dthough living
with Mother and Bubbe had made that difficult, if | tried redly hard, | could go weeks, months, without
dwdling on what the Amazons took from me—how my life would be different if | had been born
something other than an Amazon.

Thinking about Bubbe' s sons out there, somewhere—or a least their descendents—brought it al
screaming back a me. What an insane tradition. Cutting off hdf the population, your own sons, brothers,
and fathers, because they were made. Not that humans hadn’t done it too, didn't dill do it some places.
Theirony being they tended to dispose of their femdes, leave them out in the cold or drop them down a
wedl. However, human wrongdoings didn’t lessen those of the Amazons.

And...| paused on the landing and placed a sheking hand againg the wdl...I wasn't guilt-free.
Theredization rocked me to my core. | couldn’'t do something as Smple as hire a man to work for me.

How could | expect to get past what had happened to me and to raise Harmony as a modern,



accepting human when | refused to even consder a highly qudified mde as a tattoo artis? | was a totd
hypocrite.

The redization lowered my aready dipping sdf-image to something bardy above complete waste
of water and carbon.

| leaned my forehead againg the cool plaster and closed my eyes. I'd spent the lagt ten years
feding dl high and mighty, superior for lowering mysdf to mingle with humans, but when you boiled it
down, | was as biased as any Amazon.

Theonly thing | had done differently snce my son had died was hide—from other Amazons, our
past, and the truth of who | was.

| lifted my forehead and stared out into the front yard at the crumbling base of the old flagpole and
the 9gn propped againg it Sating our hours.

| might not be able to undo thousands of years of wrongs. | might not even be able to lead the
dead teens souls to their loved ones, a least right now, but | could change a few hard-held prejudices. |
thumped my fig againg my chest.

| turned and ran up the steps to my office and my phone.

My unpleasant sdf-redization and my decision to break the chain of old pregudices made me fed better
for the rest of my workday. But as | puttered around, getting ready for bed, the glow wore off and the
faces of the two dead teens floated back to the forefront of my brain. | brushed my teeth seeing ther
images ingtead of my own in the bathroom mirror. After forcding mysdf to return to my room and bed, |
managed to get to deep, but awvakened less than an hour later, dill thinking of them. | waited another
hour to do something abot it.

| crept out the front and walked around to our amdl sde yard. The way the school was angled on
the lot protected the area from street view, and a row of eght-foot-tall hally bushes cut us off from our
neighbor’s house. Someone could look down from the windows above; Mother’s bedroom was on this
Sde, but it was toward the back. | picked a spot close to the front, under the kitchen window.

After a quick glance around, | squatted back on my heds and placed the flaghlight I'd covered
with doth to dim the beam onto the dirt next to me. It was one A.M., a time of morning I’d come to
dread—waking tense, dert for any sound. This time no outside force had awakened me—just my own
negging guilt. 1 had to know if the Amazons had gotten my message, and the middle of the night was
redly the only time | could be somewhat confident my family would be occupied and not sumble over
me cadting spells. Any of them discovering | even could cast spdlls was not something | wanted to dedl
with.

So one A.M. and here | was, sgutting in the dirt, ready to cdl on Artemis and find out if the
Amazons had gotten my message. Artemis might not be able to direct me to the girls killer, but she could
catanly hep me plug into the tribe.

| flattened my bare padms into the soil, connecting, letting my body soak in the power that pulsed
from deep in the earth’s core. | needed dl the srength | could get to do this. Linking mysdf spiritudly to
the Amazons again, after dl these years...it was something I’d thought I’ d never do.

Shaking off a renewed swell of anger—this one completely sdfish, angry that the killer had chosen
me to suck into her twisted world, leaving me with no choice but to face my heritage, a least to a
degree—I carefully plucked acorns from the leather pouch I’ d solen from Bubbe's workroom and piled
them in front of me. Next, | unwrapped two tiny stone figures a bear and a leopard, not too different
from the ones I'd I€ft a the safe camp. The fetishes would hep me link to the girls families If my
message had been received, the totems would tdl me; their clans' mourning would tel me.

| built the fire, atiny one, but big enough, | hoped. | couldn’'t risk anything larger; performing the
ceremony in my side yard was risky enough. | certainly didn't need the neighbors cdling the fire
department on me.

Asthe fire crackled, | tossed one of the acorns onto the blaze and murmured a prayer to Artemis.

“Artemis, huntress of the moon, guide me dong the path to truth. Grant me the strength to see
through the mig, to fed what those of this totem fed, to know what otherwise they might hide from me”



Smoke snaked from the fire: twidting, turning, morphing.

The world shifted beneeth me and my nalls gouged into the damp earth. The musky scent of
decayed leaves filled my nodtrils, then the smoke shifted again, this time taking on the round shape of a
bear ambling through the woods. My breath caught in my chest. | reached out and grasped the bear
totem in my hand.

Sorrow pierced me like a spear. The pain was so sudden and intense that | amost dropped the
tiny stone figure. Gasping in a breath, | clutched the fetish tighter, pushed past the sorrow, and fdt for
what | knew would follow.

Ange pulsed againg me. Revenge, retribution, the need was tangible. Hashes of stedl, women
flipping across a grassy dearing, fighting, training...my heart beet fagter, asif | shared their exertion. Then
the mood switched—darker, faces | couldn’t make out gethered around afire, abig fire, a council fire

My own anger legpt at the Sght. My hate for the council that had cost me so much was interfering
with the vison.

Nodtrils flaring, | tried to separate mysdf from the vison, to keep my past and emotion from
intruding. | gripped the bear figure tighter in my hand and rubbed my thumb over its head, apologizing for
my weakness, begging Artemis to forgive my digresson. | squeezed my eyes shut until tears leaked out,
but the effort was fruitless. The connection was lost.

| opened my eyes and, with a anking feding in the pit of my stomach, watched as the smoke
thinned, spirding down back into the fire, urtil | stared at nothing but a few smoldering embers.

| dill held thetiny bear. Undenching my fig, | let it drop onto the dirt. My pams pressed into the
earth again; | hung my head and struggled to breathe.

My message had been received—at least for the firg girl, and since I'd Ieft the fetishes together,
reason said for the second too. | waited for the guilt to diminish. I'd done my part. I'd warned the
Amazons But my wait was futile There was no rdief, no feding of completion—just a hollow sickness
deep in the pit of my stomach.

The girls were dill dead, and | was il involved.

After hiding dl sgns of my clandestine spell-casting, | sumbled back to bed. | didn’t expect to deep, but
somehow | did. Then around three, the sound of crying woke me. | clutched the wool blanket, my
thoughts firg rushing to Harmony—my mommy inginctsin full force even though she hadn’t suffered from
night terrors since she' d been four. But the door to my bedroom was closed, no towheaded preschooler
gazing up a me from the side of the bed.

Now, gtting upright, | touched my fingers to my fevered cheeks. They came back wet. The sobs
had been coming from me.

A nightmare. | must have been having a nightmare. Not surprisng, consdering my life lately.

Scrubbing the moisture off my face with the wool blanket, | tried to settle back down, to brush
adde the anxiety that ill dung to me.

Then | fdt them. The dead girls Their presence weighed on me, then flitted away, only to return
an indant later to tug at me like the impatient child I’ d imagined when | first awoke.

They wanted me to help them, were becoming more restless as their fruitless wandering went on.

| tried to shake the feding off and told mysdf it was jus the remnants of my nightmare—the
heightened sense that came with waking deep in the night.

But it was a lie. As my mind wakened more fully and became less hazy, their presence grew
stronger, not weaker.

Something had them trapped, and the little piece of my soul that had gone with them when I'd
performed the degth rites wasn't enough to keep them cam much longer. Ther panic was growing, was
big enough to be a tangible force in the amdl space of my bedroom, dawing over my skin, meking me
want to curl into abdl to protect mysdf.

Why is this my problem? Why did their killer choose me?

| picked up my pillow and flung it across the room, knocking a lamp to the ground with an
earth-shattering crash.



The noise seemed to settle them. | waited for them to reappear or one of my family, awakened by
the noise, to knock on my door, but dl was quiet. | breathed in, my chin dropping to my chest, and my
fingers crimped the blanket.

Damn it dl. | didn't want to be involved, didn't want to face my past. Didn't want to be
respongble for the souls of two dead teenagers.

Something flickered past me then, just awhisper of atouch, asif the girls were waiting, watching.

| refused to look up, asif garing a the navy blue wool of my blanket would make the nightmare
I’d been thrown into disappear. | sat there the rest of the night, until dawn turned the sky outsde my
window a peachy pink and the morning sun broke the link between spirit and morta.

No dead girls spirits around to plead with me for help, to make me question who was more
barbarous—the Amazons I d left behind or me.

Chapter Five

| rose early that morming, unrested and edgy. Not only was my visit from the night before lurking in
my mind, but today, for the firg time ever, a man was joining the Amazons—or at least our little group of
Amazons. | had called Peter right after leaving my conversation with Mother. He'd agreed to start today.

Short notice for everyone. Which meant no time to prepare my family—adl in dl, the best solution.

Fresh from a night of hauntings, | was ready to beard the lion of two millenniain my den.

After aquick look at my bedraggled reflection in the bathroom mirror, | dragged mysdf out to the
man living area. Harmony was in her room polishing her nails while Bubbe stomped around the kitchen
muttering something in Russan | didn't care to trandate, and Mother had dready disappeared into the
basement. A peaceful, if early, morning in the Saka household.

Not up for conversation, | skipped breskfast and sneaked down the steps to the shop. | was
rearranging the stations, trying to decide who would be best suited to pair with our new addition, when
there was a rgp on the front door. The metd pan of needles | was holding fdl to the ground with a loud
clatter. Dropping to my knees, | muttered a curse and began rounding up the once-sterile tools.

“We don't openftill deven,” | ydled, my voice loud in the smdl cubicle.

The door rattled in response.

My hands shook as they hovered over the spilled needles. Jumpy. | was too damn jumpy. Lot
spirits didn’'t knock on your front door and, bold as the killer might seem, so far dl her gifts had been left
inthe dead of night. My padm sank onto the sharp end of a needle; the sudden pain brought me back to
mysdf. | stared at the red bubble of blood forming on my hand and folded my fingers closed over it.

A fig hammered againg the wood.

Blowing out a breath, | rubbed my pdm agang my jeans, leaving a red, angry stain, and started
toward the steps. Let it be the killer. | was ready to end this

| was hdfway down the gtairs when the rattling stopped. Frowning, | ssomped down the last few
steps anyway .

Only empty concrete stairs and an old chip bag shoved againg the building by a biting fal wind
greeted me. | crumpled the trash in my hand and glanced around one more time—nothing. A familiar
fragrance | couldn’t quite peg drifted around me. My anger dissipated, replaced by arush of unease.

My gaze darted around the yard, looking for any Sgn of my early-morning vistor, but there was
nothing more suspicious than a squirrd bugly hoarding nuts for the coming winter.

Unable to shake the unsettling impression off, | considered sorming around the sSide of the building
in hopes of catiching whoever had made the earlier racket, just to prove to mysdf it was nothing more
ominous than a bored neighborhood kid pulling a prank, but thought better of it.

| had stepped back ingde, feding as usdess as the crumpled chip bag inmy hand, and had started
the trek up to the shop levd when | heard voices coming from the basement.

Someone was vigting Mother.

Thiswas unusud. Bubbe loved mingling with the locals—or more accurately, rooking them out of
thelr cash—but Mother kept to hersdf. She did the odd tattoo for me, basic suff, but that was it. I'd
never known her to encourage company.



| paused, one hand on the wooden raling, the other gill holding the chip bag, and considered
going down to see who rated high enough to be invited into her world. Then, unbidden, a rough laugh
escaped my lips. Secrets. Mother wasn't the only one who had them. Maybeiif | et her keep hers awhile
longer, the cosmos would look kindly on me and return the favor by hdping me to hide my own.

Besdes, my latest secret, Peter, was due in at ten. | needed the time Ieft until his arrivd to work
out how | was going to present him to my family. | tapped my fingers a couple of times on the banigter,
then went back to stocking Peter’ s station with bandages and other necessities of tattooing life.

The next couple of hours passed uneventfully. Harmony flounced off to school and Bubbe
somped directly from the second floor to the basement without stopping in the shop to harass
me—another unusud occurrence. On a different day this might have raised some notice from me, but
today | was too busy baitling my warring emations—till anxious thanks to my nocturnd vidtors and their
killer, proud 1 was doing my part to break old preudices, and nervous that Bubbe, Mother, and
centuries of other Amazons who had banned men from dl but one aspect of ther lives were right and |
was on the brink of making afatd error.

The third emotion was beginning to edge out the others when | glanced up a the clock and
redized it was dmost ten. Squaring my shoulders, | tromped down the stairs and unlocked the door.

Peter Arpada in dl his brown-eyed, six-foot-plus-tal glory was waiting for me. He had a new,
bigger portfolio under one am and two seaming cups of premium coffee in his hands. My heart jumped
abeat—for the coffee, | told mysdf. | don't splurge for the good suff too often.

He followed me up the dairs.

“Interesting setup,” he commented, once we were on the main/shop leve. He was saing up the
dairsthet led to our living area.

“Uh, yeah. It works for us” | gestured for him to follow me through the glass doors that separated
the tattoo cubicles from the waiting room. Wisconsin regulations required tattoo aress be separated from
living areas by aful wall. Putting one on thisleve was easier than trying to close off the stairs some way.
In other words, anyone who waked into our shop could just gtroll up the gairs, past the JUST STROLL
UP THE STAIRS, PAST THE sgn and be in our living area. Assuming they made it past Mother,
Bubbe, and me, that is. Until now, it had never occurred to me to worry about the possibility. Funny how
acouple of dead bodies and having aman around could twist your view of things

He gave the stairs one last glance, then followed.

“| thought 1’d set you up here” | pointed to an empty cubicle in the front. “It's next to Cheryl.
€|l bein a deven. So she can show you around.” Cheryl, a forty-something divorced mom of three,
was one of the artists at my shop. The other, Janet, a fifty-year-old lesbian who had never bothered to
tdl her husband of twenty years her sexud preference, had the day off. I'd cdled Cheryl last night after |
talked to Peter. She was the only onein on our new team addition.

“Won't you be showing me around?’ He arched an eyebrow, and | would have sworn his eyes
twinkled.

Despite my deepless night and internd emotiond battles, something insgde me went dl soft and
girly. | obvioudy needed to get out more.

Trying to act casud, | grabbed one of the two rdling chairs in the space and, pogtioning it
between us, pointed toward the back room. “Back there you'll find extra supplies and the autoclave.
Y ou're respongible for kegping your own equipment serile, but Mandy, our office manager, will usudly
help out if she can.” Spinning so the chair was againg my back, | gestured past the reception area. “Over
there sthelittle boys room. That's it. You got the tour.” Shoving the chair away, | took a step toward
the reception area and freedom.

| hated to admit it, but he made me nervous—or my reaction to im made me nervous. No matter
which, | needed to leave.

“Whet about these?’

Curdng my short legs for costing me the three seconds it took him to ask the question, | stopped
and looked back. He was holding up his portfalio.

“And paperwork. 190t there paperwork | need tofill out?”



“Mandy will help you with that—the paperwork, | mean.” Remembering how Mandy had looked
him over afew days earlier, | bardly suppressed an eye rall. Y eah, she would help him out.

“And?’ He shook the portfalio.

“If you have something you want added to the shop flash, give me a copy and I'll look it over.
Each artist has a private flagh too. Give those to Mandy, and € |l get them displayed.” | waited to see if
he had any other questions, but he just nodded and picked up the iron. As| left, | could tdl he was doing
amentd inventory of ink and supplies. | knew, because it’s the firg thing I’d do too.

Lucky for me, | had a cover-up scheduled for ten thirty, a long-time dient I'd agreed to work on
before the shop dfficddly opened. It kept me busy and away from Peter. By the time | was done
wrgpping a bandage around my dient's arm, | could hear low voices peppered by the occasond giggle
coming from reception. Guess Mandy is helping Peter with his paperwork. | escorted the dient out,
gving her alast few care ingructions on the way.

As | suspected, Mandy was pressed againg the reception desk and Peter. What surprised me
were the other two women—Cheryl and Janet—also as close as they could get to our new employee.
Cheryl, maybe, but Janet?

“Sow morming?’ | asked, my tone dry.

Four heads popped up to stare at me, only Janet had the grace to look embarrassed.

“What? You can't stay away, Janet?’

Her hand went up to rub her close-cropped head. “1 remembered | left my...pen here last night.”

Uhhuh. 1 shot a look a Cheryl. I'd thought she was the only one who'd known about
Peter—wonder who dse she had told? Anger swelled momentarily, but | forced the emotiond uprising
down. What did | care? It saved me from making the announcement. | turned to the gossip queen.

“How about you, Cheryl? Y ou searching for a paper dip or something?’

Never one to be intimidated by me, Cheryl grinned. “We were just helping Peter pick what to put
inhisflash.”

Mandy reached across the chest-high desk to dide a sheet of paper toward her. Her upper am
brushed Peter’ s chest in the process. A smple accident, | was sure.

“l lovethisone,” Mandy gushed.

“Therés alot of nice work there” Eyes twinkling, Cheryl looked a me behind Peter’s bowed
head, her hand pointing to his muscled backside. “What about you, Md? Y ou see anything you like?’

At that moment, a forty-something man dressed in a suit and wearing a no-nonsense expression
stepped out of the men's restroom. His hair matched the suit, short and conservative, but his face was
too rugged for a complete fit. He didn’t look like my typica client. | frowned and looked for another clue
that would tel me his purpose here. His stance said he was physcdly fit and used to being in charge.
And while his hands hung casudly at his Sde, there was nothing casua about the expression in his blue
eyes or the way his gaze worked its way around the room.

Glanding from the group clustered around the desk to me, he took a step forward. “Are you Md
Saka?’

| looked over my shoulder a my office manager. Mandy had the sense to look sheepish. “Sorry.
There's somebody here to see you. | told him you were with a dient and he said he d—"

“Yeah, | can figure out the rest.” | waved a hand at her and turned back to the man. “I'm Md.”

He stared a me, checking me over asif he could learn some secret | hdd smply by looking. |
shook off ashiver of disquiet and squared my shoulders. “May | help you?’

He stood there another beat or two, then reached into his jacket. He brought out a lesther wallet,
flipping it open to digplay hisID.

“Detective Reynolds. Milwaukee Police Department. | was wondering if | could speak with you
for afew moments”

| could fed the curious eyes of the group behind me pressing into my back. | resisted the urge to
glance back a them. The bodies. Could he have traced them to me? I'd been careful—leaving the
corpses in unpopulated areas, making sure nothing of mine touched them. | was confident no one had
seen me anywhere near the bodies and any evidence left on them was from the killer, not me.



But if not that, what?

My mind flicked to Bubbe, the squirming rabbit grasped in her fig, the soccer mom’'s wide eyes
on mewhen | stormed in on them. | glanced from his badge to him. “Milwaukee?’

“Yes” His gaze shot to the cluster of employees behind me. A frown lowering his brow, he
shoved hisID back into his pocket. “Is there somewhere we can tak?’

Some ancient part of me reacted to his discomfort, made me want to refuse and force him to state
his purpose there in the open. But the more modern, smart me redized there was no bendfit to that track.
Besdes, careful as | had been, there was dill the chance someone had reported something “odd” about
me or my family to the police. If so, | didn’t redly want it broadcast to the entire saff. With a nod, |
turned and led him into my office.

Once the door was closed, he draightened, waking around the room with a relaxed nonchaance
that told me he was catdoging the contents. Back to being the confident cop, a man in charge. | bit back
aflare of annoyance. “ So what brings you to Madison, Detective?” With my arms folded over my chest,
| did into my chair.

“Strange place for a tattoo shop.” He placed a finger into the metd blinds that covered the
window overlooking the old school grounds and separate gymvlunchroom.

“It serves our purposes.”

“Tattooing...and...?’ He turned until he faced me.

| smiled and leaned back againg the hard wood of my chair. “Why are you here, Detective? Not
to get atattoo, I'm guessing.”

“How long have you been tattooing, Ms. Saka?’

“Long enough.”

“Ever tattoo someone under eighteen?’

| arched a brow. “That'sillegd in Wisconsn.”

“And you'd never break the lav?’ He grolled closer to my desk, dipping into a char with
mideading disinterest.

“If you' re looking to bust me for tattooing someone underage, you wasted alot of gas, Detective.”

He gave me alook that was hard to read, then dipped his hand back into his jacket. This time to
retrieve a stack of photos. He did one across the desk to me. “This look familiar?’

Something in my gut tightened. Keeping my face blank, | looked down.

My worgt fear rushed up and smacked me in the face. The photo showed the tattoo on the smdl
of awoman's back—a bear, paws outstretched and teeth flashing.

My firg early morning gift.

“Nice work,” I commented, my throat dry, but my tone noncommitta.

He did a second photo toward me.

| didn't redly have to look, but | did—the leopard. | picked it up, stared at it for a second.
Anxiety diced through me. | lowered my hand to rest on my desktop, the photo dill pinched between my
fingers

Keegping my eyes cast down urtil | was sure | was under control, | dropped the picture, then
looked up. “Also nice. Is there a point here? You going to tdl me why you're bringing these pictures to
me?’

He made no move to pick up the photos, just snapped the ones ill in his hand againgt the edge of
my desk. “We took them to some artistsin Milwaukee. Consensus was, they look like your work.”

That dartled me. Every artist has a sgnature syle, something that even when they are copying
another’s work shines through. But to me, neither of the tattoos looked anything like mine. | picked up
the second one, the leopard, and tried to look at it dispassionately, as just a tattoo, not a piece of a
onceliving girl.

“Arethere more?’ | nodded to the pictures ill in his hand. There were twelve main tribes, each
with a totem. He'd only shown me two. I'd only found and deposited two bodies. Were there more?
Had the killer left bodies on someone else's doorstep?

He gave his head an dmogt imperceptible shake. “Just dupes.”



| accepted his words with solemn resolve—not that | wanted there to be more dead girls, but if
there had been others, not left on my doorstep...1 shook the thought from my head. There hadn’t been. |
was the target.

| could fed his gaze on me. | looked up, meeting his eyes. “Where'd you say you got these?’” |
asked, not that | didn’'t know, but it seemed like the logicd question.

He tapped the photos in his hand another time. “Isit your work?’

“| dready sad it wasn't.”

“Did you?” An emation glimmered in his eyes, determined, dangerous. Like the glint of sted
before you see the actud knife dicing toward you.

“If it were my work, 1'd tdl you.”

“Would you?' His expression said he didn't believe me.

Smart guy.

| shrugged. “Okay, maybe | wouldn't, if | had a reason not to, but | didn’t lie The work isn't
mine”

Thistime he nodded in quiet acceptance. “ There' s something, though. Y ou know who did it?’

“No idea”

A short laugh escaped his lips. “And just when | thought we were becoming friends” Leaning
forward, he placed both pdms fla on the top of my desk. He was s0 close | could andl his
toothpaste—cinnamon.

“Thisis serious. Thisig't about dapping a fine on someone for underage tattooing. Whoever did
thes?”—he glanced down & the photos—*knows something. Something | need to know.”

| could fed the intengty ralling off him like hest off pavement. | wanted to hdp him. Wanted him to
find the killer. But what could | tdl him that wouldn't lead back to me?

“They'rethe same” | blurted.

He blinked, maybe startled that | replied—I know | was. “Wha?’

“These tattoos.” | regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. None of this mattered,
wouldn't help him find his killer because | wasn't going to tdl hm what dse | knew about these
tattoos—that they were done by an Amazon. However, my mind committed, | continued on, let mysdf
get logt in discussng something | loved. | flipped the pictures back up to face us “They're done by the
same person. Look a the bear. See the thinness here” | pointed to the ddicate stroking around the
animd’s muzzle “The dight upward curve a the end of each line? Now, look at the leopard. The
shading, the variation in line width? It's the same. Whoever did these tats wasn't just cranking them out.
He—" | chose the pronoun carefully, wondering briefly if Detective Reynolds noticed—"put time and
dedication into them, blood, swesat, and tears. Good tattooing is more than smple art. More than a
drunken lark. It's ritud, beauty, strength, and power. That's what you have here—mixed into ink and
sketched into some girl’s skin. Whoever did thisis good.” All Amazons entrusted with the art were.

His blue eyes grew hard. “A girl? How’ d you know these were both girls?’

| pulled back, startled out of my reverie. How'd | know the pictures were of girls? Because I'd
seen them firgthand, held their lifdess bodiesin my arms. But | couldn’t exactly tdl him that, now could 1?

“The pogtion. The lower back. Only women get tattoos there, and you dready sad it was
someone underage—has to be agirl.” 1 tilted my chin upward, daring him to cal me on the statement. It
was true, lower back was a female-preferred spot. There was no way he could prove there was any
other reason for me to know the pictures were of girls.

| watched as he rolled this around for afew seconds. Something battled within him, but eventudly
he seemed to accept what | said, kind of.

“That's dl you can give me?’ He suddenly looked tired, like he'd used up his energy on his last
explosion.

| nodded, guilt gnawing a my gut. He was one of the good guys, abrasive as | found him. But |
couldn’t tdl him what he wanted to know.

He gtarted to turn, then stopped. His hand going again into his jacket, he pulled out a busness
card. “You cdl meif you decide you can tdl me more.”



Hisway of letting me know he didn’t believe my story completely.

My fingers reached for the card, but he didn't quite reease it. “How about the breast? That a
popular place for girls to get tattoos?’

Thistime | couldn’t stop the dight tremble in my fingers any more than | could stop the lurch of my
heart. “The breast?’ | repeated.

“Yes, the breast. A lot of young girls get tattoos there?” He lay his hand over his right pectoral
muscle “Right here. Not big. Probably under afew inchesin diameter.”

Bresthing through my nose, | dowed my heart rate, willed my mind not to think about the patch of
missing skin, the raw flesh underneeth. “More women than men. Why?’

“No reason,” hereplied. “No reason at dl.”

Chapter Six

| couldn’t leave it done. I'd thought about it al day, tried to convince mysdf that the police seeking
me out was a good thing—that it showed they were serioudy working the case. 1'd tried reminding
mysdf they were dso more qudified to find akiller. Who was I? | was a mother. | owned a tattoo shop.
Sure | was an Amazon—but so what? How would that hep me to find the killer?

But | couldn't let it go. The girls, the police, my own guilt—they dl ganged up on me and forced
my hand.

| had to do something to stop this killer. Another midnight trek. This time to my basement...and
Bubbe' s shop. I’d stolen the bear and leopard totems from Bubbe' s workspace when she'd been only a
few feet away—out in the main basement area talking with a dient.

But now | needed the others, and Bubbe's shop was locked up tight. | had a key. But my
grandmother didn’'t just lock up her office. Right after she damed the space as her own, shed st a
ward on the door.

I’d made fun of her at the time. What, she thought one of her suburban housewife dients or maybe
aNew Age college student was going to discover an undying need for a bag of bark or a stone carving?

Of course, she'd bascdly ignored me and wove the spdl anyway.

Now, | had to get past it and any other little booby traps my wily grandmother had decided to put
in place snce then.

| laced my fingers together and pushed my hands out, padms forward in front of me, in my best
knuckle-popping, let’ s-get-down-to-work safecracker mode. Warmed up, | closed my eyes and let my
mind drift, opened mysdf to fed the hum of magic, to hear the buzz only a destructive ward can emit.

Firg pass there was nothing—no hum, no buzz, nothing. | gritted my teeth. There was a ward
there. I’d seen Bubbe work on it and there was no way she didn’t activate it every night.

Why she' d taken the time to build one so subtle | was having trouble detecting it was beyond me.
If she was worried about only stopping a petty thief, she could have dapped any protective spell on here.
But this...l opened my eyes, narrowed them as | studied the closed door...this was drawn to deceive, to
keep another practitioner from redizing the door was even warded.

Which meant that after | got past the fird ward, I’ d find something ese ingde—something scary.

A prickle of unesse crept up the back of my neck. Scary for Bubbe? Artemis only knew what that
meant.

But | didn’'t turn away. If anything, the increased chdlenge spurred me forward. | needed the
totems tucked away insde Bubbe's workspace, and | wanted to prove | could get to them, could besat
my unbeetable grandmother.

Thistime | didn’t close my eyes, instead, | concentrated on losng focus—on seeing past redity
into the magic relm my grandmother had created. Tears began to stream down my cheeks. | ressted the
urge to rub away the tired burn that was growing in my eyes. Lines began to weave in front of me, twist
and turn. At firg | thought it was just exhaudtion taking over, but dowly the curving dices of color began
to med, forming a solid, cearly vishle shape—a serpent, itstal wrapped around the doorknob, its head
hovering a foot above mine as if resting on some invishle branch, stared down at me,

A serpent can bring with it many powers. It can kill Slently or warn its vicim off with a hiss or



rattle. This one just hung there againg the door, watching, waiting.

Of the twelve Amazon totems, the serpent was the one | trusted the lesst.

| bit back a hiss of my own.

In a different circumstance | might have tried to battle my way past the serpent, cut through the
ward with brute force, but my grandmother wove this spell. The odds | could shove my way past it were
dim, and with her degping only two stories above me, I’ d have zero chance for escape.

| didn’'t want to battle my grandmother’s magic tonight, but | wanted to bettle her even less.

| redlly had no choice. If you can't kill the serpent outright, you ether let it devour you, or you play
mongoose—charm it.

| settled onto my heds and forced away dl thoughts of how what | was about to do would look,
how idiotic | would look weaving back and forth making eye contact with a serpent no one but me could
see. And how likdy it was that I’d goof the whole thing, set off the ward, and bring my grandmother and
whatever hogt of surprises she had waiting behind the door down on my head.

Then | stared the serpent in the eyes and let my body begin to dhift Sde to sde. As | did, | made
up my own chant and tried to channd every meerkat 1’d seen perform the dance, compliments of Animd
Panet.

Sodls compliments of cable. Definitdy something my grandmother wouldn't plan a defense
agang—or so | hoped.

The serpent’s ditted gaze hedd mine. A shiver danced over my skin, but | kept up the movement,
continued my chant encouraging the snake to give up hisvigil, dither off to a dark corner of my basement
and snack on a mouse.

My back began to ache and my mouth to dry. The snake didn't waver.

| heard anoise outside, arattle. | ignored it, just like | ignored the now relentless need to blink, to
drop my gaze. I'd never tried to outstare a snake before. In retrospect, a supid thing to try with a
cresture that couldn’t blink.

Asmy mind whirled, grasping for another solution, the snake suddenly lifted his head and opened
hismouth wide, reveding fangs and a chasm of a throat that seemed to grow and grow until | was sure
I"d figured out my grandmother’s plan—for the ward to gulp me down whole. He loomed large above
me, cutting off dl light, until dl 1 could see was his open mouth about to snagp down on top of me,
swalow me like he thought | was the promised fidd mouse. | raised my hands, forced my lips to move to
sputter out a Sl for a shiddd—weak and ineffectud as | knew it would be. | hadn't been prepared,
headn't redlized how much unwinding Bubbe's ward would take out of me. Then, just as | thought his
jaws were about to dip over my head and down my body, the snake snapped his mouth shut and
dithered off the door.

My hands were shaking and a cold sweat covered my body. | could fed the snake undulaing
between my feet as he went in search of some prey. How I'd get him back on the door, spirded
precisdy as my grandmother had left him, | had no idea.

A amdl problem | hadn’'t considered before taking on her ward. But | couldn’t undo what was
done. Might as wdl move on with my plan. | waited for the sensation of the snake's weight traveling past
my ankle to cease, then moved forward.

My hand was on the knob when | heard the second rattle. | glanced a my watch. One A.M.
Dead girl ddivery time.

My shoulders squared a the morose thought, but | twisted toward the door that led outsde
anyway. Maybe | didn’t need to cdl on Artemis tonight. Maybe she' d ddivered the killer to me.

| grabbed one of Mother’s training staffs—a six-foot-long pole of hardwood, and headed outside.
| left behind whatever other traps Bubbe had laid in her office, and moved toward something that might
prove to be even more horrifying.

It was lighter tonight. The full moon was dmogt upon us. | could see the outline of the banister that
surrounded the basement gairwell. Running perpendicular to the steps was a sdewak. On the other sde
of it was the old clapboard cafeteria and gym.



| could hear footsteps now, light and pacing back and forth, like someone was waiting for
someone or something.

Me?

Only one way to find out. | crept to the top of the steps and peered out. A figure, Sx feet or 0
and femae, stood with her back to me. In her hand was a gaff much like the one | carried.

An Amazon. A blonde, not my mother and certainly not Bubbe or Harmony.

Adrendine pumped through me. | legpt onto the sdewak, bent to the side, and swung the gaff,
amingit at the Amazon encroacher’s head.

She spun, her gaff meding ming, and for the space of two heartbeats | stared directly into her
golden eyes. It was too dark to see thar color, but | knew it, knew the face. Zery. My once best friend.
The Amazon Queen. The queen who stood by her tribe instead of me.

She mug have seen the shock on my face. There was no way for me to hide it. No matter how
angry | was with her for supporting my son’skiller over me, | would never have beieved her capable of
killing an innocent Amazon girl.

“Why?" | murmured.

“Were you expecting me?’ she asked at the same time, then laughed. Not the rippling, happy
sound | remembered, but a hard, cold noise that curled ingde me, made me want to srike out, knock
some of my frudtration with her betrayd out of my system for good.

We were a a standoff. Each pushing againg her aff with dl her srength, mine increased by my
ten-year-old anger. Otherwise, | wouldn't have stood two seconds againg her, never mind the minutes
that seemed to have ticked by.

“Been keegping in shape, Me? What dse have you been doing? Her foot moved toward my
knee. An old trick—one | used to use on her, when tricks were my only defense againgt her superior
drength.

| hopped to the side, managing to keep my gaf up and shoved againg hers as | did. But my
advantage of surprise and persond rage was log; | could fed her pushing forward, knew she'd soon
have the upper hand. My body angled awkwardly. A musde in my back screamed. The grain of the
wooden gaff dug into the skin on my unconditioned pams and fingers. Mother could have held onto that
gaff for hours, her calused hands never tiring. And Zery could too. Not that she would have to;
depending soldy on warrior kills, I'd fdl before Zery even got winded.

A memory of the snake jumping from the door, dithering off, gave me strength. | had other skills
to cdl on.

Not wanting Zery to redize what | was doing, | mumbled under my breath, caled on Artemis to
cdm mewhile | searched for aplan. | was drained from battling Bubbe' s serpent, and evenif | weren't, |
didn't know whether my powers were developed enough to conjure something truly impressive. Better to
go for something small, something | could explain away if needed—perform and dill keep the true range
of my powers hidden.

Ten feet behind Zery, shoved between the sdewak and the main brick building, was an ancient
oak. Thething was a hazard—its roots cracking the concrete wakway, its branches stretching from the
windows of my office to Harmony’s bedroom, scratching againgt glass and brick. Only a few weeks
ealier a lae summer sorm had hit the tree hard. The winds had broken severa smdler limbs and
cracked one paticularly large one. I’d been meaning to cdl a tree guy, have him finish the job the storm
sarted before another wind came dong and brought two hundred pounds of oak branch down on
someone's head.

Now | was glad | hadn't.

Chapter Seven

| focused on the branch, then pulled in a bresth through rounded lips. The air stirred, leaves rustled.
The noise registered with Zery. Her eyes flickered.
| drew on physicd resources | didn't know | had and shoved harder againg the saff. A rough
grunt left my lipsas | did. The leaves Hilled, but Zery refocused—back on me.



She twisted, her gaff spinning. | dropped to a squat, let the wooden pole whiz over my head. As |
did, | looked back at the branch and blew every liter of ar | could spare out of my lungs

Thelimb shook, cracked.

Zery didn’'t hear the sound, or if she did, she ignored it. She finished her turn, landing in front of
me, her gaff ready to swing again. Her biceps bulged and her brows lowered. Something close to regret
darkened her eyes as she pulled back the gaff. This time she meant to kill me. | could read her intent in
the tense lines running down her neck and the way her foot dug into the dirt as she braced hersdf for the
impact of her saff calliding with my skull.

The redization comforted me, made what | was about to do essier. | focused on the branch and
blew out again. Thistime Zery couldn’'t miss what | was doing. My bregth left my body with such force
my body shot backward. | fdl to the ground. My jeans burning from the friction of being shoved across
concrete and packed dirt.

The end of Zery's daff whizzed through empty space—where | had been seconds earlier. My
back collided with the cafeterid s wal, my head jerking back to smack againgt the wooden—nbut plenty
solid—wal aswdll.

And the branch fdll, or started to.

There was a crack like lightning as the tree let loose of its damaged limb. Zery stood frozen,
daing & me, processing what | had done, what she should do next, and completedy missng what was
about to happen.

| opened my mouth, alifdong friendship bringing a warning to my lips, but there was no ar left in
me, no voice—only a squeak came out.

| tried to stland—couldn’t. Redlity, dark and ugly, settled around me.

Zery looked up, saw the branch, and started to move, but | knew she wouldn’'t make it, that it
would crush her, maim her & lead.

There was a whoosh+—the branch fdling, | thought &t first. Then | saw my mother. She legpt from
the bathroom window, and kicked the branch as it fdl. The limb hit the ground with a crash. | fdt the
impact through the soles of my boots. Zery stood beside it, untouched.

Then Mother hit, ralling from her shoulder to her opposite hip to her feet. Her gaze zipped to me,
pinned me againgt the wall.

My fingers tightened around her g&ff, reminding me | gill held it. | loosened my grip, let it fdl to
the ground.

Zery took a step forward, her own staff held low, ready to ram againgt my throat.

Mother whirled. “Y ou're not queen here.”

Zeary shifted her atention to Mother, shifted her gaff too, a casud change in grip, but one that
fooled no one. She was ready to fight. “I’m queen everywhere.”

| scrambled to a stand. I'd have liked to have legpt up with the same grace as Zery and Mother,
but my back and head ached and | was il Sruggling not to gasp for breath. Asit was, | only managed a
haf stand, my hands pressed into my thighs and my head hanging between my shoulders. “Don't let her
leave” | rasped out.

“I'm here on Amazon business. You know that.” Zery glanced a me, then back a Mother.

“Today you were. Not tonight. You didn’t tdl me you were coming tonight.” Mother’s stance was
casud, her amsloose a her sdes, but she moved dightly as she spoke, pogtioning hersdf between my
old friend and me.

“The coundil decided the evidence was enough. If not Md, who?’

At my name | stood. My back and head screamed, but air seemed to be flowing through my lungs
agan.

Zery took a step around Mother, toward me. Mother sidestepped, blocking her. At the same time
I moved too—until Mother was sandwiched between Zery and me.

“Grab her,” | said.

Zeary laughed. “Are you planning to kill me too? Next time the entire tribe will show up.” Her
weght shifted to the sde.



Mother held out a hand.

“You can't protect her any longer, Cleo. Not thistime. Leaving the tribe, taking up residence with
humans, that's one thing, but killing her own? Y ou know whét has to be done. You agreed to it.”

A chill passed over me.

“I agreed to bringing her to counall and | would have. You agreed to that.”

Zery looked to the side. “The council didn’'t.”

Mother’s shoulders tensed. “They don't trust me? When have | not done what they asked? I've
kept them informed of every move we ve made. Md pees—I seeiit, and they know about it.”

My head lifted. Shock caused me to step backward. Mother had been spying on me for the
coundil? How long? The entire ten years? Zery and Mother’s exchange when 1I'd 4ill been catching my
breath. . .the vigtor this morning—it dl clicked now. It had been Zery tdling Mother the council wanted
me brought back. Had | missed other vists? Or had Mother sneaked off to them...how often?

Asif senang my distress, Mother added, “It beat the dternaive, Méd. You locked up, Harmony
taken from you. Don't judge me for saving you both from that.”

| tightened my jaw, fisted my hands. Betrayed again. Would | never learn?

“l have to take her.” Zery had her gaze back on Mother.

Tired of them both talking about me like | had no vote and posed no thresat, | stepped around
Mother, got into Zery's face. “Try it

She looked a me, surprise lifting one brow, then reached out. Her hand moved toward me. |
waited. | was angry. Asangry as |’d alowed mysdf to be snce I’ d learned to control the dark emation a
decade ago. And a decade ago | didn’'t have priestess powers, couldn’t convert that rage into fire or a
blue-hot charge.

But now, | could. Fire/dectricity wasn't my preferred dement, but | could use it and | did, let it
vibrate ingde me. Waited for her skin to touch mine, to release the charge, send us both flying.

Mother got in the way—shoved Zery againg the shoulder, knocking her to the ground. | started to
move, barely aflinch forward, and Mother hed out one hand, her back ill to me. “Don't.”

That was it. One word and | froze, the power I'd coiled ingde me, unwinding, disspating like
geam in a dry room. Zery's saff swung toward Mother. Mother grabbed it with both hands, ripped it
from Zery’s grip, then dammed the wooden pole into the dirt inches from Zery's head.

“No oneistaking my daughter—not until | believe she's akiller.”

Zery's eyes were dark, angry, but her voice was cadm. “And if we convince you?’

Mother tensed, paused. | thought for an ingant she wouldn't answer, then, “I'll bring her in
mysdf.”

On anormd night the words might have hit me, hurt, but in the middle of the insanity unfolding
around me, they barely grazed the hard shel quickly forming around my heart.

| cursed, walked over to the gaff I'd dropped, smashed it into atrash can, and then let it drop on
the ground. They looked at me then.

“You both can go to hel.” | rotated on my hed with every intention of waking my deegping
daughter and leaving. Leaving the shop, Mother, Bubbe, everything. 1 owed the Amazons nothing,
wanted nothing from them or to do with them. How dare Mother pretend to leave them, pretend to
support me—and actudly be spying on me.

My life here was alie

| took four steps down the sdewak. Overhead the tree rudtled; a battery of acorns fdl to the
ground, peppering the area around me. | glared upward, ready to take my ire out on anyone and anything
that dared disagree with my plan.

My gaze landed on my daughter's window. Fingernail-polish bottles lined the sll. Above them,
attached with a suction cup to the glass, hung a unicorn-shaped sun catcher.

She'd gotten the thing at a birthday party four years earlie—had been so proud when she'd
finished painting it.

And I’d been proud too, of how secure she was...happy.

How would jerking her out of her bed in the middle of the night affect her? And what would | tdl



her? The Amazons have found us? Y our grandmother is a spy?

How could | explain any of this, and even if | could, how could | yank her from the only world
she'd ever known, redlly remembered? Ask her to leaveit dl behind again?

My jaw clenched. | turned, crushing an acorn under my hed. 1’d run away once. | wouldn't do it
agan.

| retrieved the gaff. With it held in front of me, | approached the two Amazons—not Mother, not
Zery, two Amazons | couldn't trust.

| expected Mother to tel me to put it down but, her mouth a grim line, she just nodded, muttered,
“Should have let me teach you how to useit”

Zeary folded her ams over her chest and angled her body so her back was to me—letting me
know she didn't see me as a threst, the bitch. Addressing Mother, she said, “Bring her to council. WE |
convince you.”

“Of what?’ | used the g&ff to poke Zery in the back—a nice sharp poke. Not hard enough to do
her any damage, just tick her off.

Her body diffened.

| grinned, dropped the end of the pole onto the ground next to my foot, then held onto it with one
hand. The other hand | kept a my side, my thumb srumming my fingers.

My poke resulted in the desired results. Zery turned on me. Mother stuck out her arm, blocking
Zery with her own gt&ff.

“Thet you're akiller.”

“Me?" | started to move forward.

Mother hed out a hand to stop me. “Md, those girls we've seen on TV, the dead ones. They're
Amazons” Her eyes concentrated on my face, steady, truging. She believed she was tdling me
something | didn’'t know. | dropped my eydlids, just for a second.

“She knows.” Zery rushed forward. Mother hed her back, but there was doubt on her face now.

| raised my chin, took a step toward them. “I had nothing to do with those girls deaths.” | glanced
to the Ssde—couldn’t look a my old friend, couldn’t believe she would think such athing of me. Yes, I'd
thought it of her...but | had reason.

Anger wrapped back around me, | glared back. “Why me?’ It was an open question, more so
then Mother could guess, but if Zery was the killer, she' d understand.

Zery took a step back, seemed to settle. “Amazons don’t have enemies. No one outside the tribe
even knows Amazons are real—except you.”

“And you're sure the killer does?’

Zery pulled back. “What do you mean? She had to.”

I'd pretty much assumed the same, but hearing the assumptions from Zery's lips put a new
perspective on things—or maybe it was from being accused of the killings mysdf.

“These girls Are they both from the Illinois safe camp?’ | figured they had to be, or to have spent
time there recently, but | wasn't reveding any of my assumptions to Zery—didn't want her to think 1'd
been spending time andlyzing the deaths. There was no reason | would have been—if | hadn’t dready
known they were Amazons.

Zery nodded, but her expression was grim, not giving me an inch.

“They about the same age? Go places together?’ Snesking out with other teens was just as
popular an activity for Amazon teens as human. Probably more so. No boys in an Amazon camp. About
the time puberty hit and hormones went wild, I’ d spent more time out of camp at night than in.

“They wouldn't go off with a stranger.”

| cocked a brow. Zery and | had hitched plenty of rides into human towns with random truckers
and locd boys.

She glanced a Mother, then pursed her lips. “It would be easier for someone who knew the
camp.”

Mother let out aggh. “That's your proof?’ She shoved the gaff back into Zery’s hand and moved
toward the basement sairwell. “Go home.”



Zery heditated. That'swhen | redized she didn't want me to be the kille—that maybe there was
dill some of my old friend insde the queen’s body.

But she did want to find the killer, and so did |.

“What can we do?’ | asked.

Mother’s feet ground to a hdt. Her hand dready on the raling, she turned back and stared a me.

“Confess?’ Zery asked, but as quickly as the question came, she shook her head, then pinned me
with a stare. “Bdieveit or not, | hope you're not involved, Md. But you know that if you are, I'll kill you
mysdf.”

| shrugged. | wouldn't expect anything less.

Seaing our uneasy truce, Mother crossed back to where we stood, came to a hdt beside me, so
close her bicep brushed my shoulder. A samdl show of support, but for Mother, huge.

“What eseisbeng done?’ she asked.

With the initid powder keg dampened, Mother and Zery settled into a conversation that | could
tdl they’d had before. More Zery filling Mother in on recent discussons than ddivering plans previoudy
unknown.

| listened, but definitdy felt | was missng big chunks of informetion. I'd corner Mother later, force
her to fill me in too. My mind had drifted somewhat, to what Zery's arivd and the knowledge thet
Mother and most likdy Bubbe Hill had contact with the Amazons meant, when a turn in the conversation
jerked me back.

“There are showers and a kitchen, but you'll have to dean it. Maybe do some repairs.”

My ears perked and my shoulders pulled back. “Clean what?’

Back in warrior mode, they both ignored me. Together they began driding down the walkway. |
expected them to turn toward the front entrance of my shop, but instead they hung a left. Strolled to the
old gym door.

My eyes rounded and | quickened my pace—amost to a jog to caich them. Before | reached
them, Mother had dready opened the doors.

My eyes narrowed. | kept the gymnasum locked. We didn't use the place. It was expensve to
heat, and | didn’t want news of its unused state to get out to the loca beer-drinking teen crowd. I'd
found an untapped pony keg hidden in the aspen grove a the far corner of our property last oring. Bad
enough my trees were being used as an dcohol hand-off locale—I didn't want my building to be usurped
too.

The gym was only afew feet away from the main building, but the aspens where I’d found the keg
hadn’'t been that much farther away. Kids.

Point being, Mother had to have had a key on her. And there was no reason for her to—not that |
knew of.

| followed her and Zery into the dark gym. None of us reached for the lights They worked, but |
didn't want the place blazing if Bubbe or Harmony awoke. | figured Mother was thinking the same thing.

Mother bent and pulled a couple of flaghlights from behind an overturned table.

Y eah, she'd been planning this.

She handed one to Zery and kept the other. | muttered under my bregth.

Zeary ran the beam over the interior. Things had been moved snce I'd last been in the place.
Nothing mgor, just broken furniture piled to the Sde, and what appeared to be new deaning materids
leaned againgt one wal. Based on her mention of showers and the kitchen, | guessed she'd turned the
water back on too.

“Thiswould work.” Zery walked to the center of the room and tapped her fingers againg her leg.

| stepped forward. “Work for what?’

Two beams of light turned on me, blinding me. | kept my regard steady and didn’t blink.

“The Amazons need to be closer.” Mother’'s voice was low, sure—just sating facts, not leaving
an opening for input.

“Closer to what?’ | did not like where this was headed. When I'd asked wha we could do, I'd
imagined sending Mother or Bubbe back to the camp for a while Maybe even me doing some tattoo



work to help strengthen those engaged in the hunt.

| did not envison Amazons here. No way.

“The bodies were found forty miles away,” | added.

“How do you know that?’ Zery asked.

| huffed out a bresth. “The news?’

“Forty miles seems pretty exact.” Suspicion was back in her voice, but Mother stepped in.

“The tribe thinks both girls had made trips to Madison.”

That stopped me. I'd convinced mysdf the girls were killed in lllinois and just brought to
Madison—to me.

Zery lowered her flashlight. | could dmogt fed the defeat in her voice. “We found coasters from a
bar in their uff—one near campus.” The round circle of light from her flashlight began moving again,
dancing over the space. “Thiswill work,” she said.

“No.” | shook my head.

Mother’s beam, which had dropped from my face too, rose again. “The tribe needs our help.
This’—she moved her hand, sending the light bouncing up onto the celing and back down—"is what we
have to offer. Y ou've been to the camp. The house only deeps tweve to fourteen, tops. More Amazons
are coming from other dates, Canada even. They need somewhere to stay and train. And we're
here—near where the bodies were discovered and the bar.”

| stood firm. “Why? What are they going to do while they are here?” Visons of Amazons
canvassing Madison, accogting legidators, college students, and soccer moms ripped through my mind.

Zeary dicked off her flashlight. Her voice reached out to me in the dark. “By your choice you
aren't one of us, Md. Our plans aren't for you to know.”

“If you want to use my property, they are.” A tense silence followed. | flexed my fingers, wished |
dill hedd Mother’s S&ff.

Zery Sghed. “They're angry, Md, and they don't trust you. | won't tdl you what we're doing; |
can't. But we won't break any human laws...Not until we find the killer. Then Amazon law will rule.
Uniil then, we'll play whatever cover story you pick for us, conduct our business in a way that no one,
not even you, will know what we're doing. It's the best dedl you're going to get. You need to take it. If
you refuse, they’ll come anyway, but it will be to pull you back for trid. Work with the tribe, and maybe
they’ll be willing to congder that someone dseisdoing this Don't, and they’ll be convinced you're hiding
something.”

Her feet padded across the wood floor, dmost too light to hear. When she stood pardld to me,
only a few feet away, she continued, “Think of your daughter. You don’'t want to introduce her to her
tribe like that.”

Then she brushed past—she and | both knowing she'd just said the one thing to sway me to her
sde.

Chapter Eight

Two days later, on Saturday, the Amazons started ariving. 1'd told my employees and Harmony
that I’ d rented the gym and cafeteria to a women's self-defense group for a retrest.

Even with this background, | saw a few raised eyebrows as the Amazons Started ariving in
beat-up trucks and thirty-year-old campers. Ther average height hitting over ax feet and the confident
swagger that came with being awarrior didn't help. A family of hearth-keepers arrived aso, but no high
priestess or artisans. Bubbe and | could fill those needs.

Asmuch as| didn't want to be involved with the tribe, | dso couldn’t have an unlicensed artisan
tattooing women in my gym. If someone needed body art, they’ d have to come to me or Bubbe. Mother
was too busy being in her dement to bother with tattooing; besides, while she could manage a decent
humen tattoo, her mydica powers were crap.

Bubbe would serve as priestess. High priestesses were a lot more rare than the other talents, and
for good reason. Putting two high priestesses in the same camp was a lot like putting two catsin the same
bag, then shaking it. The goddess must consider this persondity glitch when handing out the talents.



The rarity of high priestesses made having Bubbe fill in even more important in my mind. There
were only Sx active high priestesses a any time—one for each safe camp. One of those was the woman
| held responsible for my son’s death—the woman 1I'd accused of doing something that caused his
dillbirth.

If she showed up on my property, | wasn't sure what | would do, was't sure | could control the
anger that dill threatened to consume me. Mother, Bubbe, and Zery redized this, and no one had
mentioned any posshbility other than Bubbe filling the role. This was good, | supposed, for now. But
some day | was going to see her again, and when | did, | was going to get some answers one way or
another.

“Sdf-defense group, you said?’ Peter placed a hand againg the sde of a dented Jamboree RV.
“Looks more like a bunch of carnies”

The weather had turned warm again—unusualy so for October—and Peter had taken advantage
of it, wearing nothing but a tight-fitting T-shirt tucked into worn jeans. | rubbed suddenly swesty pams
agang my thighs

“l wouldn't say that too loudly if | were you.”

Zery waked by with five twenty-pound gaffs propped over her shoulder. Her hair was pulled
back in a ponytail, and her butt was encased in Lycra workout pants.

Peter grinned and shoved himsdf away from the RV. A cdugter of Amazons flicked their eyesin his
direction, one pulling her hair over her shoulder and angling her body to reved exactly what bench
pressing afew hundred pounds can do for afemde chest.

Peter’ s grin widened.

| tapped my fingers againg my leg. “Don’t you have an gppointment?’ 1"'d been checking the book
every day snce Peter’s arrivd to seeif he was pulling in dlients of his own.

The teasing expression dropped from his face. “I do. Tha's why | came looking for you.
Someon€e's going to have to clear a path through dl of this My dient's in a whedchair. He can't be
navigating around weights and luggege” He stooped and picked up a fifty-pound dumbbdl that had
rolled away from a stack.

| haf-expected him to curl the thing. A show of strength like that was such amde thing to do—not
that it would have impressed any of the warriors milling around. Then again, based on the gpprasing
glances they’ d been cadting his way, he didn’t need to do anything more than bend over to impress them.

A retort sorang to mind, but | quickly swalowed it when a man in a self-propeled whedchair
rolled up to a stack of duffd bags and boxes that blocked the sdewak. Without waiting for assistance,
he reached down and began flinging duffd bags out of his way. That caught the atention of the
Amazons—fadt. Five of them hurried forward.

He cocked abushy eyebrow at the one in the lead and cast the last duffd into her gut. “Yours, I'm
guessing?’

She caught the bag with aglare.

Curang, | shoved past Peter and marched to ther sdes. Pisto, or Pistol, as many of the tribe
cdled her, was not known for her demure temperament—not that mary Amazons were.

“I'm running a business here. You can't block the walkway.”

She didn't move. | could tdl she was weighing her choices. | wasn't sure how Peter’s dient's
disability would play into her decison. Wouldn't gain him any sympathy—I was sure of that.

After casting him one lagt suspicious glance, she grabbed four of the duffds and nodded to the
warriors waiting behind her. With each of them grabbing two boxes a a time, the sdewak was soon
cleared.

During the whole process, none of them said a word—to me, Peter, or hisdlient.

| let their obvious disdain pass. They had reason to hate me. | was a troublemaker in their verson
of history. Peter’s dient was old and handicapped. In other words, in an Amazon's way of thinking, not
potentid baby seed. Peter was just being punished by association.

“Md, this is Makis Diakos. He just moved to Madison.” Peter seemed unaffected by ther
reaction.



“Redly?’ | frowned. | wanted to turn and see what the Amazons were doing behind me, but that
would look strange, and be rude. “What brought you to Madison?’

Peter answered, “Makisis an artist. He taught me.”

The man was Peter’s senior by about forty years. | was intrigued. “You taught Peter? Then you
mus be good.” It wasn't a compliment, just a satement of fact. If Peter wasn't one of the best, he
wouldn’'t be working for me.

“Has he tattooed you before?’ | glanced at Makis' s ams, but they were fully covered, as were his
legs. Long deeves and long pants—kind of a strange choice for such a warm day. But | didn't know
what put imin the whedchair. Perhaps he had scars he didn’t like to show. Perhaps the tattoos helped
him fed more whole. They did me.

“A few.” Makis looked up a me, watched me as if he was expecting something, as if he didn't
quite trust me not to jerk up the deeves of his shirt and see for mysdf.

A quiet settled around us. The Amazons had disappeared from around the front of the gym, and
the other tattoo artists were ingde working, | hoped. But this wasn't just a run-of-the-mill quiet. It was
the kind you can fed, the kind that made you want to wak away or say something just to end it.

| was too stubborn to do it mysdf. | was on my property, and had been nothing but polite. | didn't
know what Makis's issue with me might be, but | wasn’t sumbling over mysdf to find out and apologize.

Peter cleared histhroat. “ Guess we better get going.”

| watched as they moved toward the front door. Right before they turned the corner, they paused
and glanced to thelr left—toward the gym entrance. Peter leaned down to say something in Makis's ear,
and the older man nodded.

If the Amazons got me fined for blocking handicapped accesshility, | was not going to be happy.

| waited to make sure Peter and Makis had turned toward the shop and not the gym, then placed
my hands on my hips and surveyed the mess the Amazons had made of my life The parking lot and
nearby street were full of decrepit vehicles blocking the handicapped parking spot, a fire hydrant, and a
neighbor’s garage. There was even afifth whed creating furrowsin my grass.

I"d agreed to let them stay here, but based on Zery's promise, | had thought they would be
somewhat subtle. Slly me.

The door flew open to thefifth whed and a four-foot-long trunk was hurled out, knocking against
my neighbor’ s city-issued trash can and sending it ralling down the street.

| guess this was another reason why dl the safe camps were located miles from other people.

Glaing at the cdludess warrior who jumped out of the RV, | trotted after the trash can, then went
looking for Zery. Likeit or not, she was going to have to control her tribe.

Twenty minutes with Zery gave me the undeniable urge to break something.

Needing distance, | started up the gstairs to my shop and office. Peter’s smooth voice and a
responding giggle from Mandy drifted down. | ground to a hdt. | did not need to witness whatever love
fest was going on up there right now.

| ssomped back down the dairs, grabbed a whedbarrow from a smdl shed tucked againg the
hally bushes, and headed out to clean up tree limbs. It wasn't an absolutely necessary task, but it would
give me the chance to think—and | needed it.

The school sat on aful acre. A huge amount of land in this overpriced part of Madison. The place
hed been cheap when | saved the previous owner from foreclosure, but my property taxes weren't. For
some reason, the high taxes made me fed quilty if | didn’t keep up the curb apped. Or maybe it was the
congtant thought that someday | might want to sdl the place, move on again.

The biggest piece of land was in front of the schooal, a ralling grassy area that stood between my
business and Monroe Street. Lilacs and a few shrubs lined the front two corners, leaving an open areain
the middle that gave anyone tooling down Monroe a clear view of my shop. Because of that, | started in
the middle of the lot and worked my way down the hill. By the time I’d gotten to the street, my
whed barrow was hdf full, but manly with discarded cans and other trash that had found its way onto my
property. The worst of the sorm debris was dong the edges, next to the bigger trees that formed a living,



if somewhat porous, barrier between my neighbors and my shop herein the front.

| pulled work gloves from my pocket and headed to one corner. From there the going was
dower. Many of the limbs were too long to fit in the barrow. | picked up a particularly long one and
placed one foot on its center with the idea of snapping the limbin haf. As | did, something smdl and red
caught my eye.

| bent closer. The triangular stub of a much-used piece of chak lay partidly hidden under a shesf
of leaves. | plucked it up and changed my fird impresson—not chak, but a hard pastd. Perfect for
doing rough sketches. | glanced up the hill at the redbrick facade of my shop. It was picturesque—if you
didn’'t look too hard.

For some reason, the thought of someone gppreciating its beauty enough to commit it to paper
made me happy. With aamile, | pocketed the nub and went back to work.

I’d successfully snapped the limb into two somewhat manageable pieces when | had that eerie
sense of being watched. | automaticdly gripped the three-inch-diameter piece of wood with the same
hold I"d used with the gaff and looked up.

A black and tan, short-haired dog peered a me from behind a shrub. | |et the creature stare a me
before cautioudy lowering to a kned. My gaze steady but unthrestening, | held out one hand.

Dogs, especidly hunting dogs like this one appeared to be, were sacred to Artemis, and Amazons
honored that tradition. A few of the Amazons moving into my cafeteria had arrived with dogs. As a child,
I"d spent hours playing with safe-camp dogs. I'd wanted one of my own until I'd had to watch Mother
end on€e' s life after it was hit by a car on a nearby highway. She had acted as if she had taken it in Stride,
but I’ d seen the shake in her hands and heard the tremor in her voice when she pulled my tear-streaked
face to her chest.

I’d decided right then that having a dog, loving something that much, wasn't for me,

Then I’d had Harmony.

Log in thought, | dropped my gaze. Something stirred the air around me. The dog had emerged
from the brush and stood an arm’s reach away. His brown eyes were wary, but curiosty seemed to be
pulling him out of his shell. Curiosty and maybe something ese. | rooted around in the whedlbarrow and
pulled a haf-eaten bag of Doritos from the bottom.

| balanced one chip on my fla pam. “Hungry?’

At firg | thought I’d migudged him. He glanced from the chip to my face. | sat ill.

Patience counts when dedling with suspicious canines. Findly, he edged forward, snagged the
chip, and gulped it down. When he stepped back thistime, it wasn't quite so far. If he'd worn a callar, |
could have grabbed it—not that | would have. | had no desire to be bitten by a stray. | didn't know how
rabies reacted with Amazon blood, but | didn't want to find out.

| did want to get hm away from the street, though. Leaving the whedlbarrow where it was, |
pulled another chip from the bag and with it held out behind me, dowly began waking back to the shop.

Step by step, chip by chip, he followed me.

Chapter Nine

Back at the shop, things had returned to chaos. Obvioudly, my tak with Zery had had the expected
results—none. | crushed the now-empty chip bag in my hand.

Luckily, Harmony had had to spend most of the morning in her room finishing homework—a
requirement on my part before she could move on to wha she redly wanted to do, vist a locad corn
maze with a group of friends. Generous mother that | was, I'd agreed to her going early to one of the
girl’s houses and spending the night there later. She was gone by the time | got back with the dog. And
eager as | knew she would have been to get away before | could question her on the completeness of her
homework, | was pretty confident she hadn’t wasted time poking around the gym—today, anyway.

Thet said, | knew | couldn’t keep her away forever. | hoped things would be settled down at least
somewhat before she arrived home tomorrow—ypreferably with dl Amazons locked out of Sght ingde
the gym.

With her safdly away, | debated whether my time done had camed me enough to battle with Zery



agan. Doubtful, but | made my way toward the open gym doors anyway. My new companion trotted at
my sde. His ears were up and his eyes dert. At least the chips had done him some good.

Two Amazon dogs flanked the doorway, like statues guarding the entrance to some ancient
Buddhig temple. | expected them to stand as we walked closer to check out the new canine interloper,
but neither did.

| looked down at the hound a my side. “You putting off some mgor dpha dog vibes or are they
just lazy?”

His attention locked on the Amazons milling ingde the gym, the dog didn’t even glance my way.

The twang of metd on metd jerked my attention upward—into the gym where four Amazons
faced off—dl with swords. Red swords, thirty-sx inches of sted flashing across the gym floor. To my
right another group was sorting through a pile of ash wood and iron spears.

| jerked the gym doors closed.

Before | could twist back around, Mother was by my sde. “Cdm down,” she sad.

“What sdf-defense group do you know that practices sword fighting?' | spat out. “And spears?
Serioudy?’

“They’re hurt, logt. Zery has told them they can only go out into Madison in pairs. The rest...they
want to do something.”

“Andthisisit?’ | gestured to awarrior unpacking a box filled with maces and axes. “Do they think
they can walk around Madison with broadaxes attached to ther belts? We aren't going to war here”

Mother tilted her head. “We?’

| flicked my attention to the dog. His body was rigid, the hair on his back raised. Smart dog.

“They. They aren’t going to war. They can't serioudy be planning on usng any of this”

Mother stared at the dog, with a question in her eyes, then looked back at me. “Probably not, but
these weapons represent our past and roles...who gets to help with the investigation, who gets to punish
the killer...those things have to be decided on some way. Thisiswhat Zery chose.”

“So, whoever doesn't get her head chopped off gets fird pick of the jobs?’

Tomy surprise, Mother grinned. “I1t would work.”

Saing a her, | redized she was enjoying hersdf, coming back to hersdf. She loved the tribe,
loved battling with other warriors. And the weapons shouldn’t have been such a huge shock for me. I'd
seen them before. Once a year, during the fedtival of Charisteria, Amazons staged battles with prizes
awarded for the best performancein dl traditiond skills. I'd even competed mysdf.

“Charigeriais coming up,” | murmured.

Mother nodded. “Zery is usng that. All of these warriors were planing on competing. Zery
decided to use that training to keep them busy and to decide who can handle the most responsibility.”

| pressed the pads of my fingers againgt my eyes. The fact that what Mother said actudly made
some sense scared me more than the swords danging around me. Stll, 1 took her candidness as an
opportunity. “What kind of ‘investigating does Zery have them doing?” My earlier visons of warriors
going door to door in Madison returned.

Mother angled a brow. “Y ou know | won't answer that.”

Bubbe entered the gym from the cafeteria, pulling my attention away from Zery’'s plan and
Mother's refusd to tdl me about it. My grandmother was dressed in a traditiond Russan sarafan
complete with intricate embroidery. The long red jumper was worn over a white long-deeved rubakha.
A matching red-and-gold crescent-shaped kokoshnik was perched on her head.

Jud like Mother, she was fully back in her dement.

Behind me, the dog scratched at the door.

| drew mysdf up to my full heght and squared my shoulders. “Only in the gym—uwith the doors
closed.”

“The spears—" Mother started.

“Are not being tossed around in full view of Monroe Street. Zery will have to figure something ese
out. She can use javeins or something. Same goes for anything they do outside this building—it has to be
modern and one-hundred-percent explaingble”



Mother placed her hands on her hips | steded mysdf for a fight, but she nodded. “That's
reasonable.”

Rdief flowing over me, | jerked open the door. The dog bolted out into the growing dusk.

Mother's voice stopped me from dashing after him. “You know there will need to be
tridls—outsde. Y ou might want to think of something to tdl the neighbors.”

| didn’t dam the door when | I¢ft the building. My life was a mess, but | knew who to blame me.
For whatever reason, the dead girls had been brought to me. I'd tried to deny my responghility, but |
couldn't any longer.

The girls, the police, and now the Amazons. All swirling around me. | couldn’t stand back and
wait for someone e to fix this | especidly couldn't wait for Zery’s plan to become apparent. | was
going to have to do it mysdf. Somehow.

| took a deep breath and watched cars speed down Monroe. A cdm settled over me. | was going
to do this. | was going to stop the killer. But where to start?

| didn’'t have to go search for a garting place. It came to me a one in the morning.

| woke to shouts and dogs barking. | jerked open the window closest to my bed and looked out.
This gave an unobgtructed view of the Sde of the cafeteria and not much more, but the voices were clear
and angry. Leaning out further, | could see flames shooting up from in front of the shop. Dressed in the
cotton shorts and T-shirt I'd dept in and not bothering with shoes, | shoved open my back window—the
one attached to the old fire escape—and scurried down the cold metd dtairs.

All the Amazons were out of the gym and moving toward thefire. | followed.

At the bottom of the hill, about twenty yards from Monroe Street, a huge bonfire crackled and
gpat. A ring of Amazons stood around it. In the center of their circle, next to the fire, stood Zery, Bubbe,
and Mother.

Soaring anger carried me down the hill and into their midst.

“What do you think you are doing? We can't set afirein the middle of the aity like this” | glanced
around, frantic for something to douse the flames, but in my rush outside | hadn’t thought to grab a fire
extinguisher. | ydled at a nearby warrior to go back to the shop and get the one mounted on the brick
wall next to the front door.

“And shovds, get shovels” | babbled out ingructions for finding those, only to have the warriors
dare a Zery asif I'd said nothing at dl.

| bit back a curse, ready to turn on the queen, but she gave a nod and five warriors took up the hill
inarun.

Before | could vent my full thoughts on thar late-night fire, Zery hdd up a hand. “We didn’t do
this”

My mouth snapped shut as | glanced at Mother and Bubbe for confirmation.

Bubbe gestured toward the fire. “ Devochka moya, the killer has found us.”

Then | focused, redly focused, on the scene surrounding the fire. Ten spears protruded from the
ground forming a semicirde around the flames.

| frowned. Ten. The number had no sgnificance | could think of. Bubbe stepped toward the first
spear and nodded to where the iron head stuck out of the sail.

Traced in the dirt with some kind of powder was an esoteric drawing of a deer. The desgn was
classc Amazon, smple, but degant, showing just enough of the animd’ s definitive characteristics to leave
no doubt of what it was—the kind of design preferred for givnomai tattoos because of their smdler size,

| swallowed hard and kept my eyes cast down, away from Bubbe's prying eyes. | moved to the
next spear and the next. In front of each was a drawing: lion, bull, hawk. | listed off the totems one by
one—al present and accounted for except for two, the bear and the leopard.

“Two are missing.” Bubbe stared into the fire.

It was an obvious statement, not one | thought needed a reply.

“Do you wonder why?’ she asked. The flames crackled, laughing & us.



“The dead girls totems are missng, but they are not far, |1 don't think.” She stepped toward the
fire, stuck her hand into the roaring flames and pulled out a glowing metd spearhead. She dropped it on
the ground a my feet and reached into the fire again—a second spearhead landed next to my bare toes.
“He s mocking us”

The warriors arrived then and under Zery's command began dousing the flames. Within seconds
nothing but a smoldering pile of wood remained. Not having the same leve of control my grandmother
hed over fire, | was forced to wait, to contain my nervous energy. As soon as the heat had died down
enough that | could stand next to it without gaining a permanent sunburn, | grabbed the closest spear and
began shoving ash to the Side.

The white outlines of two beasts dowly emerged—a leopard and a bear. | plunged the spear back
into the ground. Cursed and walked away.

Ancther message. Saying what? That the killer was targeting dl of the clans?

“Did you do this?’ Zery's voice was low, controlled, bardy hiding an anger that rivaled my own.

| turned on her. | was tired of her accusations and angry enough to chdlenge her to a fight right
there. | held her gaze. What | saw in hers cdmed me. She was as filled with rage as | was, but it wasn't
directed at me. She didn't redly bdieve | was the killer, probably never had.

“Thisis persond,” | said. The dead girls were tied to me now and their deaths, this fire, dl of it
was meant as some kind of message...for me.

“Has been since the beginning,” she replied. “There' s nathing more persond than killing someone.”

Unlessit was violating them by seding a patch of ther skin, a piece of who they had been in life. |
bit the ingde of my cheek, reminded mysdf Zery didn’t know this piece of information.

“l want to hdp,” | said.

Zery raised a brow, then turned and walked back to the fire.

Hating every step, | followed her like a puppy. If | was going to find the killer, | needed to know
more about the girls who had been killed. To do that | needed access to the Amazons who knew them. |
needed access to the safe camp.

| was on her heds when she turned. “Why? You don't even want us here. Why say you want to
hdp now?" She waved a the smoldering mess. “Because of this? Why would this change your mind?
Make you want to come back to the tribe?’

“l didn't say | wanted back in”

She grunted and shook her head, then ignored me again to start shouting orders to her warriors.

| grabbed her by the arm—a bold, probably stupid move. She froze and stared down a my hand.

| didn’t let go. “'You made it clear the Amazons want me to be the killer. Wanted you to bring me
back for trid. | have twenty Amazons living in my gymnasum practicing with broadswords. And now, |
wake to a bonfire in my front yard—a bonfire it looks like the killer set. Why wouldn't | want to help?
It's the only way I'll get rid of dl of you, and get my life back. Besides...” | dropped my hold on her
am, but she stayed put, twisted her mouth to the side.

| bresthed in, then continued. “I’'m not a mongter. | don't want any more girls killed ether. And |
can hep. You know | can. I'm the only Amazon who redly understands the human world and Madison,
who has lived here”

“That’s not important. We won't let humans get in our way,” she replied.

“Do you want to endanger the whole tribe? There are laws, Zery. The police are aready involved.
A detective came here. He showed me pictures of the girls telios tattoos, wanted to know if | could
identify them. You don’'t know how to talk with the police, but | can. | can get information for you.” It
was ahig promise and not one | was sure | could ddiver on, but | was desperate.

I"d interested her; | could see it on her face. “You think he'd talk to you?’

| nodded. “But | need something from you fird. | need safe passage to the tribe's camp, need to
know more about the girls”

Without warning, she grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Why ask for passage now? You didn't
the other night.”

My breath caught in my throat. The totems; they’ d found them and sensed me.



She leaned closer, whispered in my ear. “I didn't want to believe Alcippe when she sad you
ddivered those totems, but it was you, wasn't it?’

| licked my lips. Across the dampened fire, Mother and Bubbe watched us. | didn't trugt that
Bubbe couldn’t hear every word.

Zeary let go of my hand. | squeezed my fingersin and out of a fig, forced the blood back into the
digits

She stepped to the side, blocking my view of my family—and their view of our conversation.
“How'd you get them?’

It was my chance to share, to lighten my load, but as | looked a her, the smoke from the
now-dead fire dill hanging in the ar behind her, | redized | couldn’t. At some point | was going to have
to open up to someone, tdl them what had happened, but | wasn't ready yet—not urtil | understood
why the killer had brought the girlsto me.

| redized some part of me wondered if something | had done had cost the girls ther lives. The
killer hadn’t picked me a random. | needed to know more, do more, then I’d share.

| blew out a breath and stared my old friend in the eyes, prayed some of our lifdong bond dill
exised. “1 didn't kill those girls and | don’t know who did, but | want to find out—just as much as you
do, more than you do.”

There was doubt in Zery's eyes, indecison. | clasped her hand in mine. “Let me help.”

The expression on her face was serious, deadly serious. | thought she was going to say no.

Instead, | got, “I’'m sorry for the loss of your son. | never said that before, and I'm sorry for that
too.”

Damn her. My eyes began to leak. Tears hung on my lower lashes, threstening to fall.

She squeezed my hand, then dropped it and took a step back. “I'll let Alcippe know you're
coming. You'll have to ded with her. She doesn't trust you, and she won't like you being there.”

Alcippe, the high priestess who killed my son. The feeling was mutual.

Chapter Ten

| went to bed antsy and woke up feding pretty much the same.

Sunday was my usud day off, when | took one. Today, Janet was scheduled to be in and in
charge—meaking it a perfect time to head south to the safe camp. Unfortunately, in the early hours of the
morming she'd left a message on voice mal saying she was dck. | dternated Sunday management
between her and Cheryl. But Cheryl had her kids every other weekend, and this weekend was specid.
She' d taken them to the Ddls, a dity just north of Madison filled with water parks.

| wasn't ready to ditch my plans, though. After pressng the 3 on my phone to delete Janet's
message, | scribbled out a short note and taped it to Mother’s door. She wouldn't like being tied to the
shop ingtead of being free to play Amazon warrior, but she'd do it. | just had to be out of the building
before she got back upstairs from her morning workout.

One good thing...Harmony was il at her friend’s and probably would be most of the day. | had
purposdy not given her a“mug be home by” time. | figured | wouldn't see her until dark.

My business and home life were covered for today, but | was going to have to find some regularly
scheduled activity to occupy my daughter soon. With the killer free and targeting Amazons—even if she
didn’'t know she was an Amazon hersef—I couldn’t do the normd suburban thing and tdl her to hang a
the mdl. | needed to know someone was weatching her, would let me know if anyone approached her.
And | couldn’'t continudly send her to someone els€'s house. It broke the unspoken code of playdate
etiquette that dill applied, even though her playdate days were long behind us both.

| needed my gil watched, safe and away from warring Amazons. Something I’'d have to work on
when | got back from today’s jaunt.

| walked out the front door at nine fifteen. The black mark the fire had left on my lavn was
impossible to miss—as was the over-six-foot-tal mae sanding beside it.

With adgh, | walked down the indine, curious as to what brought Peter here so early, but more
occupied with rehearsing my feeble cover liefor the burnt disaster that was my front yard.



He was rooting around in the ashes with the toe of his boot when | arrived. I'd made sure to
remove dl 9gns of the totem animds last night before deserting the Ste for my bed.

“Bonfire? Are those dlowed in Madison?’ he asked.

| brushed hair from my face. “1 don't know, and luckily no one showed up from the city to tdl
me” Luck had nathing to do with it. Bubbe had cast a spell, amilar to the ones used to keep safe camps
secret, over the space. It had been a quick and dirty piece of magic, but | guessed it had done the job.
At least no poalice or neighbors had caled to complain. Obvioudy, it hadn’'t been strong enough to keep
Peter from noticing the mess, though.

“The new tenants got alittle carried away.” | picked up a piece of charred wood and tossed it in
the ar. Soot rubbed off on my pam. With a frown, | dropped the wood and rubbed my hand on my
jeans.

“Weenie roast gone wrong?’

“Something like that.” When he sad it, it sounded even more lame than when I’'d heard amilar
words come out of my own mouth.

“Ligten, I've got some errands to run today. Y ou want to keep an eye on things?’ | asked.

His eyes widened. “Me?’

| flushed. | shouldn’t have asked him. | had Ieft the note on Mother’ s door, even uwilling she was
abetter choice than Peter. He'd only worked for me afew days. “Never mind.”

“No, I'd love to.” He wrapped his fingers around my biceps, but softly, then just as quickly he
pulled his hand back. His fingerstrailed over my skin. A shiver passed over my body.

“Anything | should be watching out for?’ he added.

Log in the sensation of his fingers drifting over my skin, | admos missed the question.
“N-no...n-n-othing...specid.” The words came out in a stutter.

“What exactly were they doing last night?” He opened hisfingers, lying flat on his pam was an iron
spearhead.

| reached out to grab it. His fingers closed, cutting off my view of the weapon’s head.

| laughed, tried to cover my stupid move. The spearhead told him nothing. “Thet's theirs. Some
kind of initiation rite, | take it. | didn’'t ask too many questions—just told them not to do it again.”

“Then | don’t need to stand guard with an extinguisher?’

| hoped to hel not. | shook my head, laughed again. “No, Zery and | came to an understanding.”

“Zery?' He angled his head, like a dog trying to pin down the source of some sound.

“The woman in charge; that's her name.” | held out my hand, slently asking for the spearhead.

Hetossed itinthe air, let it settle back on his pam, then tucked it into the pocket of his pants. “No
worries. I'll take it to her. You'rein ahurry, right?’

| forced my lips into a amile. “Thanks” | hadn't gone over my cover story with Zery, but |
couldn’'t imagine her opening up to Peter. She'd probably do no more than grunt, no matter what he said
to her.

| stood there a second longer than fet comfortable. Peter watched me, waiting.

“Uh-oh, and my daughter, Harmony. She's at afriend's. | should be back before she gets home.”

“Good to know.” His face wore a what else? expression.

“Guess I'll be going.”

He nodded.

| glanced at my watch. He had hours before his shift started. | couldn’t order him to work. |
glanced at my watch again. “You're here early.”

He shrugged and dipped his lips into one of those amiles that made my hormones smile with him
and told my brain to agree to whatever he said, whatever he wanted to do. “Still getting settled. | have
some paperwork to go through, some new designs to add to the flash. And, honestly, I’ ve got nowhere
dseto be”

“Oh, sure” | searched for areason to order him to the shop, away from the burnt circle of earth.
Thelittle gears that ran my brain were dacking so loudly | was surprised he didn’t ask about the noise. “I
left a note on Mother’s door that she would be in charge. Maybe, snce you're here, you could go up



and let her know she's off the hook.” If Mother had made her way up from her workout and found my
note, she'd probably done no more than wad it into a bdl. If she hadn’'t stopped working out, she
wouldn’'t welcome an intruson from Peter. But redly, was that my problem?

“Wak me up?’ | nodded toward the hill and tried a amile of my own. The flirtatious move fdt
about as naturd as breathing under water.

His hand drifted to the pocket where he' d stashed the spearhead, but he just shoved the fingers of
both hands into his front pockets and started moving with me up the hill.

“Speeking of Harmony....”

| jumped, my mind far from my daughter at thet point.

“If you' re looking for something for her to do after school, | might know something.”

“Why would you think—?’

“l noticed sSince your new tenants moved in that she’s not been around much—had a lot of ‘friend
time’ Then with—" He jerked his head back toward the charred spot we'd left behind. “If I'm
wrong...”

“No.” Why deny it? “I rented the space to them and I'm locked in now, but after last night...I'm
thinking it might be better if she wasn't too influenced by them.”

Peter bent a the waist to help propel himsdf up the hill.

Theroar of alavn mower and the scent of cut grass drifted from one of my neighbor’s yards. A
moment of normd in an insane world.

“My dient, Makis, the man in the whedchair?’ Peter held out a hand to hep me up the indine. |
stared at it, not getting for a second what he was doing. Then redizing what he was offering, | shook my
head and plowed ahead, moved ahead of him.

You can take the Amazon out of the tribe...

Peter’'s long gait closed the samdl space I'd put between us. “He's darting an after-school art
program. He used to teach high schooal. | told you I'd known him awhile”

A response didn't seem necessary. | concentrated on trying to regain the lead his longer legs had
golen from me.

“He has a shop not far from the school. He's garting a class next week. | think they’ve got
permisson to paint a murd for some business off Regent. They’'ll even get paid, but he's gaing to work
with the kids a bit first.”

“So, the classes...?’

“Are cheap, might even be able to work out a trade. Makis wants me to do some touch-up work
on one of his older tattoos.”

Free class, some extra lip-gloss money for Harmony, and an opportunity to keep her awvay from
pear-tossing Amazons who just might decide to enlighten her on her own heritage? Yeah. | am
interested.

Peter told me he'd leave Makis's contact information on my desk. | bent to tie my shoe while he
walked in the front door. | considered going back down the hill to make sure no sgns of the sketches
were left behind—if we' d missed a spearhead, who knew what else might have dipped our atention? It
hed been late and dark, and we had been far from relaxed.

As | was weghing the risk of Peter seeing me back at the scene of the crime and rasing new
questions in his mind, Bubbe stepped out of the basement, escorting yet another workout-attired
suburban mom—this one dressed in matching baby blue hoodie and capris. What these women spent on
dothing supposedly meant for sweat boggled my brain.

Bubbe tapped afinger on theralling. “Don’t judge.”

| yanked my attention from the blond ponytail bouncing toward the parking lot and frowned at my
grandmother. “1 wasn't.”

“Ha” She pursed her lips, alight forming in her eyes| didn't care for.

| tried to cut her off. “Could you do another sweep of the front lavn? Peter was down there. He
found a spearhead.”

She lifted one shoulder in a so what? gesture. “Y ou brought him here.”



My eyes narrowed. “Don't judge.”

She dropped her gaze to the hand ill resting on the banigter, but before she did, | would have
swvorn | saw a sparklein her Hill-young eyes. “My snake is missng. Have you seen him?” She lifted her
eyes and her brows—the chdlenge and her red question clear.

“You have a snake?’ | let my lips pull down in a moue.

She shook her head. “ Secrets. So many secrets. Why keep them from me?’

Or try, she meant.

| let my hand dip down the strap of my messenger bag to the keys clipped there. Pretending to
gruggle with the carabiner, | continued waking.

The old fraud. Like she didn't have plenty of secrets. My grandmother was a bundle of secrets.
She probably knew the whereabouts of Jmmy Hoffa, Amdia Earhart, and Atlantis. Hell, she might have
been responsble for the disappearance of dl three.

Multtering under my breath, | dlimbed inmy truck and headed south.

| pulled into the dirt driveway that led to the safe camp and flipped off the truck’s motor. I'd been here
only afew days before, but this was different—it was day and | was expected. What lovdy greeting
party would Alcippe have planned for me?

I’d thought Bubbe or Mother might have offered some advice for me—but neither had. Neither
hed even mentioned my trip, dthough | knew both were aware of it. My family...pretty much of the Snk
Or SWim on your own mindst.

| gripped the steering whed for a few moments. The tendons of my hand shone white from the
gress. | could do this. | could walk back into that house, even into the room where I'd lost my son.
Maybe I d gain something from thisvisit. If | could beard thislion, | could do anything.

The engine turned over so smoothly, | didn’t even redlize my hand had turned the key.

Determination a hard rock inmy heart, | continued down the drive.

The Amazons were out, exerciang the horses, working in the garden, and, of course, fighting. The big
guns were back a my house, but what looked like a pair of younger Amazons faced off with dtaffs,
performing moves that would eeslly qudify them for arolein a Jackie Chan movie.

When | pulled in, horses were reined to a stop, pruners dilled, and gaffs dowed. All eyes
watched me. Resigting the urge to place my hands on my head, | stepped from the truck.

Before both of my feet met grave, Alcippe was out the front door, her hands held deceptively at
her ddes, pdms facing me. With the theme song from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly scralling
through my head, | stepped onto the path that led to the front door.

Alcippe shared my grandmother’s love of aflowing wardrobe, athough hers didn’'t scream of any
one culture—more just hippie-shop chic. Her gray hair was pulled back, meking her jaw look more
square, her eyes more piercing.

“Why are you here?” She looked like she wanted to spit.

“Not to see you.”

She muttered something under her bresth, and | was indantly on aert. A high priestess muttering
was much like a gundinger’s finger flickering near his six-shooter—or worsg, it could be the bullet. But
nothing happened, nothing | could see or sense anyway.

“Zery wants to trust you. | don't,” she said, then turned in awhirl of purple and red, heading back
ingde

Ah, an inault. Tdling the tribe she was so unafraid of me, she'd turn her back.

| picked up a rock and tossed it in my pdm. | consdered throwing it, just to get out some
aggression, and for the satifying fed of pdting it againgt her back. Instead, | forgot mysdf even more,
alowed mysdf to use magic. Even though I'd been hiding my growing skills from my family, | couldn’t
resst pulling them out when faced with Alcippe. | murmured a tiny incantation, just something to get her
atention—not show my true strength, not yet...unless | needed to.

| closed my other hand and blew into my baled fist.



As I'd guessed, Alcippe's turned back was a ruse. She hadn't lowered dl her defenses. She
immediatdy sensed the magic and froze.

A tornado whirled within my grip—innocent now, but if | released it, said the few words it would
take to let it grow...could it reach the old woman, suck her up, and swirl her away before she had a
chance to fight back?

Alcippe didn't give me an opportunity to find out. She whirled, her hands riang from her sides.
Grass shot up at my feet, wrapping around my legs. A nearby tree lurched, the roots shifting benesth my
feet, knocking me onto my knees.

Then three of the young warriors were beside me. Three gaffs jammed againg my throat. Alcippe
appeared, her face upside-down from my present state of viewing.

“Be grateful Zery gave you safe passage. ..thistime” Then she did spit, inches from my face.

The tornado spun in my figt, growing with my anger. My fingers loosened. | wanted to let it go as
badly as I'd ever wanted anything, but | wasn't srong enough to control the magic, not yet. | could
cregte it, but then it would feed on my emotions, uncontrolled by my head. | might get Alcippe, but I'd
adso gat every Amazon in the camp. I’d be unable to do anything except wetch as the entire place was
flattened, then the remains swept up and away.

Gritting my jaw until | thought the bone would pop, | forced down my anger, smashed my padm
into the dirt and ground the life out of my spell.

“You heard her. Zery gave me safe passage. Who do you follow, the queen or her?’ | muttered.

Alcippe had started moving away; & my words she stopped, but she didn't say anything. She
knew I’d called her hand.

The warrior mogt vishle, the one whose gaff was jabbed againg my throat, licked her lips, but
she didn’t glance a the others. | kept my focus on her, steady and sure.

With no warning, she stepped back. The others quickly followed.

Rubbing my throat with one hand, | pushed mysdf out of the grave with the other. Bits of it dung
tomy jeans. | brushed off the backs of my legs, pretended not to fed Alcippe's glare on the top of my
head.

How | wanted to rise up and attack, but thiswasn't about me, and Zery had risked a lot by giving
me passage. If | attacked Alcippe now, the priestess would win. She'd be proven right, her sanding
elevated—even if | killed her, she'd survive in martyrdom. | couldn’'t have that. | wanted to take from her
what she' d taken from me—what we each vaued most. For me, it had been one of my children; for her,
it would be her ganding in the tribe.

| wanted her to mess up, and | wanted to be the person to expose her. | wanted to take her
down.

| stood, and captured Alcippe s gaze. “ Another time?”

“Soon,” she responded.

| smiled, then turned my back on her as she'd done to me earlier. The warriors parted, and | took
abreath. Adrendine pumped through me, but | needed cam to gain trust. Cadm and strong, that was the
persona that would enable me to get more. | squared my shoulders and grabbed the atention of the
warrior |I'd pegged as the leader.

“Anyone here know ether of the girls who were killed?’

Her gaze flowed down my body, assessng me. | angled my head, showing | expected an answer
but was confident enough to wait for it.

Fndly...“All of us. At least somewhat.”

“But some more than others?’

“Some”

Ah, the joys of converang with a warrior. Knowing | wasn't going to get many cues from her, |
surveyed the rest of the tribe, looking to see who seemed mogt interested and most nervous. One of the
women working in the garden showed a sudden interest in removing a stubborn weed. She bent down
and hid her face.

| stepped away from the warriors, on a sraight path to the hearth-keeper now up to her neck in



pumpkin |leaves.

| bent down beside her and rolled over a pumpkin, checking for rot. She glanced up. “Are you a
hearth-keeper?’ she murmured. She was young and pretty, with a round face and caring eyes.

The pumpkin was s0lid, orange, and ready for picking. | gave it a thump for effect, then twisted it
off the vine. “I’'m not anything. | take care of what needs taking care of.”

A line formed between her brows. She was having a hard time fitting my words into the tidily
divided world of the Amazons.

“You know why I'm here”

She glanced up. One of the older hearth-keepers picked up a hoe and chopped at the ground. |
moved to the Side, blocking her view. “Zery sent me” It was a Stretch, but close enough. “I heard some
of the girls were snesking off to Madison. Y ou know anything about that?”

Her gaze danced around the dearing, but when it landed back on me, | could see she'd made a
decison. “A few of us. We ve been doing it for awhile”

Jackpot. | jerked another pumpkin from the vine and shoved it into her hands. “Don’t we need to
put these somewhere cool? So they don't rot?’

“Good idea” She rubbed dirt from her pumpkin with a rag she had tucked in her jeans, then
stood. We waked past the glarer, neither of us sparing her aglance. | changed my walk, putting as much
warrior swagger into it as | could muster. | could have tossed a little magic her way, but that would have
just got Alcippe back on my ass. Besides, Bubbe dways said the greatest strength was greet restraint.
Not something | usudly practiced, but now seemed like a smart time to Sart.

We passed Alcippe on our way around the house. Her fingers twitched as | walked by. | amiled a
the girl waking beside me and attempted chitchat, saying something nonsensicad about which pumpkins
made the best pies—as if | knew. The young Amazon played dong, and we both passed the high
priestess without darting a glance in her direction, but the hair on the back of my neck curled upward,
and my eyes scanned the terrain ahead, watching for another attack. Earth was Alcippe's dement of
choice—not that she couldn’t cdl on one of the other three—but since it seemed to be her steady
fallback, like ar was mine, | assumed it was her area of strength.

We made it to the root cdlar intact, but as the gifl started to descend the steps, | stopped her.
Bang under a pile of earth and stone with Alcippe so close did not seem like a good plan. “Is there
somewhere ese we could go?’

She adjusted the pumpkin, wedging it againgt her hip for a better grip, then glanced at the back of
the farmhouse. “We could make pies. You were just taking about it.”

| was? “How private...?’
“Henty. Everyone's outsde. It'll be fun and get me out of cooking later.” She laughed. “Not thet |
mind.”

Yeah, who would mind standing over a hot stove, daving away for a bunch of ungrateful
warriors? | suppressed a grimace. Instead, | stepped back and held out one arm. “Lead on.”

A bouncein her step, she headed toward the back door. | smacked my pam againgt the pumpkin
pressed againg my stomach. | was going to bake a pie. Mother would love this.

Chapter Eleven

Luckily, the back door led directly into the kitchen, not a room I'd spent much time in during any
of my stays at this safe house. Future warriors, which had been my mother’s plans for me, did not learn
to cook; future priestesses, my grandmother’s plans for me, were consdered a threat to dl things
culinary. Ther tendency to play with the eements, especidly fire and wind, wreaked havoc with recipe
outcomes.

By the time I'd settled into my own artisan plan as an adult, there had been no reason for me to
enter the kitchen.

So, the room happily hed no bad memories. | could amog pretend | wasn't in the house where
I"d lost my son at dll.

Almog.



“Is there a problem?’ Dana, she'd told me her name a few minutes earlier, stopped in the process
of pulling an gpron over her head. Her face showing curiogity and a little concern, she watched me as |
gared through the door that led from the kitchen into the rest of the house. The dining room |
remembered. Things hadn’t changed much in ten years—same battered oak table and chairs, same ugly
1970s gold chanddier. Memories started creeping back.

“No, nothing.” | shoved the swinging door closed with my foot and turned my back onit.

Dana chattered merily, pulling pie pans, spoons, butter, and other necessities from cupboards,
drawers, and the refrigerator. In the kitchen, or maybe out from under the other Amazons watchful
glares, she was a different person—confident and content.

| grabbed a knife and did the only job | knew for sure I'd be able to master. | chopped the
pumpkin in two and scooped out seeds, dumping the gringy suff onto a cookie sheet Dana had set out
for the purpose.

“Thetripsto Madison...” | prompted.

“They were fun. Maybe because we knew we weren't supposed to be going there.” While Dana
pulled out various ingredients, she watched as | cut the pumpkin into pieces. When | was done, she
tossed them into a bowl with water, covered it with alid, and put it into the microwave.

Pumpkin-cooking under way, she cut butter into a bowl of flour with a fork, sprinkled some ice
water on top, and started kneading the mixture with her bare hands.

| watched, somewnhat fascinated. It was like watching Bubbe perform a new spdl. How this mess
would work out to dessert was beyond my understanding.

After only a few seconds of kneading, she flipped the dough out of the bowl onto the
flour-covered tabletop and held out aralling pin. “Make it that Sze” She nodded toward a pie pan.

| wiped my hands on my pants. Horror shot through Dana's eyes. | soun, expecting Alcippe or a
band of warriors to be sanding behind me, but aside from Dana and me, the kitchen was ill vacant.

With a shrug, | picked up the ralling pin and did my best to flaiten the dough. “So, Madison. You
went there to...?” | prompted.

Dana edged around me and took the now-steaming bowl of pumpkin from the microwave. After
dropping the pumpkin into a blender and pureeing it smooth, Dana replied, “Boys, of course.”

Of course. “You find any?’

A tiny amile curved Dana s lips and her hand moved toward her middle. “We did.”

“You're pregnant?’ The ralling pin fdl from my fingers with a thud.

“I'm twenty-two.”

WEéll, then that was okay, another few years and her eggs would have been dl dried up. | ground
my teeth together to keep my sarcagtic thoughts to mysdf. Thanks to the priestesses, Amazons had had
control over their reproduction for centuries before femae humans had. Because of our long lives, most
of us waited into our eighties to have a child.

“Were the other girls...?" The thought made my stomach lurch. | hadn’'t sensed spirits aside from
the girls, but | was far from the most experienced in such deductions.

Dana poured the pumpkin back into its bowl dong with a mixture of sugar and spices. Stirring, she
replied, “I don't think so. None of the other girls who went with us are—just me” Again with the
dreamy, too-stupid-to-know-better 10ok.

| mean, | loved Harmony. But a twenty-two, I'd have no more been able to take care of her
than—I glanced around—than bake this pie. And that, of course, was the difference. Dana was a
hearth-keeper and obvioudy one content with her fate. The whole maternd thing was probably as naturd
to her as cading a spdl was to Bubbe or tossing a spear was to Mother. I'd never been that naturd at
anything. | was good at art, but even that didn’t come to me like breathing.

“So, boys. What kind did you meet?’

“College boys, manly. Most of the girls were warriors. Tereis was. Aggie was an artisan.”

No one had told me the dead girls names, but it was easy to guess who she was taking abouit.

“They both wanted ahletes.”

Of course.



“The bar we went to. A lot of UW footbal players hang out there.”

“And your guy?’ It wasn't redlly a piece of information | needed to know, but | was interested.

“He worked there. Part-time. He wasn't as...you know.” She mimicked broad shoulders with her
hands. “But there was something about him. | don’t think he was stronger than the guys the other girls
went after. Just different.”

She walked over to survey my work. It must have passed muster. She flopped it into the pie pan.

“Was there any one guy the other girls showed interest in, or that showed interest in them?’

Busy pressing perfect ridges into the crust, Dana sghed. “All the guys showed interest in the
others, especidly the warriors.”

Some things never changed. “But no one in particular? Did Teras and Aggie tdk to the same
boy?’

Dana poured the pumpkin into the crugt, then tapped the spoon againg the bowl’s lip. “Not thet |
noticed. Tim”"—she touched her somach, an unconscious gesture that told me who she was referring
to—"tried to be polite, but they brushed him off. Had bigger fish to fry, | guess.” She carried the pie to
the oven and jerked the door open. The rack indde rattled.

Then, as if remembering what had happened to the pair, she flushed. “Not thet | blame them. |
redize it'simportant to pick someone strong. | judt...” She stared down at the unbaked pie.

“Want something different.”

She looked up, her thumb gouging into the crimped edge of the crust. “Is that wrong?’

| took the pie from her and did it into the oven, then ran a hand down her am, jugt a light
brush—my skin barely meking contact with hers.

“Not at dl.”

| spent another hour and a hdf wandering around the compound trying to convince some of the other
Amazons to tak to me. A few did, but none were as forthcoming as Dana. The girl had a much better
sense of who she was than I'd ever had, probably than | did right now, but | could tdl we shared one
thing. Neither of ustruly fdt asif we fit. I'd had friends, as it appeared she did, but living as an Amazon
never fdt quite right to me—like wearing someone elsg's shoes. They might look right to the outside
world, but you knew indde they weren't, could fed it with every step you took.

She' d sought me out again before | |eft, shoving a cardboard box with the pie in it into my hands.
My firg pie. Okay, she' d done most of the work, but, dill, | was strangdly proud. | placed the box in the
coveted postion of shotgun for the ride home.

It was after two. I'd be able to make it back to Madison probably before Harmony arrived home.
| might even be able to drive by the bar and see if Tim was working. If he worked at the place, he'd be
familiar with the footbd| players who hung out there, and probably more cognizant of who the girls went
off with.

| was hoping one name would crop up for both. That would redly smplify things Unfortunately, |
didn't have pictures of ether girl. Amazons weren't big on photography. But | suspected a hedthy
American boy wouldn't forget any of the Amazons too quickly.

| just hoped he didn't ask about Dana. | wasn't going to be sharing news of his upcoming
daddyhood with him, but | didn’t rdish the idea of hiding it from him ether.

Asit turned out, traffic was a bugger getting out of Illinois—some kind of mystery backup where a tall
booth used to St on Highway 39 in Rockford. | pulled into my drive at five. | wanted to see my daughter
and my shop, snk into the life I’d built for mysdf. Visting the Amazon camp had more of an effect on me
then I"d thought it would when | had |eft earlier today. I'd had an itchy need to get home as quickly as |
could since passing the treffic snarl. I'd dmost been glad of the excuse to skip the trip downtown to the
bar.

Harmony and her best friend, Rachel, stood outsde the gym. Next to them, Fisto, the blond
warrior who had confronted Peter’s client, demondtrated various stances with a gaff. The pie box
clenched inmy arms, | walked up.



“| thought you spent the day at Rache’s.”

Harmony glanced a me, her eyes wide, blue and innocent. “We did. She just waked me home”

“And then what? You going to walk her back home?’ Rachd lived two streets behind us. The
waking each other home game had become a favorite ploy as soon as they were old enough that both
Rachd’s mother and | fdt secure to let them out of our dght for a few minutes. The “wak home’ could
take hours.

“No.” Complete indignetion on my daughter's part. “CleCle’—Hamony's name for my
mothe—*said the tribe was taking in students. Rachd and | thought it might be fun to take some.”

“The tribe?” What had Mother done?

“Yegh. The sdf-defense group.” She frowned at Pisto. “Isn’'t that what you cdled yoursdves?’

Pigto tilted the gaff back and forth in front of her. Her gaze caught mine. “We do.”

“Anyway, CleCle suggested it, and Pisto’—she nodded a the warrio—"said she’'d work us in
for free. You can't besat that.”

“l doubt Rachd’s mother—" | started, but both girls cut me off, jabbering as only teenage girls
can. Findly, Rachd’s voice won out.

“My mom will be thrilled. She's been saying the school should offer some kind of saif-defense
dassfor girls. Thekillingsredly have her freaked out. Besides, in a few years well be going to college.
Everyone should be able to defend hersdf before that.” She pulled her body erect, speaking with dl the
authority of a middle-aged corporate executive—in other words, a perfect imitation of her mother. Her
father owned a bead shop off Monroe. He was aso head flapjack flipper a alocd “ pancakes for peace”
event and had probably waked around the globe for various peace waks. | doubted the idea of his
daughter learning to smash a man's skull with a twenty-pound staff would hold alot of apped for him.

“Sdf-defense is an important skill for women in today’ s world.” Mother had sneaked up behind
me, like the cat that was tattooed on her breast.

| curled my lip, reveding a hint of the snarl that threatened to spill out. After everything that hed
happened, | couldn’t disagree with Mother. | could actudly have been taked into letting Harmony train
with her, but not with Pisto and the tribe. | couldn’t trust what they might tdl my daughter. When she
found out about the Amazons, it damn wel had to come from me.

“Too bad the ‘tribe’ only has evening classes” | glared a Pisto, daring her to disagree with my
words. Her only response was a bored flutter of her eyelashes. | looked a my daughter, a have | got
good news for you gmile on my face. “1’ve dready signed you up for classes after school. Your evenings
are fully booked.”

“What?’ | could see my daughter getting ready to digin her heds, to scream about the injustice of
being Sgned up for something without her full and prior gpprovd. It didn't stop me from sending her to
gymnagtics when she was five (Something Mother had fully approved of ), and it wasn't going to stop me
now. | shoved the pie box agang Mother's chedt, trusting she wouldn't |t it fdl to the ground, and
looped my arm through my daughter’s. “Art class. A friend of Peter’sisteaching it.”

“Peter’' s?” Rachd nudged Harmony in the side. | ignored the gesture. So what if Peter’s “friend’
waan't exactly what they might be expecting. Far be it from me to shatter their hormone-ridden dreams.

Harmony quickly moved from objection to negoatiation. “Can Rachd take it too? What kind of art
will we be learning? Will | need any supplies?’

Once she mentioned shopping, evenif it was for dry art supplies, | knew | had her.

| stopped to toss aamile back a Mother. She had lifted the duminum fail cover Dana had placed
over the pie and was garing asif the box contained a two-headed lizard. “It' sapie,” she said.

“l know. | baked it for you. | was thinking some hearth-keeping skills might be a good thing for
Harmony to learn too.”

Thelook on Mother’ s face made my entire day worthwhile.

We had the pie for dessert after dinner. | ate wel more than my share, just to enjoy the expresson on
Mother’s face every time | picked up the knife and diced into the orange goodness. Bubbe seemed to be
on to me, but Mother was as easy to provoke as a two-year-old who had missed her nap—at least



when it came to hints of hearth-keeping. And honestly, | wasn't just prodding her. Working with Dana
had made me redlize yet another part of life I’d missed out on. Being taught how to cook, clean, and take
care of babies wouldn’'t scar my daughter—it was one of Artemis's aspects, after dl, and key to survivd.

No, Harmony learning a few skills wouldn't be a bad idea. Me learning a few wouldn't ether.
And there were plenty of classes avalable in Madison. When everything settled down, | just might see
about enralling us—a nice mother/daughter treat. Maybe I'd ask Mother if she wanted to join us.

Allindl, I went to bed happy. | fdt like I'd started fulfilling my promise to the dead teens. I'd
gotten Harmony to agree to the art class. And | had a full—f somewhat bloated—belly. Life was as
good asiit could be with a gymnasum full of Amazons and a sexrid killer on the loose.

The last fact was where my mind went first when | woke at one A.M., but there had been no stone cast
agang my window. It was the dead girls They were back.

| sat up thistime, my sheet pulled around me, my back againg the headboard. A nervous energy
danced around the room, like the girls spirits wanted to tel me something but couldn’t figure out how to
et the thoughts across.

After ther lagt vist, I’d made afew preparationsin case they returned. | pulled abag of dirt and a
candle from my bedside table’'s drawer, dong with the two totems I'd decided to keep. Not reindating
Bubbe's serpent ward had told her I'd been snooping around her space. As soon as she made that
discovery, | knew she'd immediatdy cataloged al her possessons and discovered they were missng.
Why return them now?

| knedled on the floor, then carefully dumped the dirt and formed it into one smdl compact pile
With the candle shoved into the middle and the two totems lying on the soil, | was ready.

The girls brushed around me, breaths cool, then hot, dirring the hair on the back of my neck,
causng my worn T-shirt to flutter againgt my skin. They were agitated, even more than they had been on
their lagt vigt. The sadness I'd sensed then was dill present, but pressed down by something heavier,
darker...angrier...

Praying their movement wouldn't make my job harder, | lit the candle with trembling fingers. The
flame flickered but held.

If I'd known thelr givnomais, the process would have been easier. The combination of telios and
givnomai was as unique as a fingerprint. No two living Amazons through history had shared the same
matching combination. A priestess checked to assure this before she gave any girl her givnomai. This
caused a lot of disgppointment when a girl’s firs choice was taken, but snce the magic would be
weakened if shared, they dl got over it. They didn't have a choice.

| could have drawn the givnomais in the dirt. It wouldn't have given them their voices, nothing as
dramatic as that, but it would have guaranteed no interference and no ligening in—a private cdl versus
taking on a party line

But | hadn't thought to ask while a the safe camp. Chances were, none there knew anyway.
Because the combination was so personal, most Amazons kept their telioses hidden. A secret only ther
closest friends, rdaives, and the atis who gave them the mark knew. | knew Mother's, but not
Bubbe's. And | knew the fifty or so Amazons I'd tattooed before leaving the tribe. And | knew Zery's.
That wasit.

The flutters changed to a flgp, whispers to murmurs. | could dmost make out aword. A hiss like a
snake. The serpent from Bubbe' s ward? Were they warning me againg it? Or againgt someone from the
serpent clan?

Frustrated, | bent lower until my chin dmost touched the candl€'s flame. | placed a hand on each
totem, willed my brain to understand what they were trying to say.

The andl of wax filled my lungs. A breath, strong, like a dap, hit me from the sde. The candle
went out.

Alonein the darkness, | heard it..." Zery...” and the girls were gone.

Chapter Twelve



| didn’t pause to think about what questions my bond with the dead girls might bring up. | didn’t
pause to pull on pants or shoes. | didn’t pause for anything.

| legpt up and rushed from my room, ran sraight down the fire escape. Once outside, | stared at
the closed doors of my gymnasum. A few dozen Amazons dept indde. | couldn't rush in, screaming for
Zery. To do so would pretty much guarantee | wouldn't leave with my head attached to my shoulders.

| took a breath, waited for my pounding heart to dow. I'd have to go in like a warrior: cam,
controlled, and ready to fight whatever waited indde. | had my hand on the door handle when fingers
wrapped around my upper am.

“What are you doing?’ Mother, fully dressed and armed for battle, squeezed my arm. Normdly |
would have flexed the musde or pulled away, but honestly, | was just too darn glad to see her.

“Zery. Something's happened to her.”

“How do you—7?’

The expression on my face mugt have told her there wasn't time to ask.

She pushed me behind her and knocked on the door with her staff, a fast but complicated rhythm
thet | had no hope of memorizing.

The door was flung open. An Amazon, wide awake and obvioudy on guard duty, dammed her
d&f across the opening, barring our entrance.

“We need to tak to Zery.” Mother had the art of body language down. Every inch of her sad
don’'t question me.

The guard flicked her gaze from my intimidaing parent to me, then twisted her lips to the sde.
“Not her.”

| moved forward, copying Mother's stance as best | could, but it was hard to look intimidating in
agtained UW Badger tee and no pants—or bra, for that matter. “Yes—"

Mother cut me off, with an elbow to my side. “We need to see Zery.” | couldn’t see her face, but
| could tdl by the other warrior's that Mother’s expresson had to be somewhere between pissed-off
moather bear and starved lioness. The warrior stepped aside.

Mother left her gaff by the door. | started to object, but she gave a terse shake of her head.
“Ther house. If something goes wrong, I'll dedl with it.”

| didn't like it, but it wasn't my choice. Already ten feet ahead of me, Mother cut to the right,
weaving behind the degping Amazons who had tossed desping bags on the main gym floor. Zery, as
queen, had taken an old office as a bedroom. It was in the basement, near the showers. | followed
Mother down the steps. Behind me a warrior followed—not the guard. She must have awakened
another to keep an eye on us while she stayed by her post at the door.

Mother waited for me by the closed office door. Her atention was behind me. “Pisto,” she said,
gving a dight nod of acknowledgment. | glanced at the taler woman—the daughter my mother never
had. She, like Mother, was fully dressed. Did they deep that way or was speed-changing part of the
traning?

“What's S0 urgent you have to wake the queen at thistime of night?” she asked. Neither her body
nor expression gave away any annoyance, a least to someone who hadn't lived with a cryptic warrior dl
her life But | could fed tension ralling off her like heat off a summer sdewalk.

Mother opened her mouth, but | decided it was time to take charge. “I just need to see her. If
she' s angry because we woke her, she can take it out on me. You can dl take it out on me” Let her be
in there. An angry Zery | could ded with, a...1 cut my own thoughts off. | didn't know why the spirits
sad her name. It didn’'t mean...

Tired of the games, | pushed past the larger women and shoved open the door. The origind
furniture consisted of a meta desk and a chair. Zery had added a wooden box full of weapons and a cot.
The cot was empty.

Panic flooded over me. | groped for the eectric switch, somehow thinking in the dark 1'd missed
my six-foot, one-hundred-and-eighty-pound friend. But the yelow glow only reveded that the cot had
been dept in. The pillow bore the indentation of Zery's head, and the thin quilt lay bunched at the bottom



of the cot, like she'd shoved it down before standing.

| started to move forward, to search for some clue, but a knife jabbed into my throat.

“Where is she?” The heat of Pisto’s body released the woodsy smdl of the homemade soap
preferred by Amazons. She was shaken. | couldn’t blame her. Her queen was missng.

My friend was missing. | was shaken too, and pissed.

| spun out of her reach and grabbed a weapon of my own, aflal, from Zery's box. | had no due
how to use the thing, but Pisto didn’'t know that. | hed it above my head asif ready to giveit aswing, but
my action seemed unnecessary. Mother and Pisto both stood back, saring at me asif I'd just performed
amiracle. Which perhaps | had. I'd escaped the clutch of a seasoned warrior. How had | done that?

| didn’t have time to andyze the question. Instead | pressed my advantage—swung the flal until it
twirledinadow jerky arc. “You tdl me. Where would Zery go? Is anything missng?’

Her brows lowered, Pisto stared at me. Her gaze tracked the round-and-round movement of the
studded metd bal. My shoulder began to ache, and | redlized I'd screwed up royaly. | had no idea how
to make the thing stop, not without bashing my own brains out.

Mother cursed, an unprecedented act on her part, then jerked theflal from my hand. The head hit
thewadl, knocking a foot-wide chunk of plaster onto the floor. | grabbed my arm, began massaging my
shoulder.

“Her sword. Does she keep it here?” Mother asked.

| glanced at the box. There was no sword.

Lips pursed, Pisto nodded. “But she prefers a saff.”

Zery's daf stood angled againg the wall.

“Wel, she has a sword. That's something.” | tried to take comfort in the words. | tried to tel
mysdf Zery was too drong to be taken by the kille—the girls he had taken were jugt that,
girls—inexperienced and too full of their own emerging taents to redize danger. But it didn’t help.

Above our heads, the floors rattled—feet pounding as Amazons awoke and raced from the
building.

“Pido, it's Zery. Come now.” The guard's voice.

| didn’'t wait for Mother or Pigto. | grabbed Zery’s gaff and flew up the Sairs.

The Amazons were back inmy front yard. This time there was no fire, but there was an Amazon queen
staked out spread-eagle.

Zery lay unconscious on the ground. She was stomach up, and dressed in a T-shirt and shorts.
Her arms and legs were spread, her body forming a five-pointed star. Shoved into the ground next to her
was a sword—the one missing from her room, | guessed.

Bubbe had control of the scene, holding the Amazons back with one hand and a good dose of
magic. She'd gathered ar into a fla soinning disc that she hed out like a shidd. If an Amazon tried to
approach, she knocked her aside like a gnat.

She had a0, | hoped, done something to put a hush over the noise the group was cregting. Yéels,
feet samping, and unsheathed swords dattering drowned out anything | could hear, but | ignored it dl
and rushed as close to where Zery lay as Bubbe' s air shiddd would let me. | tried to get past her, but the
old miscreant pointed a finger a me, letting me know she wouldn't hestate to send me soaring into the
grass-covered hill behind me.

Then Mother and Pisto arrived. With afew smacks of their Saffs againgt one another’s, the raging
Amazons quieted—not completdly ill, but ill enough we could hear my grandmother speak.

“She's caught in aweb. Not one easly broken. I've tried.”

| frowned at my grandmother. | had never heard her say she couldn’'t do something.

“But she's just lying there,” one of the warriors caled out.

Pisto strode forward. Bubbe, her focus on the warrior who had spoken, missed her movement.
The Amazon lieutenant got within three feet of Zery, before my grandmother noticed—tdling me my
grandmother was truly shaken. That fact scared me dmost as much as what happened next.

Zery's body jerked. Her eyes, which had been closed, flev open. Her face flashed shock, then



pain, then determination.

“Pigto, stop!” | yeled.

The Amazon froze, her gaze on her queen’s face. She'd seen it too—the pain. But like me, she
couldn’'t see what was causing it. Then, with no movement of her head, just her eyes, Zery glanced down
toward her left breast, and | saw the source...a growing circle of blood, right where Zery’s givnomai
tattoo was—or should be,

My stomach lurched. Was it missng; had the killer dready stolen it from her? Was she dying
before our eyes?

“Zery.” Her &t fdl from my hands.

Ignoring my grandmother’s glare, | sumbled to her sde. “What can you do? What have you
tried?” Accusations camouflaged as questions. | knew Bubbe wouldn't leave Zery there, pinned to the
ground like a dead bug on a collector’s Styrofoam pad.

She jerked a hand toward Mother, who grasped me from behind.

“Médanippe. What do you think? You think | leave Zery there for no good cause? The web. It's
. | take a step; she bleeds. | reach my hand to unravd the spell; she bleeds.”

| took a breath. Tried to focus. “What's holding her there?’

The creases in Bubbe' s forehead deepened. “The magic.”

“No bonds?’ | leaned forward, looking around my grandmother at Zery's wrists. There was a
shadow on them—adesign.

Bubbe pushed her lips againg my ear. Her lips were dry as they brushed againg my skin. “A
drawing. An artisan’s work, one killed as priestess as well.”

| turned my head. Our noses dmog brushing, | stared her in the eyes. Questions, concern,
fear—dl| three showed in her gaze.

Not me. | wouldn’t...The objections mugt have shown on my face. She reached with a gnarled
hand and stroked my face. “1 know, devochka moya, but the others...? | have no control of ther
minds”

“Any priestess could do this” | whispered, my mind rolling, thinking of Alcippe and her anger at
Zery for sending me to the camp.

“Some, not dl. And none would use an artisan skill when a priestess pdl is quicker.”

She was right, why take the time to draw something, murmuring over each ling, pouring some of
yoursdf into every hit of shading, when you could wave your hand, cdl up the wind or fire or one of the
other elements to do your bidding? Only an artisan, someone who loved that connection, needed it,
would go to that trouble, but ill my mind couldn’'t shake an image of Alcippe...the anger in her eyes
when she'd stepped out of the safe house' s front door.

“Can at do tha?’ | nodded to Zery. “Hold someone down?’

“l would have said no...” My grandmother clucked her tongue. “And | would have been wrong.”

“l haveto get closer.” | had to see what the design was, seeif | recognized it.

Bubbe looked away, her lips disgppearing into her mouth.

“I'm the only artisan here,” | said, enunciating each word with precision.

Fndly she stepped away, her hand going up as she did, ready to pummd back the warriors if
needed. Mother’s fingers squeezed my am one lagt time before she stepped back. She motioned to
another warrior, and aflaghlight was pushed into my hand. | shined it fird on Pisto. Her body was rigid,
afrad to move forward and hurt Zery further, but forced by alegiance to not leave her queen.

| respected that, but | didn’'t want her getting in my way. As | waited, Mother circled around the
group, placed a hand on Pisto from behind. The younger warrior ignored her at first, but Mother bit out
something | couldn’'t hear, probably wouldn't have understood if | had. Something about loydty and
death, maybe with a dash of tradition thrown in to round it dl out. In other words. Amazon propaganda.

| wasn't going to save Zery because she was an Amazon or my queen. | was going to save her
because she was aliving being and my friend—my best friend, no matter past differences.

With Pisto under Mother’s contral, | moved the beam of light onto Zery. She was dill awake, her
gaze glued to me. | couldn’'t tdl what she was feding. Her eyes just looked confused, like she didn't



know where she was or what was happening to her. | wondered if she recognized any of us.

The thought was disturbing, but at least she wasn't jerking in pain. | shifted the beam agan, this
time only a little lower to a shadow | hadn’'t noticed before—across her mouth. Lines, like gtitches. |
amaog dropped the flashlight.

Her mouth was sewn closed.

No wonder she hadn’'t caled out—she couldn’t. Something caught in my throat, the pie I'd
gorged on earlier being heaved upward.

My body jerked, a hacking noise leaving my chest. Bubbe spun, her glare like a physicd touch
knocking me back upright. Show no weakness. Act strong even when you aren’t—the key to deding
with animals and Amazons.

| diffened my shoulders and forced the beam back on Zery's face—not ditches...lines. A
drawing, like Bubbe had said hdd her down. Someone had drawn gtitches on her mouth, dosing it with
ink and magic. | took a breath. Sick, but not the horror 1'd fird imagined. Unless Zery...how had the
meagic fdt when her attacker drew those lines? Could it have been that different from the actud act?

A shiver danced up my spine, but | shook it off. Focus, focus, focus. | had to break this spdl, not
let mysdf get logt in the hideous act itsdf.

| redirected the light to her wrigts and bare feet. Chains were drawn around her wrigts. Stakes of
ink pierced her feet.

| knew how to free her.

| looked across a Mother. “Denatured acohol. If you can't find it, bring Ligerine” Without a
question, Mother took off at atrot toward the shop.

Then | glanced back a Bubbe. “You said a web?’

She nodded. “A spider’s work.”

| wasn't sure what that meant. Hard to escape? | reached out, let my mind go like | had when I’d
discovered Bubbe' s serpent. Thistime it only took seconds. A complicated web of slver magic glowed
before me. It covered the space between where Pisto and | stood and in the center of dl the spirds,
under the web, lay Zery. So, she' d been pinned down firgt, and the web spun on top of her. Made sense.

Now | could see the trap, but how did | navigate it? How did a fly?

The answer was easy. He didn't, but a spider could travel across his own web without getting
stuck.

But | was no spider...or was 1? | didn't like the direction my thoughts were taking me, but | had
to follow them. The dead girls had been Ieft for me. Had Zery too? Was it possble | could wak this
web, when Bubbe couldn’t? Was she amply afly, while the killer saw me as afdlow spider?

| hated the thought, but prayed it was true too.

| closed my eyes, pulled in another bresth, and dug my bare toes into the grass until | fet the soil
beneath. | needed contact with the earth for this, needed dl the strength | could cal on. Then | opened
My eyes.

The web dill shone, as slver and perfect as before, one concentric circle around another with lines
intersecting their core over Zery's heart. But that was it, no secret entry, no key to the path to my friend.

Disgppointment, failure. | lowered the flashlight, dropping my gaze as | did. And there, right where
the web started to go out of focus, | saw them—tiny bronze spots speckled throughout the web. A path
leading from the outsde of the web, curving around, then back, jutting out on a draght line then
fallowing the curve again, until sopping next to Zery's sword, not the Amazon queen hersdlf.

The sword. It wasn't there because Zery had brought it. It was there so | could kill her.

The redization hit me hard. What kind of sick bastard did thiskiller think | was?

It didn't matter. What did matter was that | could see the path. | could save her.

Mother arrived, a plagtic bottle of denatured acohaol in her hand. | grabbed it like the desperate
acohalics you hear of, who supposedly drink the suff for a chegp—if potentidly deadly—buzz. Then,
with the bottle hed againgt my heart, | sidestepped around the edge of the web, careful not to step on
even adiver of magicd slk.

| took my firg step, and Pisto jumped in front of me, her &t lifted, ready to jab into my throat.



The web quivered, like it was coming to life. Surprise rounded Pisto’s eyes. Her feet dipped beneath her
or, more accurately, the web now stuck to her feet moved beneeth her. Her knees buckled. She flaled
the saff overhead, then jammed it into the ground in an effort to keep from fdling, but the web began to
grow around her, around her legs, like an invishle spider was wrapping her, his prey, with slk. The
whole process took only seconds.

| clutched the acohol to my chest, determined not to drop it, and stared a the mummified
Amazon. She was coated in slver threads, nothing but the top of her blond head vishle.

“Wha—7?" | could fed the group behind me move forward, fdt Bubbe's shidd dick into place
too. She was holding them off, but it was harder now. They’d seen one of their own fal.

“Méeanippe?’ Bubbe, her voice more unsure than I'd ever heard it. “What happened?’

| glanced a my grandmother. Her back was to me, but when | glanced a Mother, saw the
confusion in her eyes, | redized having her back turned wasn't the issue. They were flies Bubbe might
sense the design, but she couldn’t seeit, not like | could, not like the spider.

“Is she breathing?’ | asked my mother.

She gave a short nod. “Bardy.”

Bardy was enough. | had no idea how to save Pigto from the web. | hoped if | saved Zery,
somehow the rest of the spdl would disntegrate. Besides, | had no time to waste. While Risto lay quigtly
in her bundle, Zery had come to life—bucking againg her bonds, her lips pulling againg the gtitches. If
she made contact with the web, what would happen? | didn’t want to find out.

“Zery, lay Hill.” It was an order, plan and smple—a tone no one had probably used with the
queen dnce she was fourteen and her destiny had been discovered.

To my surprise, she quieted. Everyone did. A group of twenty-plus Amazon warriors stood
completey slent, watching me. Every hair on my body would have been sanding a atention if | wasn't
dready dipping back into the zone, channding every nature show |I’d ever seen—becoming the spider.

My sght dimmed, dmogt to the point of blindness, but it didn't matter, didn't disurb me in the
least. | didn’'t need it, knew deep indgde | could fed my way dong the web. | picked up my foot and hed
it out in front of me, the dlk path vibrated as my weight shifted, but only dightly, not enough to dert my
prey—not that it mattered. She was caught...waiting for me. | turned away from the victim aready
subdued and moved toward the one 4ill waiting in the center of my web. My foot hovered over the
thread, but | didn’t set it down. Magic—cold, cloying—tickled my sole. | shifted so my foot would land
gx inches farther down the path—mnothing. | lowered my foot, picked up the other, and continued on my
way.

Somewhere dong the way, my speed increased. | scurried dong the sk, hopping from one safe
section of thread to another—never doubting where | was going or that | wouldn't arrive there safdly.

At the center | stdlled. My path stopped at the sword, not my prey. | scuttled around the wespon,
unsure what to do next. | reached out and redized | dready had something grasped in my hands—a
bottle.

A bottle. | looked up. Forms surrounded the web, spots of light—one shone on me. | held my
am up to block the glare and liquid poured down my chest—cold. And the smdl...medicind...familiar. |
shuddered and turned my head to save my lungs.

With the movement, the spdll I'd sunk into snapped. My sght returned, but suddenly | had no idea
where to place my feet. | could fed mysdf swaying asif | were trying to Stay on atightrope.

The bottle fdl from my grasp. | waiched it fal, end over end, acohol pouring out of it, splattering
me, Zery, and the ground. Seconds before it was going to hit, | dove for the sword, jerked it from the
ground just as the thread began to weave around me.

Chapter Thirteen

The thread whipped around my legs, jerking my entire body off the ground with the intensity of
its movements, then damming me back down as it swerved around again. It took a second for my brain
to focus, a second | didn’t have. Mother and Bubbe yelled, Bubbe at the Amazons, warning them to stay
back, Mother a me, tdling me to use the sword.



The sword. It had been put here for a purpose. | thought it was there to kill Zery, but maybe...I
hacked with dl the precison and patience of Freddy Krueger—barely consdering where my own limbs
were before dashing down with the blade. My position was awkward, on my back, the thread hafway
up my body now. My arms screamed and my back ached, but | lifted the sword over and over, brought
it down again and again.

Then Bubbe was beside me; | could fed her cading as she ran, dropping a el like a net over
me. | tried to lift the sword again, but it had tripled in weight. Tears escaped my eyes. | jerked on the
handle—could 4ill fed the spider’s threads sticking to me, had to get them loose, was willing to cut off
my own leg to accomplish it.

“Méeanippe! Stop.” Mother barked out the command—a tone | recognized, the same tone I'd
used on Zery. | looked down. Strands of Slver thread dill dung to me, but dowly they melted away,
turning back into what the caster had used to form them—water, Smple, safe water. | brushed the beads
from my skin, unable to get them off mysdf fast enough.

Behind me, Pisto heaved for breath. Two Amazons, the guard who had let us into the gym and
another woman | didn’t know, helped her to St. The lieutenant sucked in noisy gasps. The others turned
their heads and tried to pretend they didn’t notice the 9gns of her weakness.

Then two women approached, and helped her to stand. Both hearth-keepers, | redized—the only
Amazons alowed to show concern or weakness.

“Zeay? The guard kneded next to the queen, murmured some words, then stood and headed
toward the sword that had fdlen from my fingers.

| reached it before her, grabbed the hilt, and pointed the tip a her breast.

“Whet are you doing?’ | asked.

Her expresson said she didn’'t have to answer. | drove the tip againg her shirt, fdt the maerid
gve and the metd find flesh. My arms were dill shrieking, but 1I'd moved past the pain. Too much
adrendine had surged through my body. If | had managed to cut off my own leg, | doubted | would have
ft it.

“Tdk,” | ordered. The I'min charge voice was coming essly to me at this point.

“She deserves better then this. | won't let her die a the hands of a cowardly kille—one who
won't face usin battle”

| dmogt skewered her. The sght of Mother pointing a dagger at her throat stopped me.

“Do what you came for,” Mother said. Her gaze never |eft the guard, but | knew she was taking
to me. Dragging the sword behind me, | sumbled to Zery's side, then dropped to my knees beside her.

“Never thought I’d want to hear your voice bossng me around again,” | muttered to her.

“You'll only bring her more pain and humiliation. | tried to touch her. Just a brush of my fingers,
and her body jerked beneath my hand,” the guard called.

| didn’t turn, and the guard said no more. | assumed Mother’s dagger did something to slence
her; & that moment | didn’'t care what.

“Warriors. Such apaninthe ass. Have | sad that to you recently? No, guess not. Haven't been
taking awhole lot, have we?’ | babbled to Zery, my eyes scanning the ground, looking for the bottle of
acohal. | had morein the shop, but | didn't dare leave Zery's Sde, couldn’t trugt that one of her fervent
followers wouldn't impae her with her own sword. And | couldn’t send Mother either. Bubbe had held
the group off earlier, but | didn't know if that had drained her—I didn't want to find out with Zery’s
death, or mine.

Because | knew the Amazons wel enough to redize that whatever happened in the next few
minutes, somehow in the tribe’s mind the fault would be mine. But the praise, if | saved Zery? Tha
wouldn't exig.

| didn’'t care. I’d face the group later, worry about saving my own skin after I'd saved my friend's.

My gaze lit on the bottle. | dove for it, praying some liquid remained indde. | hed it up, prayed
again—but for nothing. The bottle was empty.

| flung the useless pladtic trash away from me. A speckle of liquid flew from it, dotting Zery's shirt.
| stared at the spots, wondering if | could have somehow stretched those tiny drops. My hand dropped



to my own shirt, not speckled, but drenched.

Stupid. Stupid me.

| knee-walked to Zery’s face, pulled my shirt out, and began to scrub the area around her lips
harder than I’ d ever scrubbed Harmony—even when she' d coated hersdlf in Sharpie.

Zery flinched when | firg touched her, but then relaxed. | watched her shirt for any increase in
blood but there wasn't any. As I'd guessed, she was meant for me—I was the only one who could
choose what to do with this gift, the only one who could save her. But | was dso the reason she was
staked out like a cowboy on an anthill.

| couldn’t congratulate mysdf for saving my friend, not without accepting that | was the reason she
was targeted to start with.

Sowly the ink disappeared. As it did, Zery’s lips began to part. With them dill hdfway sawn
together, she mumbled, “Feet.”

Tha answered my question about the pain. The drawn-on stakes hurt more than the chains. How
much did they hurt? | didn’t want to know or, at least, didn't want to think about it right now.

“l need you to tdl your crazy warriors you're going to live—not to skewer you like Sunday’s
chicken.” | rubbed harder, partidly to get the ink off faster, partidly to get out my frustration.

“Sunday’s chicken?’ she mumbled, and hdf her mouth, the haf I’ d freed, lifted in a amile

| loved her right then. As much as I’d loved her before the whole ugly blowup. And my anger fled.
So, she'd chosen Alcippe and the tribe over me. It didn't matter. I'd never had a friend like Zery,
someone who understood me and accepted me as wll.

| needed to accept her too. She'd made her choice. It was part of who she was. She wouldn't be
Zery if she hadn't.

Her mouth clean of ink, | knee-walked to her fet, rubbed the hed of my hand over my eyes as |
did. Then, while she barked out orders like the queen she was, | scrubbed away the killer's marks and
planned how I'd scrub him or her away too.

| tried to stay with Zery after that, but the Amazons moved in, and the looks they shot me were far
from thankful or trusting. | could have stayed anyway, had enough rage smmering insgde me to chdlenge
the lot of them, but Zery wastired. | could see it in the dark circles that had formed under her eyes and
the way her lower lip seemed to pull downward when she spoke.

She was usng every ounce of her reserves to reassure her troops she was the titanium-clad
superwoman they’d dways known. She didn't need me mucking everything up by acting dl concerned
and caring—or by letting my pent-up aggression run free. So, | finished my job, clamped my mouth shut,
and pointed my body toward my shop.

Tonight I'd go back to bed, stare a the celing, and think about how | was going to find the
bastard who was doing dl this. | dready knew what I’d do to imwhen | did.

The next morming my resolve was just as strong, but the srain of baancing my Amazon espionage with
regular life was taking itstall too. My soul was ablaze, but my body and mind were tired. Two pieces of
pumpkin pie helped perk up the body, and knowing Harmony would be starting art class that afternoon
eased some tenson in my overtaxed brain.

I’d sorted out the details of Harmony's enrollment last night before dl the excitement. | had talked
with Makis on the phone after discovering he had no Web ste or emal address, was gpparently as much
of a Luddite as my grandmother. Harmony was alittle distressed that Rachel’s parents hadn’t yet agreed
for her to attend too—they vaued things like time for homework on school nights. But in ever-confident
teenage fashion, my daughter and her friend had worked out a plan to wear them down.

Aslong as Harmony was accounted for, | didn't care. Rachd’s parents could worry about battling
their own determined teen. May Artemis bless them dl.

With Harmony off to school and my belly full of starch and sugar, | headed to the gym. | needed
to hear Zery' s verson of her attack. | hoped the warriors were giving her some distance today.

The day was colder—one of the freaky pleasures of living in southern Wisconan. Day-to-day
temperature ranges of thirty degrees were not unheard of. | wrapped a ratty hoodie around my body and



bulldozed my way through the wind.

Zery was in the gym, pummding a waght bag with her saff. When | entered, the temperature in
the room dropped another thirty degrees, at least. And | had thought it was an outdoors thing.

Shrugging off the warriors icy stares, | pulled back my hood and strutted across the battered
wood floor.

“l could never decide if you were the bravest person | know or the dumbest.” Zery spun and
whacked the bag with her foot.

| waited for it to dow its erratic jumping, then grabbed hold. “Cliché” | said, trying to look
nonchaant, like seeing her there so hedthy and strong didn’t affect me, didn't make me want to pull her
infor ahug.

She stopped, her chest moving up and down from her exertion. “Don’t you mean touché?’

“Nope.” | grinned at her, my way of gpologizing for the horrible things I'd thought of her in the
past.

She grunted. But the corner of her lip edged up alitile

She dropped the gaff and dammed afig into the bag. | held on.

“So, you going to tdl me what happened?’ | asked.

“l could ask you the same thing. I’ ve heard some pretty crazy adlegations aready. And | haven't
seen Pigto yet. She went onarun, but | hear she's pissed.”

“Pido pissed? | can't imagine”

Zery dammed the bag with another kick, knocking me back a few steps. | tightened my grip and
grounded my stance.

“You're a smart-ass too. I'd forgotten that.” Another kick, then a laugh. She shook her head. “I
take that back. | hadn’t. How could 17’

“Someone had to keep your big old ‘1 am queen’ head inline”

She took a step back and folded her arms over her chest. The laughter left her face. “But then you
left, and | had to fend for mysdf.”

“Yeah. Bad times” | patted the bag, pretended to take extratime dowing it to a complete stop.

She heaved out a breeth and stared a me like she could see insgde me. Which wasn't far-fetched.
There had been atime I’d thought Zery knew what | was thinking before | did. “Okay, Md. Let's talk.
I'll tdl you what happened to me, but you have to give something too. | need to know what you're
hiding—all of it.”

| curled my fingers againgt the bag and scratched the surface of the ancient legther.

Tell Zery what | am hiding. | wished | could—I did. But if | told her I’d known about the girls
for weeks, had hauled both of them off without coming to the tribe...She was queen. I’d gotten angry at
her before for being who and what she was. | wouldn’'t again, but just like | wouldn't blame a bull for
garing me, | wouldn't stand in front of it with a red cape ether. Not unless | had a pretty fancy dance
worked out, which | didn’t, not yet.

| stared at my hand. Tiny flecks of red were embedded under my short-cropped nalls.

| met her gaze. “I'll tdl you what | did last night.”

“That's not whet | asked for.”

| shrugged. “It'sdl I've got.”

She dropped to a squat, picked up her gaff, and swung it toward my fest, dl in one graceful
moation. Without thinking, | somersaulted forward in atiny legp that propelled my body over the saff and
back on my feet.

Also on her feet, Zery placed the end of her g&ff on the floor. “It's not dl you've got—not by a
long shot, but it' sdl you'll give me. Fair enough—for now.”

Chapter Fourteen

We went to the cafeteriato talk. It was the closest thing we had to neutra ground. And since it was

amog nine by this point, the place was empty. | made mysdf a home, grabbing us coffee and cream.
“You thinking of adding hearth-keeping to your lig of skills?” Zery took asp of her coffee, black,



of course.

In the process of adding cream to ming, | amiled. “I might. Just to annoy Mother, if for no other
reason.”

Shetilted her head. “When are you going to stop competing with your family?’ The question was
light, but it hit home. Still, | decided to keep my answer egudly light in tone.

“Have you met my family? | have no hope of ever beating them. | might as well get some fun out
of annoying them.”

“You don't fool me”

| looked at her, surprised and alittle frightened, but she kept talking.

“Bdieving you were in your family’s shadow is the only thing that ever stopped you. You could
have been queen. Maybe should have”

| laughed, spewing coffee across the tabletop. That was a good one. | looked up, thinking to share
the joke with Zery, but her expresson was set. She was serious.

“Yeah, so what happened yesterday...” | prompted.

She flicked her gaze from her coffee to me and back. For a second | thought she was going to
push the whole “living in the shadow of your family” thing, but she didn’t.

“It was a pretty normad day. | went for arun. Spent afew hours practicing. Took a shower. Went
to bed. Woke up staked to your front yard.”

That was hdpful. “Any detallsin there you'd like to add?”’

She twigted her lips. “I had some drink called whesatgrass for lunch. One of your grandmother’s
cients made it. You think there was something in it?’

Besides the green gunk most people cleaned off their lavn mowers?

“How’d you get to the yard?’ | asked, ignoring the wheatgrass. For now | had to assume anything
approved by Bubbe was ssfe—magically speaking.

“I walked, | think. It's pretty fuzzy. | remember feding like someone was cdling me, though. Part
of me didn’'t want to ligen, but it was like | had a thread tied around my heart. . .tugging me forward.”

“Zery, how's your givnomai?’ Last night blood had stained her shirt over the tattoo, but |
couldn’t see the bulge of a bandage through her tee.

She placed her fingers on the spot. “Fine. Why?’

My brows lowered. “It was bleeding. Don’'t you remember?’

She tapped the spot again. “Was it? | wondered why my shirt was bloody.”

“You didn't fed it?’

A hollowness appeared in her eyes. 1 was feding so much. It was hard to sort one ache from
another.”

| dropped my gaze to my coffee. Gave her a minute to push past whatever was going on in her
head.

“Anyway, when it was dl said and done, | was fine No cuts or bruises even. Pisto didn’'t have it
as lucky.”

Pigo hadn’'t had her lips sewn shut or her feet staked through. Although the magic hadn’t done
physca damage to Zery, | could tdl there were emational marks. She wasn't used to being helpless, to
fighting a foe she couldn’'t see. 1t would be hard on anyone, but an Amazon queen?

She covered it well.

“Pigo had wdts, but me?” She hdd up a wrist. Her skin was smooth and bruise-free. “Why is
that?’

“Wrong Saka to ask. I'm not the priestess.” | took a drink.

“Md...”

| set the cup down and jerked up the leg of my jeans. Red, raised stripes marked where the slk
hed lashed around my bare skin when I'd dipped from spider and amogt been caught in the web.
“Different kind of magic. The web was priestess magic. It's eementd, but red. Red wind, red fire
water, or earth. But what was done to you...it was something different.”

“What?’



| took another swalow. “Bubbe d never seen it before”

She wrapped her hand around her mug, waited.

“Artisan. It was artisan.”

Her hand moved, jodtling her cup. Coffee dopped onto her fingers. She made no move to wipe it
away. “Artisan magic can only enhance wha dready exists. This was something else. Those
pikes—they weren't enhancing anything indde me. Or the gtitches” Her fingers wandered to her lips. |
wondered if she was even aware of the action.

“l know. | told you Bubbe' d never seen it before. | hadn’'t ether.”

She flattened both pams againg the table and leaned forward. “Are you saying an artisan tied me
out last night? Made me fed like metd was piercing my flesh, like a needle was tugging its way through
my lips?”

“Someone with artisan skills, but they’d have to have priestess powers too. The web was pure
priestess.”

“No one is tha strong in more than one area, except...” The anger in her eyes changed to
suspicion. “You got me out when even your grandmother couldn’t. You got past both spells. And in the
gym, the way you legpt, and the other day when Pisto went for you...?" She leaned closer; her next
words were alow growl. “How many skills do you have, Md? What have you been doing while hiding
up here? Did you redly leave because of your son, or did you have some other agenda dl dong?’

The digtrust on her face hurt. It shouldn't have. We hadn't trusted each other for a long time, but
just as | was ready to forgive her, admit I’ d been wrong, she was accusing me of...what?

“I wouldn't hurt you, Zery.” | expected her to laugh at the very idea. Me be able to hurt her, the
Amazon queen? It was ridiculous. But she didn’t. Instead, she stared a some spot beyond me.

“Why would | save you, if | had lured you out there?’ | added.

She kept her face turned for another second, then covered it with one hand. When she looked
back a me, the wear of everything she'd been through lagt night, with the dead girls, dl of it showed on
her face.

“If not you, who?’

| didn’'t let my rdief that she was willing to let her suspicions go, at least for now, show. “I don't
know. It could be a priestess. Bubbe doesn't think so, but it could be.”

“Don't accuse Alcippe.”

Her vehemence gtartled me.

“I didn’t, but why—"

“If you even make a hint of accusng her, it will backfire on you. | told you, the tribe aready
suspects you. If it looks like dl of thisis an opportunity for you to get Alcippe...” She drummed the table
with her fingers. “Don’t do it.”

“BEvenif | think she's guilty?’

“If you think she' s guilty and you get some red proof, come to me”

It was a far answer, but not what | wanted to hesr—not now or ten years ago, but this time |
swvdlowed my ire.

“It did kind of ache yesterday.” Zery rubbed her chest, where her givnomai lay hidden under her
tee. “I hadn’t thought about it alot, but now that you mentioned it...”

“How about your back? Your telios? Did you fed anything there?’

A line formed between her eyes. “Maybe a twinge, in the afternoon, but 1I'd been working out
pretty hard that morning.”

| took a breath, pressed my hands flat on the table, and used my best coaxing voice. “Can you go
through your day again...with alittle more detal?’

“Redly, nothing specid happened. | told you: breskfast, exercise, spar, lunch, spar some more,
then...” She looked a me sdeways. “I’'ve had a team watching the bar—the one the girls were going to.
| had a medting with them in the afternoon. | had to pull them off. They were...they weren't getting dong
with the locds. | needed a new plan. | was thinking of going mysdf or sending Pisto, but | don't know
that either of us would pass for a twenty-year-old humen.”



Like it mattered. Zery could look sixty and college-age men would ill flock to her.

“After that meeting, | needed arr and went for awak. That's where | was when you got back.”

I’d wondered but hadn’t asked. To be honest, | hadn’t wanted to see Zery yesterday. I'd wanted
time to sort out my day by mysdf. If | had searched her out, would | have stopped what happened later?

She interrupted my guilty thoughts by diding her cup to the sde and tacking on, “Oh, and there
was the dog too. Maybe he did it.”

| frowned. “Dog?’

“A hound, black and tan—kind of skinny. He followed me home from my walk. | offered him
some of the mix we feed our dogs, but he wouldn't take it. He liked fries, though.” She amiled.

Jug a dog. Sounded like the stray I'd fed chips to earlier in the week. He'd run off that day.
Curious what had happened to him, | asked, “How long did he stay?’

She held up one hand. “A while. He followed me into the shower. | thought he was going to stay
for good, but after | toweled off, he asked to go out and he hasn't been back. Not that | know of.”

| nodded. Probably out hunting for his next med. Maybe he'd come back agan—if someone
didn't cdl the ity on him.

“So, the dog saw your givnomai . Anyone ese?’

She arched a brow. “What are you thinking?’

| explained my theory that the killer was usng the power of the givnomai to control the victims
“Who dse knows your givnomai, Zery?’

Her expression was guarded. “You.”

| didn’t bother protesting my innocence again. I'd said it. She was ether going to accept it or she
waan't.

“No one e here” she added.

She was leaving someone out—Alcippe, | guessed.

“Anyone who knows priestess and artisan kills?’ | asked.

She didn't answer, which was answer enough. | didn’t think she was protecting Alcippe, just
assarting her power as queen. Her next statement sedled that opinion.

“Let me worry about who has seen my givnomai, but thanks for the tip.”

Senang thisline of discussion was going nowhere elsg, | turned the conversation to my day at the
camp, filled her in on what Dana and the others had told me, which redly wasn't anything Zery didn't
dready know. | could have been annoyed that she hadn’'t volunteered the information hersdf, but | was
the one who had asked to go to the camp in exchange for talking with Reynolds. Zery had kept her dedl
with me without betraying any trusts. Plus, from her point of view, there was aways the chance | would
learn something she didn’t know. It just hadn’t worked out that way.

What | didn't tdl her was that I'd had a run-in with Alcippe. | could have told her the high
priestess had questioned her authority, chalenged it dmodt, but after Zery’s waning, 1 knew anything
dse | sad would just be seen as attacking the high priestess. If Alcippe was involved in any of this I'd
figure out away to nal her mysdf.

We were pretty much done and just waiting for the other to redize it when the outsde door
opened—the one that led to the sdewak between the gym/cafeteria and the school building.

Peter stepped ingde. | knew indantly it was him, by the breadth of shoulders that blocked the
outsde light.

“Oh, hi.” He amiled that high-watt smile, and my toes curled in my shoes. | needed to see Bubbe
about something for my hormones. They seemed to be running rampant lately.

“I heard there was coffee” He hdd out a stainless-sted travel mug. “The pot in the shop's toast.”

“That’s a hundred-dollar coffeemaker.” | pushed mysdf to a stand.

“Not anymore.” He grinned and headed to the coffegpot. I'd only Ieft about an inchin the carafe. |
thought he'd see that and move on, but to my surprise he dumped out the grounds and began making
fresh.

“Little hearth-keeper in that one,” Zery murmured. “Not a bad thing, if you're redly going to do
this human thing.” She waggled her brows.



| rolled my eyes, but then turned them back toward Peter. He was wearing jeans and a
sweater—a close-fitting sweater. And his back was turned to us—my favorite view.

“Looks like he has other assets t0o,” Zery teased. | chose to ignore the interplay thistime.

“He savery good tattoo artist.”

“There you go...hearth-keeper, artisan, and an ass to kill for. What more could an Amazon
want?’ She rapped the table with her knuckles, then shoved her cup toward me and stood. “I'll leave this
with you. Give him a reason to come closer. Maybe helll wash up for you too.”

As gdhe Iéft, Peter turned. He should have watched Zery, any other 'Y-chromosome-carrying
humen would have, but he didn’t. His chocolate gaze locked on me.

Zery' s words came back to me. If | was redly going to “do this human thing” it would make sense
for meto date, at least some. | hadn’t had anything more than passing contact with a man snce my son's
father. | angled my face, away from Peter.

Michad. | hadn’t thought of himin years. In away, he was as responsible for me leaving the tribe
as the loss of our son and my subsequent betrayd by the Amazons. I'd made the mistake of knowing
him, and not just in the biblicd sense. HeE'd been a tattoo artis. We'd met a a raly—kind of a
conference for artists. He'd had a gift. When | fird saw pictures of his work, | thought another Amazon
was &t the event. I'd searched him out, sure Michael was some twig on an Amazon name | didn't
recognize, but when | met him, there' d been no mistaking him for a woman—not even awarrior.

I’d been a goner on the spot.

| samiled, a sad twist of my lips. | had a folder with pictures of his work in it somewhere. I'd kept
it, but had shoved it deep in atrunk that | never opened. Maybe it was time | dug it out and purged one
more ghost from my past.

“Coffeg?” Peter hed out a fresh mug.

| reached up to take it, but as my fingers brushed his, redization hit me. | knew why Peter’s art
hed tweaked at me so. Why I’d thought it was familiar.

It reminded me of Michadl. Peter reminded me of Miched!.

The coffee he'd released to my grip fdl to the floor, splattering up both of our legs.

Nether of us jumped. We both just stood there, saring.

| didn’'t ask Peter if he knew Michad, didn't even apologize for the soill. Just turned and walked out of
the cafeteria and hightailed it to my truck and then to the bar. He probably thought 1'd lost my mind. |
was beginning to suspect it mysdf.

Miched had been from somewhere in Tennessee and had the accent to prove it. From what Peter
hed told me, he'd spent most of his life in Chicago. Worlds apart. There was, of course, the posshbility
they were cousins or some other relation, but it was highly unlikey. Much more likely, there was a dight
amilaity in Syle and the biggest thing the pair had in common was the attraction | fdt for both. After
Miched, that was scary.

When Id been with Michad, I’d come close to bresking a steadfast Amazon rule. I'd come close
to giving hm my heart. I'd bardy walked away. Without his knowledge, I'd kept up with him through
online bulletin boards and occasondly an emall to mutud tattoo acquaintances. Two years after the raly,
ayear and three months after the birth and death of our son, Michad had died too. Some fresk dog
attack.

Sill mourning the loss of my son and my tribe, his death had hit me hard—and the worst part was
| couldn’t show it to anyone, couldn’t even admit | knew about it. Scanddized as Mother and Bubbe had
been when | |eft the tribe, if I"'d admitted to following what was happening with Michad...1 smacked the
Searing whed of my truck with the pam of my hand.

Liar. It wasn't Bubbe and Mother who had stopped me from publidy admitting my sorrow. It
was me. | hadn’t been ready to face that | had fet a connection to a man. It was just wrong—aganst
everything I’ d been brought up to believe.

I’d heard humans talk about Catholic guilt, but it had nothing on Amazon guilt. It was amazing how
eedly you could say things with your mouth, even believe them with your brain...but your heart, your



gut....those two were alat harder to convince.

| pulled onto Frances Street and found a rare parking spot off street. The bar, actudly more of a
tavern, opened a deven for lunch. It was five after. My timing was perfect. | went in and sat a the
counter. A bartender, femde and somewhere in her fifties took my order—fried cheese curds and a
burger. Mgor benefit of being an Amazon, no need to watch caorie intake.

When she brought my water, | added a locd microbrew they had on tap to my order. It would
take a lot of dcohal to affect me, but maybe it would take the edge off my nerves. Besides, it gave me
another chance to chat with the bartender.

When she came back, | dready had atwenty lying on the bar in front of me. | mationed to the hill.
“You can ring me out if you like”

She cocked a brow. “You in a hurry?”

| took adp of thede. “No, but | thought you might get busy. Might as wel settle up now.”

She shrugged and went to the cash regider.

A few seconds later she was back, my change in hand. “You need anything dse, just holler.” She
started to turn, but | held up a hand.

“Actudly, | was hoping to run into someone here. A boy my niece used to date. Great kid.”

She waited, a noncommittal look on her face. “What's his name?’

“Tim” It was dl Dana had told me, because it was dl she knew—I had asked for a last name.
“Works part-time, | think, bartending?’

“Common name.” The woman's eyes drifted to the door, then jerked back to me. “But we don't
have anyone by it on the payrall.”

“Redly?’ Dana hadn’t lied to me. She'd had no reason to. 1 was pretty sure she said he worked
here”

“A lot of bars around here. She must have been confused.”

“Could be.” | hdd her gaze. She waslying to me. | didn’'t know why, but she was. | wasn't one to
play polite and just let her wak away. “But | don't think s0.”

The door to the bar opened and a group of state workers, eesly identifiable by badges and
practica shoes, filed in. She made a move to grab a stack of menus. | placed my hand over hers to stop
her.

“What gives?’

She sghed, the wrinkles around her eyes rdaxing with the breath. “He comes in sometimes.
Works a few hours when we're busy and he needs the cash. I'm a smdl busness owner, trying to eke
out aliving. Someone s willing to work for tips—who am | to send him away? Y ou know?’

| did know. | removed my hand and finished my beer.

A man willing to work for just tips—even a young man. That was odd—Amazon-like, even.
Cash-only jobs were our maingtay. Anyone' s maingtay who wanted to fly under the radar.

What was up with Dana s Tim? What was he hiding or hiding from?

He, judt like this bar, was a common thread connecting the dead girls and life outside the Amazon
camp. | thought of Dana, her hand on her bdly and her face dight with joy. The burger I'd just eaten
hardened to stone.

| dipped my messenger bag over my head and turned to leave.

“Enjoy your lunch?’

| spun. Detective Reynolds stared a me over crossed arms.

| adjusted my bag <0 it sat in the amdl of my back, then amiled. “Hit the spot. What about you?
Wheat brings you here? Y ou aren’'t following me, are you?’ | tried to sound flirty, but failled miserably.

“Should | be?’

Behind him a blond man watched us with interest. | could tdll by the travel-worn suits they were
together.

“Long drive to stalk one lone tattoo artit, but...whatever.” 1 dug another five out of my bag and
dipped it under my beer mug. | hoped the extra tip would convince the barkeep | was on her sde and
maybe keep her from tdling Detective Reynolds too much about our conversation—in case he asked.



He raised a brow. “Big tipper.”

Ignoring the jibe, | nodded to his partner and made for the door. | only got afew feet.
“You going to be around this afternoon?’

| stopped but didn’t turn. “ Should be.”

“Try. | think we might need to have another chat.”

Goody. | couldn’'t wait.

Chapter Fifteen

Once on the street | let out a breath. Just what | needed, Detective Reynolds poking around the
shop while Zery and company were doing whatever the hdl they would be doing today. Maybe if | were
lucky, they’ d have brought up ateam of horses and be joudting or something.

That would be fun to explain.

Maybe I'd just go for the truth. Detective Reynolds, meet my old friend Zery, the Amazon
Queen. | know she looks thirty, but really she's pushed past ninety. And don’t mind Bubbe over
there in the corner—she’s just calling up a serpent to guard her prized collections of animal parts
and hunks of stone. And Mother? She wouldn’t hurt anyone with that broadsword—at least not
today. After all, it isn't that “ time of the month” just yet.

Y eah, good times.

Mumbling to mysdlf, | looked for an excuse to hang out—out of viev—and see how long the
detective stayed in the tavern and where he went next. A book/crystal shop across the street offered the
best solution and, as a bonus, it doubled as a coffee shop.

| wandered in, bought a coffee, and plopped mysdf down at a table near the window. | had
bardy got my coffee to proper drinking temperature when Detective Reynolds and his companion
stepped out onto the street. | pulled back, |eting the purple gauze curtains disguise my presence, but my
caution was unnecessary. Reynolds and his friend made a hard right, back toward Frances Street where
they, like I, had mogt likely I€ft ther car.

| wandered out of the shop, keeping enough distance between mysdf and the pair that | could
play a coincidenceif caught. (Not that | thought the detective would buy that excuse, but he wouldn't be
able to disprove it elther.) One block down, they climbed into an unmarked car, did a U-turn, and |eft.

| walked over to a park bench and sat down. I'd said I'd be back at my shop today. | hadn’t said
when.

| took a gp of coffee and let the caffeine rall through me. It was lunch hour on a warm October
Monday, and State Street was busy with state employees and university students resisting the work week
by dretching their lunch break as much as possible. | tilted back my head and closed my eyes, let the
sounds and smdlls of State Street encompass me.

The downtown area was one of the reasons I’d picked Madison. Like Danaand her friends, Zery
and | used to come here back in our younger days—the late 1960s, so not that young for me, but dill a
lot younger than | fdt now. Our hangout of choice had been about a hdf mile southwest, off Mifflin, home
of counterculture and dl things anti-establishment. A dream for an Amazon looking for a no-commitment
fling.

Zery and | had been friends before that too. Our families seemed to wind up at the same camps a
lot. We' d fird met in Texas when | was ten and Zery was seven. A hurricane had destroyed a safe camp
there, and Bubbe was cdled in to hep with cleanup. We had met off and on every decade since then,
aurviving everything from the Great Depression to disco. And we had dways been friends, dways found
aplace and away to be oursalves, to have some fun no matter how horrid things were in the humen
world at the time. But here in Madison, those had been some of the best times—the lagt few years before
Zery started her queen traning in earnest.

When | closed my eyes, | could dmost pretend | was there again, when things were smpler and
no one but me was dependent on my actions.

“You soilled.”

My eydlids flev open. A boy not much older than Harmony, and decidedly too clean-cut to have



walked out of my daydreams even with the diamond stud he sported in the tip of one ear, pointed at the
brown circle of coffee devdoping onmy leg. “Crap.” | grabbed the paper coffee cup that had lurched to
one sde and placed it on the ground under the bench.

“Here” He pulled a ngpkin from awhite paper bag.

| started to wave it off, but redized most people probably objected to walking around with
coaster-sized coffee stains on ther dothing. Me? | was more disturbed by the loss of my brew.

“Thanks” | began dabbing at the spot inwhat | hoped was a convincing manner. When the damp
denim was properly coated with paper fuzz, | wadded the ngpkin into a bal and retrieved what was |ft
of my coffee.

The boy sat down beside me and began pulling lunch from his sack.

It seemed rude to immediatdy jump up and leave. | sat there, Spping my drink and wondering
how long | needed to stay for pretense’s sake.

After afew minutes he finished with his sandwich and flipped open a notebook. Without saying a
word, he began sketching.

This was the obvious time to leave, but what he was drawing kept me in my seat. Tattoos. Or
what would have made grest ones.

“You'rean atig?’ | asked.

He looked up, his eyes rounded asif surprised | was ill there. “1 guess. | play at it

| nodded at the Stylized verson of a badger. “That looks like a tattoo.”

“Redly?’ He looked pleased with my observation. “A buddy wanted a tat, but couldn’t find one
heliked. | sad I’d draw something for him.”

“Badgers are pretty popular around here. | wouldn't think he’ d have a problem.”

“Yeah, if you want a cartoon wearing a red sweater with abig W on the front. He didn’t.”

“Oh.” | glanced a his drawing again. “You did a good job capturing the...” | searched for a
word. If I'd been taking to an Amazon, it would have been easy. What he'd done was capture the
essence of what a badger was. thair wild aggressve nature that made the amdl animd formidable, made
bigger crestures—including men—fear it. | reached out a hand, then pulled back, redizing what I'd been
about to do.

| had to stop seeing powers everywhere. First with Peter, now this random boy.

“Areyou into at?’ He lowered his pencil and looked at me, genuine interest on his face.

“You could say that.” | paused, feding strange tdling him too much about mysdf...old habits |
needed to get over. “1 own atattoo shop. Md’s”

“Redly? I’ ve heard of you.”

He looked impressed. My head swelled alittle

“Thanks.” Lame response, but | was't used to compliments....at least his tone had made it sound
like a complimen.

“You don't know...” He stopped, looked down at his drawing and twiddled his pencil, hitting it
Softly againg the paper.

“What?’ | took a sip of coffee and tried to look supportive and not nosy.

“It's just I've been trying to get on a one of the tat shops down here. Just deaning up, working
the desk, suff like that. Eventudly I'd like to apprentice, but | redize that could take awhile. | could do
Web work, whatever they needed until they thought they could trus me” He added a line to the
badger’ s snout—a amdl mark that somehow added another dimenson to the creature, showing not just
his aggression, but his determination.

All animds had multiple aspects. How the artist chose to depict them could make dl the difference
in the power the totem enhanced in its owne—in Amazon art, that is—but what | was looking a was
just adrawing, a human drawing.

He looked up. “Anyway, | was wondering if you knew someone who might be willing to give me a
shot—just sweeping up and suff to start.”

He was so damn eager. Made methink of thefirg time | redized | had a tdent for art, findly had
something of my own. I'd trailed every artisan | could find until one findly agreed to just let me watch her



work. I'd just wanted a chance to learn.

That's dl he was asking for too, and he'd do the grunt work to get that chance.

“l just might.” | pulled a business card from my pocket. “Stop by and ask for Mandy. Shell have
some paperwork for you to fill out.”

He stared at the white rectangle like I’ d handed him the key to the city. “Redly?’

“Redly.” Then | picked up my cup and stood to leave. “Oh, what's your name?’

“Nick. Nick Johnson.”

“See you tomorrow, Nick Johnson.” | |eft feding like I'd done something good, for him and for
me Another step away from my Amazon hang-ups, now not one but two men would be working a my
shop. How free-minded was 17?7

Therest of Monday passed; | did some routine tattoos, worked with Mandy a little, and closed up. To
my relief, Detective Reynolds didn't make an appearance. After work | went to the gym and told Zery
what I'd learned a The Tavern, but | didn’t mention seeing the detective there. Our ded had been that
I’d tak with him, not that I'd tdl her every time | did. Besides, she was aready bettling the pressure of
the tribe’ s suspicions of me. If she learned the police shared the view...wel, there was no reason to go
there. My time with Zery cost me, though. | missed hearing what happened & Harmony's art class. She
wasin bed by thetime | returned, but with my daughter | knew the “no news is good news’ adage held
true. If she hadn't liked the class, she would have sought me out and made sure | knew.

| didn't get a chance to talk with her the next morning ether. Before Harmony had even rousted
hersdf from bed, a muffler-less compact chugged into the parking lot. | knew without looking it was
another Amazon ariving. You jug didn't see alot of vehides two door-dings from alife on blocks ralling
around Madison. You did see them at Amazon safe camps. It was about dl you saw there.

Wondering who the newest arrivd might be, and not wanting her to wander into the shop by
mistake, | jogged down the fire escape and waited for the vehicle's motor to dow to blessed silence.

Dana unfolded from the driver's seat. She stopped to jerk a very large duffd out of the seat
beside her, then another. | could see more duffels and bagsfilling the back.

Crap. Now what?

| marched toward her.

She took one look at me and burst into tears.

Double crap.

“The baby. It'saboy.”

| stopped. She stopped too, both hands a her Sdes, her am muscles sraining from the weight of
the duffds. Her face was streaked with tears, and her eyes brimmed with uncertainty.

| did the only thing | could. | opened my arms. She dropped the bags and fdl againgt me, sobhing.

Updtairs in the kitchen | drank coffee and watched as Dana went about dicng apples and mixing them
with sugar for, yes, a pie. The whole baking thing seemed to cam her.

“Where s the flour?” She scrubbed at tearstained eyes with the back of her hand.

| vagudy motioned to a cupboard. Harmony had bought some last year when she and Rachel
decided to make a pifiata as ther part of a Spanish class Cinco de Mayo celebration.

Dana found the bag of flour and returned to the table. “Alcippe told me last night. | didn’'t know
whet to do, don't know what | will do.” She sniffed loudly. “What would you do?

That was a loaded question and not one | thought | needed to answer—I’d dready answered it
ten years ago, quite vighly.

“What would Md do about what?” Mother strode into the room, weearing Lycra and a thin sheen
of sweat. She grabbed a dish towe from near the snk and rubbed it over her face. Then she looked a
me

| set down my cup. “Thisis Dana. We met the other day on my trip’—I glanced at Harmony’s
door—“to lllinois”



“Dand s expecting...”

Mother’s eyes started to glaze. Baby tak was not her thing. “A boy,” | finished.

“Oh!” She dropped the towd on the floor, and pinned me with alook. “You didn't?’

“l didn't do anything. Dana just...” | switched my gaze to the pregnant girl who was busy bending
to retrieve the towd. She hadn’'t exactly told me why she was here. | could guess...aready had, but with
Mother garing me down, | wasn't placing words in Dana s mouth.

Mother turned to watch the girl too. Apparently unaware of our survelllance, Dana turned in a
circle, the towe held out in front of her. Findly she stopped.

“Isthere...do you have...?” She hdd out the towd.

Redizing she was looking for a place to depost the soiled cloth, | nodded to a amdl pile of
dishrags and towd's that had accumulated in a corner near the door. “In the basement. Just throw it over
there”

Looking unsure and dightly disgpproving, Dana tossed the towd on the pile, then went to wash
her hands.

“Dana” | said, giving Mother a give me a chance look. “Why are you here?’

She turned, surprised. “Where else could | go? | knew you'd know what to do. What my options
ae’”

“Options for what?” Harmony bumped into the table, her pink backpack dung over one shoulder
and afresh coat of lip gloss on her lips

| was going to have to gtart beling my family.

“Hi.” Dana gmiled as if she'd just baked a perfect soufflé—at least | imagined that was what
would produce such a euphoric expression. | didn't have much ingght into the mind of a hearth-keeper.
“You mugt be Harmony. I’ ve heard so much about you.”

She had? From who?
“You have? From who?" my daughter parroted my thoughts.
| was curious, but | didn't want to hear her answer in frot of my dill

innocent-to-the-existence-of-Amazons daughter.

“Dand syour cousn,” | blurted out.

“Redly?’ Shock, then joy flowed over Harmony’s teenage body. “I didn't know we had family
outsde of...” She graced Mother and me with a grudging look. | assumed Bubbe was included in the
less than enthusiagtic pronouncement.

“Didant cousn,” | added. “Dana found us on one of those genedogy Stes online” | flapped my
hand randomly. “ She's just traveling through.”

“Oh.” My daughter’s face fdl.

| hadn’t redlized not having other family had left such aholein her existence. Unfortunately for her,
Dana was not going to be the answer to this gpparent lack. Just as soon as | could get Dana settled
down and thinking straight, she was heading back to northern Illinois or one of the other safe camps.
Maybe redizing she didn’t have to go back to Alcippe would be enough to get her on the road.

She said she was having a boy but, according to what everyone had told me, in the millennia since
Ares and Otrera had hooked up and the firs Amazon was born, | was the only one who'd had an
unwaverable need to raise amde child mysdf.

Why would Dana be the second? And if she was, it didn’t redly involve me or my family, did it?

“Actudly, I'm moving to Madison,” Dana announced, her fingers wrapped around a mass of pie
dough, like a bride halding a bouquet.

A squed erupted from Harmony.

Apparently urged on by my daughter’s enthusiagtic response, Dana continued, “And I'm having a
baboy!”

“Oh.” Harmony turned, eyes huge in her face, and stared a me. | grabbed a granola bar from a
drawer and shoved it into her hand.

“Better get to school.”

“But the bus—"



“Wak dow.” With a shove, | sent her on her way.

With Harmony safely on her way, | turned back to a confused-looking Dana.

“Did|l...?7" Dana started.

“In the human world teens having babies, especidly unmarried teens, is not reason to celebrate.”

“ButI'm...”

“l know—twenty-two.” | shoved my fingersinto my hair.

Dana dropped the pie dough and beat a fast retreat from the room, brushing past an
intrigued-looking Bubbe on her way.

Crap, dl over again.

Without pausng to explain, | rushed after the upset hearth-keeper. She'd swung left and
disappeared ingde the door to one of the many rooms we didn’t actudly use for anything besides storing
dust.

| followed her.

She was stlanding next to the window, her pam pressed againg the glass and loud sobs lifting her
breasts.

“Dana” | took astepiin.

She turned further toward the outside view, hiding her face.

“I didn’t mean...it'sjud...” | sucked at this. “Harmony doesn’'t know we' re Amazons,” | findly
blurted.

Thet got her attention. Her face jerked toward me. “She doesn’t? How can't she know she's an
Amazon? It'swho she is”

A throb was beginning in the area of my left temple. | lay two fingers againg the spot. “ She's not
an Amazon; she s Harmony.”

Dana blinked, her blue eyes douding with confusion. “But isn't she your—”

“l mean, she is an Amazon, but | didn't raise her as one and she doesn’'t know about the
Amazons, and | want her to be hersdf fire.” Why did this dl make a lot more sense when | sad it to
mysdf or my argumentative mother and grandmother? Saying it to Dana's swest, bewildered stare made
itdl sound...idiotic.

“She doesn't know what she iS? She haan't trained? Or apprenticed?’

Horror now. Gredt.

“No. | mean, there in't any reason...girls here...” | was blathering. Findly, | gave it up and
grabbed Dana by the hand ingtead. “The point is, you can't just say things around Harmony that you
might back at camp.”

“But | am pregnant.”

| sghed.

“And I’'m not giving him up. Alcippe wants me to, but I’'m not. You understand that, right? You
know how | fed?” Her hand shook in mine, as if her entire body was shaking with barely contained
emation.

“Of course | do, but—"

“l know it'salot to ask, and | just met you, but dl the Amazons know who you are and what you
did. A bunch of us dways sad if this'—she looked down at her stomach—"*happened to us, we'd be
brave like you. Tha we wouldn’'t let anyone take our baby from us—even if he was a boy.

“But I'm not strong. Not like you. If you send me back there, I'll givein. | know | will, and I’ll
hate mysdf for the rest of my life” Her shoulders heaved in a display more filled with drama than what
I’d seen come out of Harmony in her entire fourteen years of life.

That was when | knew | wasin trouble.

Chapter Sixteen

While Dana finished her pie, Mother agreed to hdp me carry her bags updairs.
“Which room did you give her?” Mother asked.
“The one by yours.” | jerked abag out of the compact’s rear seat and hurled it toward my loving



parent.
“When's the baby due?’

“Eight months give or take, and before you ask, no, I'm not switching with you. We have thick
wdls You'll befine”

Mother grunted, and | didn’t think it was from the weght of the duffd.

She looped her am through the handles of three more bags. “Does Alcippe know?’

“Thet she's pregnant? Y es. That she's here?’ | shrugged.

Mother shot me alook. “Sheisn't going to likeit.”

“See, adlver lining dready.” | stacked another duffd onto Mother’s pile and started chugging up
the sdewak toward the front door. Mother passed mein two drides. | did a jog step to catch up, but
only managed to drop two of the duffds | was attempting to warrior-handle onto the ground.

“What's up?’ Peter scooped up the bags and tucked one under each arm.

| thought about going dl Amazon and indging he hand over the bags, but in the interest of being
more broad-minded, thought better of it. “There are more in the car.” | jerked my head back toward
where the compact sat—the hatchback wide open.

As| did, my newest employee, Nick, wheded into view on a skateboard. In a grgphic T-shirt and
torn jeans he looked alot less like the clean-cut boy | remembered and alot more like trouble,

| swallowed the thought. Same kid, different clothes.

He stopped by Dand's car, glanced from it to Peter and me and our loaded-down arms. |
dropped my bags at Peter’s feet, hoping he'd pick up my clue—and the bags.

“Nick, you're earlier than | thought you'd be.”

He flipped the board up and grabbed it by the tip. “ Sorry, | have somewhere | need to be.”

“You aren't Saying?’

He shook his head. His attention wandered past me. | turned, thinking Mother had reappeared,
but there was no one there.

“You look busy,” he said.

“We ae” Agan | looked a Peter, but he hadn't moved, and seemed fascinated by my
conversation with Nick. “But you'll need to do some paperwork.”

“Sure, not a problem. I'll stop by later.” Nick’s gaze was on Peter now.

Redizing | had committed some kind of etiquette faux pas, | introduced them. Neither jumped
forward to greet the other. They just stood there, each 9zing the other up, like two dogs whose paths
hed crossed in a neutrd fidd. Neither declaring the territory, but neither backing off either.

| rolled my eyes and retrieved the bags I’ d dropped. Nick wheded off, and | didn’t bother to tun
around to watch him leave, or to seeif Peter was falowing me as | continued down the sdewalk.

| didn’'t get far; Pisto indl her golden glory stepped out of the cafeteria door. Her gaze went first
to Peter, then the car, then locked onto me. “Is that Dana's car?’

“Could be.” | kept waking. There was something about Pisto’s stance | didn’t like. That was alie
There was something about Pisto | didn't like.

She stepped in front of me. “Isit?’

| heaved out a breath. Why did this have to be so hard? “You'rein my way.”

She crossed her arms under her chest. “What's she doing here? And where are you going with
those bags?”’

| considered not answering again, because, serioudy, she was getting on my last nerve, but again,
inthe interest of having a broader mind..."You' d need to ask her. And upgtairs” Thistime | shoved my
way past her. The shocked look on her face as | bumped her from the Sdewak was beyond rewarding.

Unfortunately, the feding only lasted about two seconds—the timeit took for her to drop her hand
on my shoulder and pull me back.

| dropped the bags and turned. | didn’t have a plan and I'm not sure what | would have done, but
evenin aflash of anger | couldn’t miss Peter’ s six-foot-four frame looming up behind us or the unmarked
police car pulling into the parking lot.

Pisto waan't as preoccupied as | was. She grabbed my hand as | raised it from my side. “I'm not



taken in by you,” she murmured. “You may have Zery conned, but not me”

A fan. How nice,

| wanted more than anything to knee her in the groin...thigh...whatever | could reach, or suck in a
big lungful of ar and blow her back to northern lllinois but with my growing audience, nether was an
option.

“There a problem?’ Detective Reynolds and friend stepped onto the sdewak. His tone was
casud, but | could see the tenson in his body.

Pigto tensed, a andl move that no one but | noticed. “You knew we had company, right? A
well-trained warrior like you wouldn't dip like that...” | murmured the words, for her done.

She pulled back her lip, showing her teeth. From a distance, it might have looked like a smile. Up
close there was no missng the threst.

| pulled my wrist from her grip. “No problem.” | turned my back on the Amazon. | didn’t want to
introduce her to the detective and hoped she'd be too dense to redize that's what he was. Pretending
she wasn't glowering a my back, | moved forward, as far as the basement steps. “We can go in this
way.” | mationed to the dairs. | wanted Detective and friend indde my shop, hidden from the Amazons
asquickly as possible.

Reynolds arched a brow. “Aren't you in the middle of something?’ He glanced behind me. |
followed hisline of sight, hoping he wasn't referring to Pisto. He was't. The Amazon was gone, and his
gaze was only directed to the duffds I’d Ieft on the sdewalk.

Peter stepped forward and scooped them up. “I’ll get them.”

| looked back at the detective. He wandered forward, but his partner hung back.

“You can both come,” | prompted.

Reynolds looked behind him as if surprised to see someone there. “Blake' s not feding wel. He
needs some ar.” Then he glanced at Peter.

| was done with introductions. | turned on the bal of my foot and tramped down the sairs. | could
hear Reynolds tap his hand againg the metd ralling a few times, as if deciding whether to follow—or
maybe it was some secret police Sgnd. Whatever, in alittle while he stepped through the basement door
behind me.

Bubbe' s door was wide open. | tried Sdling past, but Reynolds came to an immediate hdt next to it.

“What'sthis?’ he asked.

| stopped, turned, and immediately hoped Bubbe hadn't left any wild woodland critters tied to the
table.

The detective had hdf his body in the room. | walked over and pulled the door closed. He had the
good grace to step back before it whacked himin the nose. “My grandmother’ s business”

He raised both brows in question.

“Shetdlsfortunes” | didn't wait for areply, just started walking.

| lost him outside Mother’ s workout room.

“Some pretty heavy duty equipment you have there” Thistime he was dl the way in. I’d have had
to put himin a headlock to get him out gracefully.

| ground my teeth together at the sheer annoyance of having him control our progress, but then
redized something. As long as Bubbe didn't groll past, Mother's workspace was probably the safest
place for our chat.

He glanced around, apparently redizing | didn't have a bowie knife tucked under a stack of
weights, and turned to leave. |, however, had dready plopped mysdf down on aweght bench.

“So, did you find another body?” The thought had just occurred to me. | didn’t redly think he
had—he would have approached me differently, but a piece of me dmost hoped he had. Not that |
wished another girl dead, but | definitdy wanted to believe the killer had severed whatever tie he or she
fet to me.

“Should we have?

| pulled back, too surprised to hide my reaction. “That was aggressve.”



He took a step forward. “Y ou haven't seen aggressve.”

| dmogt laughed. | could say the same thing to him.

“Is something funny?”

| could see I'd tripped his trigger. | had to get better a hiding my expressions. | stood up. “No.
Nothing about thisis funny, especidly the fact that you seem to suspect me of killing two girls | told you
before. | didn't do it.”

“l never accused you of being the killer.”

| made a pfft sound with my lips.

“If anything, | accused you of knowing something about the girls, of doing their tattoos.”

“Wel, | didn't” As far as | was concerned, our tak was over—or should have been. He
wandered farther into the room, picked up amedicine bal, and tossed itin the air asif testing its weight.

“So, why were you a The Tavern?’

“Lunch? How about you?’

He gmiled, a not-so-sweet stop bullshitting me tun of his lips “It had nothing to do with the
dead girls?’

“I like fried cheese curds.”

He laughed. “And I like brats with mustard. Y ou didn’t answer my question.”

| hated to lie, but I'd served my time as a teenager—I knew how. “No. It had nothing to do with
the dead girls” | hdd his gaze, didn’'t let mine waver, even when he took a step back toward me. Less
than afoot away, he stopped and amiled again.

“You're good.”

He was in my space. My heart rate sped up a few beats. Our verbd sparring was a srange
turn-on. He smelled of cinnamon again and some kind of soap. The mixture was bizarrdy dluring.

“I"d be happy to set you up with an appointment. | should have time later today.”

He blinked, obvioudy not fallowing my response.

“A tattoo? Y ou were complimenting my kill...”

He grinned, ared grin, and for a second | thought he was going to reach out and touch me.

“Alan, you in there?’ his partner’s voice cdled from the main part of the basement.

Reynolds didn't reply at firg, just kept his gaze on me. Then with a chuckle he said, “You are
good.” He moved toward the door. “Here” he called.

| wasn't sure what had happened, if he suspected me more or less, but | did know | was happy to
see him go. Somewhere dong the way, I’ d lost control of the conversation—not that he'd had it.

We were both waking away from this exchange unfulfilled.

| waited for Detective Reynolds to let himsaf out the door we'd entered through, then took the front
steps toward the main entrance—the steps to my shop. | got as far as the landing before the sound of
shouting stopped me.

Outside, | had to go around the far Sde of my shop, the sde away from the gym/cafeteria, to see
what was going on.

Dana and Pisto stood a few feet away from each other, both of ther faces taut with anger.

“It smy life” Dana reached for one of many duffd bags that lay scattered over the leaf-strewn
ground. Pisto grabbed her by the arm, jerking her back to a stand.

| moved forward, but the two were too caught up in ther argument to notice me. There was a
growl, and the dog I’ d befriended afew days earlier shot from behind me. He launched himsdf at Pisto,
knocking into her side. Without missng a best, the warrior svung, but the animd’s teeth were sunk into
the loose-fitting swesatshirt she wore.

He hit the ground, but Pisto did too, or dmogt did. She landed in a semicrouch; one hand kept her
from fdling completely. All four legs firmly placed on the dirt, the dog pressed his advantage, began
puling a the shirt, snarling as he did.

With her free hand, Pisto grabbed a duffd and flung it a the animd. He dropped lower. The bag
sdled over his back.



Dana stood to the side, her hands shaking and her eyes dancing in her face.

| looked around for awegpon. | didn't care for the warrior and certainly didn’t like the way she'd
been treating Dana, but | couldn’'t stand by and see her bitten. My gaze lit on the water spigot that jutted
out of the side of the building. I’d unhooked the hose weeks earlier, but | could work with the water.

| ran over and twisted the knob until water poured out. Then, forming a tunnd with my hand, |
channeled the water through the opening and imagined it shooting forward. The water came together into
a steady stream. | concentrated harder and envisoned footage of firemen baitling a flame. The stream
hardened and became stronger, so much so that my arms began to shake with the effort to control the
seamingly solid, vibrating line of water.

Gritting my teeth, | dug my heds into the now-soft dirt and directed the make-bdieve hose a the
dog. The firg shot hit im in the snout. His jaws snapped open. As his body did backward, pushed by
the water, he stared a me with what could only be caled surprise.

Pisto sprang to her feet and pulled a knife from her boot. In two long strides she was next to the
disoriented hound. Without pausing to think, | turned the hose on her. The knife, caught in the flow, flew
backward into the hally bushes.

Pigto, her face twisted in outrage, turned toward me. Faced with araging warrior, | did the only
thing | could: | sprayed her right in the gut. She bent forward, cradling the spray, and sumbled backward
in the same ingant. Behind her, the dog stood and she fdl over his back, onto her seat in the muddy
leaf-covered ground.

| untunneled my hands, let the water flow normdly again, and prepared for what | knew was
coming. With a cry of outrage, Pisto jumped to her fedt, this time with a broken tree limb in her hands. |
pulled in a breath, not sure what 1 was going to do, but knowing with Pisto’s state of mind | was going to
have to think fast.

As options swirled through my brain—tornado, dust cloud, running—Dana came to life and
gorang in front of the gorming warrior. Her hands held out in front of her, her body angled and tense, she
ydled, “Figto! Stop! Think!”

Pisto was thinking; | could see that. And what she was thinking didn’t bode well.

“Thisign't about Md,” Dana added. Her shirt was splattered with debris and her feet did in the
mud, but she didn't move, didn’'t back down from the obvioudy enraged warrior, not even when Pisto
took another step closer.

Agan the dog shot forward, but this time | stopped him—body-checking him before he could
resch the pair.

Been there. Done that. Didn't fed like repegting it—et least not now.

He sat, but his body trembled, and | didn’t think it was from fear or his recent dousing. With his
atention locked on Pisto, hislip edged upward.

| had to say | shared the sentiment.

Pigto jerked off her sodden sweatshirt and tossed it on the ground. Undernesth, her skin and jog
bra were damp. She ran her hands over her arms, flicking off moisture as she did. “It is about her.” She
turned to look a me. As she did, | redized she wasn't wearing the high-necked sports tops warriors
wore when working out. In this thing, her givnomai was clearly visble—the rough outline of a horse
caught middtride as it dashed across her breast.

| was shocked she trusted me enough to bare her givnomai in front of me, but then again, she
hedn’t planned to. She' d been wearing the swestshirt. When she pulled it off, she was caught up in anger.
Sill, it was a dip. It made me wonder if dl the Amazons were this lax. If so, my idea that the killer was
usdng givnomais to prey on the Amazons fit. | filed the thought for later and went back to sudying her
tettoo.

A horse. It made sense. | could guess why she choseit: strength and the ability to get many things
done a once. | might not like Pisto, but she took her role as Zery’sright hand serioudy.

“It's about you and your little hearth-keeper buddies iddizing her, thinking you can throw off
thousands of years of tradition because it doesn’t it you. Well, you can't.” She picked up an amful of
duffds and started moving toward the back—I assumed with the intention of cutting around behind the



shop to the parking lot and Dana s car.

“I'm putting these back inyour car. You need to follow.”

As Pisgo sormed off, loaded down with Dana's possessions, Dana turned in the opposite
direction—moving toward the front.

| stepped in front of her. “What' s hgppening?’

In my experience warriors were bossy but never proprietorid. That is, unless...“*Who is Pisto to
you?”

Dana sghed. “My sgter-hdf, of course. But our mother died when | was 4ill young. Pisto raised
me. I've been a disgppointment to her.”

A pregnant hearth-keeping sister who chose to live with the tribe's only exile—a disgppointment
to the queen’s second-in-command? Surely not.

| wasn't sureif it was to show my support for feding like you' re a disgppointment or for the pain
of having to put up with Pisto as a sigter, but in an uncharacteristic showing of physcad emation, | pulled
Danainto a hug.

She collgpsed agang me. “I'm not going back. Even if you won't let me say here, I'll go
somewhere ese. You blended. | can do it too.”

| didn't say anything, just stroked her har and wished | could make everything smple for
her—remove the old biases, have the world accept her, whatever would make the next sure-to-be-hard
months of her life easier. But | couldn’t. | could, however, continue doing what 1'd been doing for ten
years—pissng off the Amazons.

“You don't have to go somewhere ese. You and your baby can stay here, aslong as you want.”

There I'd said it, sedled my fate a little more. | just hoped Dana's appearance didn’'t Sgnd an
influx of whoever her “hearth-keeper buddies’ were—the ones who, according to Pisto, idolized me. I'd
never been idolized before. Even my own daughter had skipped that phase. | knew mothers whose
four-year-olds worshipped them, mine just asked me to get out of her light while she scribbled out her
Crayola masterpieces.

But while being appreciated was certainly gppeding, becoming housemother to a group of
pregnant hearth-keepers wasn't.

As| ushered her into the school, | had to ask, “None of your friends are pregnant, are they?’

My confrontation with Pisto used up dl of my energy for deding with Amazons. Which was just as well,
as | had afull day and night scheduled at the shop. We stayed openttill ten. | usudly didn't work that late,
but my Amazon side activities had cost me. | had dients to work in and with Janet gill Sck, not enough
g to pick up the load.

By the time | got the shop closed and mysdf up to our living area, Harmony was in bed and
Mother and Bubbe were in their own rooms doing Artemis knew what. | grabbed some cold chicken
from the refrigerator and went to bed.

Chapter Seventeen

The next morning over a breskfast of apple pie, | got to hear about Harmony's first two art
classes—how utterly “crush” (I assumed that meant great) the project they were working on was going
to be, how “down” (nice?) her teacher was, and most important, how “hot” (that one | understood way
better than | wanted to) one particular boy was. The lagt part wasn't directed & me. Actudly, none of it
was. Dana and Harmony had been giggling over the details for the past twenty minutes.

At the moment my daughter was acting a little too “average American teen” even for my liking. |
picked up her backpack and shoved it onto her lgp. “Time for school. Dana will be here when you get

With an eyeroll, she took my implied advice and trotted down the Sairs.

| left for my office, where | barricaded mysdf in until lunch. Paperwork was stacked to my
shoulders, and if | didn’'t 9gn some checks, the Amazons wouldn't be the only ones coming after me with
dicks.



I’d sgned my last John Hancock of the morning when there was a knock on my door. Expecting
Mandy, | shouted for the person to enter.

Peter, again with the premium coffee, wandered through the door. The coffee and the cautious
look on his face both warned me | wasn't going to like the reason for hisvist.

He shut the door behind him, but gracioudy waited for me to take my firg Sp to jerk the rug out
from under me—not thet I"'d been feding that secure on it anyway.

“How wel do you know this Dana?’

| took another sp.

“It'sjudt...she's been spending alot of time with Harmony, and the other day | found something |
thought you might want to see”

| waited for him to hand me something, but instead he pointed to my computer. “It's on there”

Feding more confused by the second, | ralled my char backward to dlow him space beside me.
With a few clicks, he'd navigated his way to one of those socid-networking Stes where pseudomodels
and dreaming-big bands posted pictures and musc.

“Here” He stepped back.

“You have got to be—What is this?” What | saw on the screen shocked me—pictures of
obvioudy drunk girls hanging on boys and reveaing more skin than an eephant in a bikini.

“Not here” He dicked some more. “Here” This page was a little less shocking, but only
margindly. It seemed to be focused on body at—femde body art. Agan, it was obvious that wherever
the photos had been taken, acohol aplenty had been flowing.

Thefirgt row was butt shots—just generic run-of-the-mill angds and flowers, typica suff for girls,
if in adightly tantalizing position. Hisfinger pointed to the next row, three pictures over.

Dana hanging on a boy whose face wasn't visble, but while little of the boy had made it into the
shot, plenty of Dana had. Both of her breasts spilled from her bra. And dearly visble on top of the right
one—her givnomai, a bee.

Answered my question about the Amazons getting lax.

“Damn it.” Stupid, supid girl, didn't she know...My eyes wandered to the row beow and my
brain froze.

The next row, not a angle face was visghble, but | didn't need faces. From the growling bear and
snaling leopard tattoos, | could identify the first two girls as eadlly as if they’d walked up and introduced
themsdves. The dead girls—ther telioses immortdized for dl to see.

“Whose page isthis?’ | asked.

Peter propped his butt onto my desk beside me. “ Screen nameis ‘tatluvr.” That'sdl | know.”

| blinked in frudration, then switched my concentration back to the screen. If the dead girls
telioses were on here, were their givnomais too? Sure enough, a few pictures down from Dana's, |
spotted them. | couldn’'t know for sure which image went with which girl—these pictures were much
more focused on their breasts than Dana's had been, but | knew without a doubt the tiger and even the
octopus | was looking at were Amazon givnomais.

| wanted to investigate the site more, but not with Peter lounging next to me. | had to get rid of
him, but first there was something | needed to know. “How’ d you find this?’

He stared a the wall.

“You aren't going to tel me you were just surfing and found this, because if you do...” | let the
obvious say itHf.

“You wouldn't believe adient sent it to me?’

“No. | wouldn't.”

He tapped hisfinger against my mouse pad. “Harmony. She was complaining that you wouldn't et
her get a tattoo, and tdling me ‘everyone had tattoos, even Dana. Then she showed me this. | guess
Dana showed her the site, thinking some boy Dana liked would be pictured there.”

“Her baby’s father.”

“Yeah.” Peter looked at me, and | fdt like the worst mother ever.

He held up both hands. “No judgments.”



No, of course not. | let it go, followed up on another point of interest instead.

“I didn’t redize you and Harmony talked.” First Dana, now Peter. Did my daughter confide in
everyone except me?

Hisreply conssted of a sympathetic stare.

| picked up the mouse. Unable to resist, | clicked through the next few pages. There were a least
three more photos easly identifiable as Amazon—one telios, a hare; and two givnomais, a sdmon and
adeer.

“We have to find out who set up this page.”

Peter didn't ask why, just replied in alow tone, “You could cal your detective friend.”

| glanced up a him, surprised by the mention of Reynolds, but even more so by the tone—as if the
detective and | had, well, something going.

Alone in the basement with Reynolds, I'd fdt an awareness. | couldn’t deny that, but in front of
Peter | was confident we' d been nothing but professond, distant, even.

“I wouldn't cdl im afriend.” Whatever had happened in Mother’s workout space didn’t make us
friends,

“Redly? He seemed kind of friendly.” Peter twiddled with the cord on my mouse. | gtifled the urge
to jerk the wire out of hisfingers.

“Wdl, heign't. We aren't.”

Peter shrugged. “None of my business.” But his expresson said it was.

Feast or famine. | hadn’'t had aman interested in me for a decade and suddenly | had two...kind
of...maybe...| looked at Peter, tried to figure out what was going on in his head. Was he attracted to
me? Was | attracted to him? Or was something about dl the stress I'd been under doing weird things to
my libido?

He leaned down. “Of course, it could be my business.” And he kissed me.

| think my heart stopped from shock—but it started back up again, double time.

His fingers cradled the nape of my neck, tipping my face to his He tasted of premium coffee,
hezelnut. Had to love a man secure enough to buy aflavored brew.

My hands somehow found ther way to his knees and then | was standing, my legs between his,
my fingers resting lightly on his hips. He didn’t change his grip, didn’'t pull me closer, and | was afrad to
move further mysdf, like any overt action on my part would cause him to pull away. As surprised as |
had been when the kiss started, as his lips moved over mine and parts of me congricted that I'd
forgotten could condtrict, | knew | didn’t want the kiss to end.

But it did, and in as confusing a manner asit had started.

He pulled his mouth free, placed his hands over mine, and gave them a light squeeze. “So, you'll
tak to Harmony?’

My mind was foggy and my eyes were hdf closed. | fluttered my eydids, trying to make sense of
what he was saying. Talk to Harmony about our kiss? Was that necessary?

“She seems pretty taken with Dana, and after seeing this...wdl, you don't want her to think
flashing tattoos to get on some Web steisa good idea.”

Things were back in focus now, and embarrassment at how logt in the moment I'd become while
Peter had clearly moved on settled in. | pulled my hands from his legs and stepped back. “Not too big of
aworry. At least for afew years. Harmony doesn’'t have any tattoos and won't till she'slegd.”

“Sill, it wouldn't hurt...” Peter did away from my desk. | turned—picked up a piece of paper
and shoved it into a random file

Fngerstrailed down my spine, stopping right at the spot where my shirt separated from my jeans.
Every musclein my body locked up, while my heart jumped back into begting overtime,

“And let me know about that detective. I’'m hoping he ismy business”

Before | could think of how to reply, he'd soun back around my desk and sauntered from the
room.

| plopped into my chair with enough force it rolled backward two feet. After hed-waking back to
my start point | stared at my computer screen, but | wasn't seeing teenage girls exposing themsalves for



the camera, or even dead Amazons at the moment—my mind was in too big of awhirl.

| sat there another few minutes, then shook mysdf. One kiss and | logt track of everything else
going on. Just showed humans had nathing on Amazons as far as being ruled by basic urges.

| forced my eyes and mind to focus. There were a lot of thoughts pinging around in my
brain—Peter’ s kiss and the idea that Reynolds was attracted to me. | wasn't sure how | fet about either;
my body was sure how it fet, but my mind, not so much. That Harmony was confiding in not only Dana,
but also Peter—a man she had only met alittle over a week ago—rather than me. The disturbing fact that
Dana thought it was an okay idea to show my daughter a Web dte with girls, Dana being one of them,
obvioudy drunk and flashing skin. And findly, the biggie, that on said Web ste there were pictures of
both dead Amazon girls, not to mention the other girls who | knew from ther at were dso Amazons.
Givnomais displayed for the world to see on the Internet...Someone in the tribe was't doing her job
educating these girls. It pissed me off.

| put my anger aside, for now.

| had to find out who took these pictures and posted them on the Web. | had to stop this leak,
and in the process mogt likdy 1'd find the killer.

And while not atota technophobe, | had due zero on how to do that. Except asking Dana. If she
didn’t know, I might have to do something crazy, like be responsible and cdl the police.

Dana was back updairs. | redized this as soon as | opened my office door—the smdl of mdting
chocolate was a dead giveaway. As was the plate of freshly baked cookies stting next to the group flash
on the reception counter. They were dill warm and gooey when | sank my teeth into one.

| followed my nose up the stairs. For dl the amdlsfilling the building, the kitchen was frighteningly
clean. | stood there, trying to think where a pregnant woman who had just baked six-dozen cookies
(neatly resting on wire racks | didn’t know | owned) and scrubbed a kitchen (even the dust bunnies that
were normdly stuck to the chair feet had been evicted) would go next.

| knew where I’'d go—bed. With that in mind, | waked down the hdl to the room recently
assigned to Dana.

She was there, but she wasn't degping. Somehow in the lagt four hours, in addition to her baking,
she'd found a can of paint, pan and roller, and brushes. She was hdfway around the room aready.

Evenif | hadn’'t seen her givnomai on the Internet, | would have guessed it. No one but a bee,
maybe a beaver, could be this diligent.

She turned when | entered. A streak of purple ran down her nose and dots of white adorned her
hair. “Y ou're done. Did you want some lunch? | made a quiche.”

I’d never had quichein my life, wasn't 100 percent sure | knew what it was.

“Uh, no, actudly | wanted to talk to you about something.” Facing her beaming eagerness made
bringing up the Web ste that much harder. Made it hard to believe the drunken girl I'd seen on the
Internet and this one were one and the same person.

Fndly, | just sad it. “I saw the Web ste”

“Oh.” She picked up the brush and dabbed a a spot where the old inditutional green was lesking
through the purple. “Do you like this color? | thought about pink. It's my favorite, but Harmony didn't
think it was a good idea.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’'m not sure why.”

“Because of the baby?’

She patted her ssomach. “What about him?’

“Him. He s a boy.”

The wrinkle morphed to a full-face frown. “1 know.”

| took a breath, then let it go. The kid was going to be the firs boy in history raised with a family
of Amazons—a pink or purple bedroom was sure to be the least of his differences.

| paused, wondering if he, like many Amazons, would inherit sill sets from his grandmother. Pisto
was awarrior and Dana a hearth-keeper. 1 had no idea which was more common in their line. Could a
boy be a hearth-keeper? Of course, common beief was that mades didn’'t inherit any of the Amazon
drengths, had normd mortd life spans and no powers; skill sets or lack of them should follow this same



rule...

“Isit okay if | paint the furniture too? | was thinking white.”

Purple walls, white furniture....if the boy did get a skill s&t, | prayed to Artemis it was warrior. Or
maybe on his thirteenth birthday I'd just gift im with a badger tattoo like the one Nick had been
drawing. He' d need the added toughness to survive junior high.

Dana picked a plagtic bag off the floor and pulled a white lace baby gown and bonnet from it. “I
got this from Goodwill. What do you think?’

| rethought the tattoo. It would take more than a badger to handle the ribbing this kid was going to
endure, evenin liberd Madison.

“Pretty. | might have some of Harmony's old suff stashed somewhere too.” And none of it was
pink or frilly.

“Redly?’ Dana pulled the gown to her chest and twirled. “I can't believe how happy | am.
Nothing could ruin this. Nothing.”

Jugt hearing those words made me cringe insde. I'd fdt that way once, but I'd learned that things
hed a horrible way of twiging around and around again urtil the one worst thing you never dreamed
would happen did.

And current times were far from certain. Still, | wasn't going to samp on Dana's fluffy image of
life Maybe she was right. Maybe her life would be perfect from now on.

“About the Web ste. | was wondering if you could tdl me who put it together.”

“Oh, the one of our tattoos? | redly don’'t know. We went to a couple parties after the bar closed,
and someone was passing around a phone. Most of the pictures we took oursaves.”

“You didn’'t even know whose phone it was?’

She picked up ardller and started coating the wall in purple. “Didn’t seem important. It was just
for fun.”

Fun. Some fun. | couldn’'t hdp mysdf, my “mother” voice kicked in. “You know you shouldn’t
show people your givnomai.”

Dana frowned, amogt a scoff. “ Everyone does.”

The importance of guarding your givnomai had been pounded into me by Bubbe, into dl
Amazons by their elders, | had thought. Y et another example of teenagers deciding they knew better. |
wanted to shake Dana, then and there. Shake Alcippe or whoever had fdlen down and not warned these
girls about guarding their givnomais too. Of course, it went past that, showed how much the Amazons
needed to change. The world was changing; if the Amazons didn't change with it, they would be
destroyed by enemies they never knew existed.

Who was | kidding? That's exactly what was hgppening. | made a mentd note to tak to Zery, to
ingg she get the older Amazons educated on today’ s technology and the benefits and dangers that could
come with it.

| tightened my jaw and resisted my desire to lecture Dana until | ran out of words and voice. |
knew from experience with Harmony that reaction would just shut her down, make her see me as the
enemy rather than the cool friend she could trust. And for now | needed to be thet friend.

| letit go.

“So, how’d you even find out the pictures were on the Web?’ | asked.

She took a step back to admire her work. “Same way. People a a party were taking about it.”

“But no one clamed the page.”

Shefilled in a spot of white with a quick hard turn of the roller. “Not that | heard.”

| left her done, happy and sucking up paint fumes. She had been very little hep, except to tdl me
she was no help so | could move on to step B—whatever that was.

Back inmy office, | stared & the computer screen. | had told mysdf if | couldn't figure out who had set
up the page, I'd cdl the police—Detective Reynolds, to be exact. But now old loydties were warring
with thet resolve.

Should | talk to Zery firg? What if she didn't want to tdl the police? But if | couldn’'t think of a



way to track down the pag€e's owner, how could Zery?

| toyed with cdling the socid Ste and demanding their assistance, even went so far as to dick
around their “contact” page. There were dl kinds of linksto report abuse, but none that indicated they’'d
be willing to reved who had set up a page. | had a feding it was going to take a lot more than one
parent’s outraged cal to get that information out of them, especidly since the pictures in question would
ganer a most a PG rding.

Which brought me back to Zery and Detective Reynolds. | was savvy enough to redlize cdling the
detective would focus his atention back on me as a possble suspect—not that his atention had
wandered too far from that direction anyway. | aso redized Zery was stubborn enough and arrogant
enough to refuse to let the police into what she saw as Amazon business. Knowing the queen as | did,
she'd put together some kind of war party, march to northern Cdifornia, and storm the Ste€'s corporate
officesfird.

Tha would be lovely—computer programmers held hostage by a troop of six-foot-tal Amazon
wariors.

Amusing as the image was—it aso rang horribly possible.

| jerked open my desk drawer and rummeaged for the card Reynolds had given me on hisfirg vist.

So far as Zery was concerned, better to ask forgiveness than permission. Okay, not so much with
awarrior; you might not survive the forgiveness stage. But snce | was damned sure | wasn't going to be
gifted with permission, it was the only option left to me.

| picked up the phone.

Detective Reynolds wasiin.

“l found something | think you need to see” | said, my eyes focused on the bear tdios. If |
concentrated on the girls, | wouldn't think so much about how angry Zery was going to be when she
found out I’ d gone to the police before her.

“Redly?’ He sounded bored, but it was an act. There was a little lift on the “L” that gave him
away. “And what would that be?’

“You near a computer with Internet?” At his affirmative, | read off the URL. “Scroll down to the
third row, then over two pictures.”

“How’d you find this?” Tense—not bored at dl.

“A dient sent it to me. She liked one of the tattoos and wanted to see if | could replicate it. |
recognized the bear and leopard from the pictures you showed me” Peter had tried the story with me
and it hadn’t worked. Didn’'t meen it wouldn't work with Reynolds.

“Quit the bullshit.”

Or not.

“You'rewecome,” | replied.

“Wecome, my ass. When are you going to come clean? Who are these girls and why won't you
tdl me?’

Amazons, and because it wasn't redly my secret to give up. But maybe it was time, and maybe |
could convince Zery of that...maybe.

| twisted in my chair and turned my back to the tattoos on my screen. For some reason | couldn’t
face them right now. “1 didn’t know those girls. | swear that.”

“But you know more about them than | do. I've run every check | can think of and come up with
diddly—and not much of that. What do you know?’

| took a deep breath. | wanted to tdl him. | redly did, but...“1 don’'t know those girls. | had never
lad eyes on them—" | cut off what | was about to say.

“Had never laid eyes on them? That didn’'t sound complete” He took a breath. | could tdl he was
gruggling for control. “You had never lad eyes on them before what? That's what you were going to
say, in't it? Fnish the sentence.”

He was leaving something unsaid too—or dse. Tdl hm what | knew or dse...he'd arrest me?
Quegtion me? Make my life living hel? | didn't know and didn't want to find out. Still...“Before you
showed up with those pictures.”



There was a muffled curse, then the sound of his phone being dammed down. | ligtened to the
angry buzz of the did tone, then dowly did the handset back on the receiver.

Weéll, the ink was injected there. No going back.

Now to prepare Zery.

Chapter Eighteen

| sought strength in a piece of quiche before facing Zery. It was good. Having a hearth-keeper
around redly had some benefits—at least until hearth-keeper junior showed up. | guess I'd see if having
fresh-baked quiche for lunch balanced out waking to a baby screaming a two A.M.

After picking the crust off the quiche that was 4ill in the pie plate and popping it into my mouith, |
squared my shoulders and went in search of Zery.

She was on the phone and, lucky for me, she looked happy.

“We found another gifl who went to that bar and she named two others. The firgt is at the Horida
safe camp. The other two are somewhere between lllinois and Cdifornia. When they arive in Cdifornia,
the queen knows to keep them there. Well find out what they know and keep them there, watched and
sae”

“How are you going to do that?” The Amazons had a complex structure. Each Amazon had
loydty to their family group, identified by ther telios, and to the 9x regning queens—especidly the
gueen whose safe camp they were vidting. But for the most part, we hadn't changed a lot from our
nomadic past. We had tribe loydty and were congtantly pressured to follow tribe rule, but I'd never
heard of an Amazon (outside of the queen and high priestess) being grounded to one safe camp. It went
agang one of our basic tenets of survival and our history as nomads—keep moving, never stle in one
place too long.

“WEIl doit.” Her expresson dared meto say otherwise.

“You think that does it? You think the killer was only targeting the girls who went to the bar?’ |
was truly curious. | wanted to believe rounding up the girls and keeping any others from vigting the bar
would stop further killings but | just didn’'t know.

“Pigo’s taking another group to the bar tonight. Dana told her about parties they went to after the
bar closed. Next party, well be there”

And what? Beat each and every person there until they admitted to being the killer?

“The parties are probably on the weekends,” | said for lack of anything else to add.

“Maybe.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you here?’

| ran my finger over the top of afile cabinet that sat by the door. It came back coated in dust. |
wiped the dirt on my jeans. “I need to talk to you about something.”

She stood up and walked around to the front of the desk. “Tak.”

“l...” Despite the fact that most of the tribe ill despised me, Zery trusted me right now. | didn’t
want to say anything to endanger that, but her trust dso meant maybe she'd at least ligen to me when |
suggested it was time to bring the Amazons out into the open.

“Likel sad before, the police contacted me. Earlier, before you moved into the gym.”

Shetilted her head. *'Y ou mentioned that. They thought you might know something about the girls
tattoos.”

| nodded. “He d taken them to some Milwaukee shops. Artigts told him it looked like my work.”

“And?’ She hadn’t moved an eydash.

“And nothing. | told him | didn’t know anything.”

Her posture softened, but her gaze didn’t. If anything, it became more piercing. “But you didn't tel
me When you saw those tattoos, you had to know the girls were Amazons. Why didn’t you warn me?’

She knew aswdl as | did that | had told her—that | had left the Stone fetishes a the safe camp.
She was giving me a second chance to explain that. | ignored her offer.

“We didn't exactly leave things on the best of terms.”

She started to say something, but | barreled on. “Point is, this cop, I’ ve gotten to know him some.
Heredly cares. Heredly wants to find the killer, and | was thinking that we haven't been meking a lot of



headway. Maybe we...you...should tak to him.”

She pulled back like I’d dapped her, or tried to. “Have you been gone that long? We don’'t work
with humans. And we can certainly police our own problems—we ve been doing it for millennia”

“But the Amazons have never had to deal with a problem like this. No one has ever preyed on the
Amazons. And you seem dead set on not beieving Alcippe could be involved. Who does that leave?’ |
didn't wait for her to date the obvious me. | kept going. “If it isn't someone in the tribe, it's someone
outsde of it. Outside of your reign. You'll have to ded with humans sooner or later.” If the killer wasn't
Alcippe. But no matter what, | dill believed the Amazons opening to the outsde world was the right
move—that ultimatdy their ingstence on a closed community was what had led to the girlS deaths. And |
didn’'t want Amazons to reved everything about who they were, just be more open, stop looking down
on people who weren't Amazons, be more aware of how the world had changed.

Her lips thinned; the skin surrounding them turned white. “We can take care of our own.”

| took a step forward. “I never thought you'd let arrogance cost Amazons ther lives The police
can get information we can’t. Why not use that?”

“You're pointing fingers at me? What about those fetishes? How did you get them? Maybe
Alcippeis right—you too, for that maiter. Amazons have never been ‘victims’ We've never had to fear
anyone because, loose as our dructure is, we respect tradition—know what being an Amazon means,
know how important keeping ourselves separate is. But then you leave, minge with humans, live as a
human, raise your daughter as one.

“Asyour friend, I can’'t believe you killed your own kind. | can't” Her eyes were huge and her
voice rough. “But as queen, | have to consider that you seem to vaue beng human more than you ever
vaued being an Amazon. Is there asde to you I'm just not seeing? Is our friendship blinding me to your
quilt? Did you kill those girls, or know who did?’

Anger swelled to a roar ingde me. “We have been over this. If | was the killer, why would | let
you stay here? Why would | be encouraging you to tak to the police? Why would | be here at dl? Why
wouldn't | have run by now?’

She wrapped her fingers around the edge of the desk. | had the uncomfortable feding it was to
keep from grabbing onto me. “Why indeed? Maybe I’'m not the only one who's arrogant.”

| left without replying.

Zery wouldn't talk to the police. | couldn’t make her.

| stepped out of the gym and into glaing sunshine. Four Amazons sat on the ground outside,
taking. When | walked out, they stopped and followed me with their eyes. Ther animosty was
tangible—worse than before. 1 guessed they’d heard of my run-in with Pisto or seen the evidence. |
doubted Pisto would have run home and tattled. Not her syle,

| felt their gazes like stones attached to my back as | walked away.

Damn them. | was not the enemy. Why couldn’t they see that?

Over dinner | rediized aholeinmy thinking. | couldn’'t make Zery tak to the police, not of her own free
will. But | could bring the palice to her. | could tdl the police about the Amazons without reveding who
and what they truly were.

HAf truths. A new art | seemed to have mastered.

| went to bed with the knowledge | was going to make use of it tomorrow.

| cdled Reynolds firg thing the next morning and got voice mail offering a cell-phone number. | cdled it.
He was dready in his car and on hisway over. It would have been flatering if | hadn’t gotten the ditinct
feding he was fingering his handcuffs as we chatted—and not in a let’ s-have-some-fun way. When | told
him | was ready to tak but wanted to do so on neutrd ground, he named a coffee shop not far from
campus.

“l was a member of acult”

Reynolds st his coffee cup down without taking adrink. “A cult?’

“Wdl...” | twiddled a plagtic dtir stick between my fingers. “I wouldn't cdl it a cult.”



“Youjus did.”

“I know.” | tapped the stick againgt the paper cup. “It'sjust hard to put aterm to it.”

“Closad group with a charismatic leader who keeps the members cut off from outside society?’

| bit into the stick, flattening it with my teeth, then dropped it back into my cup. “The point is—I
was part of a group that's atad shy.”

“Secretive” He reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a notepad.

“They don’t surround themselves with barbed wire or anything.” Wards were a lot more effective.
“And members come and go dl thetime”

“So do Hare Krighnas.”

| snorted. “Bdieve me, none of these women are sdling flowers a the airport.”

“They = fortunesinstead?’ He looked a me without raisng his head from the notepad.

“That'snot illegd.”

“Depends on how it's done.”

“Ligen.” | swished the dir stick around a few times, then jerked it out and dropped it on the table,
leaving alittle snake of coffeeinits wake. “Do you want to hear whet | have to tdl you or not?’

He leaned back, one arm propped on the back of his chair, and made a circular motion with one
hand. “By dl means. That'swhy I'm here”

“I Ieft the group ten years ago.”

“Any reason?’

| gave him a glare. He held up his hand in surrender. “Tattoos are...important to the group.
Everyone has them. Girls get them sometime during puberty—preferably right at the beginning. When you
brought me the pictures...l didn’'t recognize the girls, but | recognized the tattoos, the syle anyway. |
knew they were from the group.”

“But you didn’'t do them?’

| shook my head. | couldn’t tdl if he believed me or not.

“Address?’

“For what?’

He lowered his pencil. “The whatever you cdled it...camp.”

“You don't need to go there” | wanted him to tak to Zery, not drop in unannounced on Alcippe
and company. My horror must have shown.

“Why not? What could happen?’ He had that tense look again, like the barista behind me had
pulled agun and he was trying not to show he' d noticed.

“Nothing. I mean, some of the group, the leader, in fact, isat my shop.”

“I thought you left.”

“l did, but with the girls...some bonds are hard to break, okay?’ | sounded frustrated, guilty, and
goologetic dl a once. And | was pretty sure dl the emotions were targeted not at him, or even the
Amazons, but a mysdf.

“Why didn’'t they come forward before this?’

| sghed. “They didn't know.”

“Didn't know what? That the girls were missng? How do you not know that? One of those girls
looked about fourteen.”

He was showing his age. To me she looked every one of her seventeen years or more; to the
bartender who served her downtown, she must have looked older. Even the greediest of bar owners
wouldn't serve a fourteen-year-old, fake ID or not.

“Or that they were dead?’ he continued. “They not watch the news...read a paper? It's been
everywhere. If my teenage daughter went missing, I'd be scouring every inch of ground from here to the
borders—of the U.S., not Wisconsin. And if | didn’t find her, I'd keep going. You mean to tdl me they
saw dl the coverage and didn’t even think it might be their girls? What are they hiding?”

“You have a daughter?’ | asked. It was an ingppropriate question, cutting off his passionate
diatribe, but | was curious. | hadn’t seen him as having kids, or awife.

He blinked. “Two. One's married. One lives with her mother—in Rockford.”



Divorced. That intrigued me too. Since Amazons never committed to a reaionship with a man,
the whole marriage thing confounded me. I'd have loved to ask what drove him to commit, then what
drove him—or her—to wak away. But | didn't. | had used my one ingppropriate and persona question
for the day—maybe forever.

There was no reason to think Reynolds and | would have any kind of conversation after today. |
would introduce him to Zery. He'd understand what atiny role I'd had (or was pretending to have) in this
mess, and he'd back off. Go back to doing whatever he did to solve this crime,

He rapped his notebook againg the table. “So, he mugt know about the girls non—if he's saying
with you.”

“She” The pronoun came out harsher than I'd meant it to, but it annoyed me that he'd assumed
Zery, the person with power, was a man. It was an unfar judgment on my part; he was vidim to his own
society’s norms, not the ones I d been raised with. And | had my own issues—obvioudy.

“She?” The corners of his mouth curved down, in surprise or thought...whatever, it was obvious
he hadn’t expected the femde bit.

“The entire group is”

Sill digesting my previous reveletion, it took a minute for him to catch my latest.

“Iswhat?’

“Femde. No men.”

“No men a dl?’ His expresson morphed from surprise to shock. “How do they work that? |
mean there are kids, right? Or isit a new group? Only been around a few years?’

“No, not new.” | redly hadn’t foreseen the need to explain the Amazons like this. | was beginning
to get a sick feding in my stomach. “It's just a group, okay? None of that matters, does it? You just
needed to know how | was connected, and | told you. Now you know where the girls came from,
maybe it will help you with the case.”

He raised a brow. “It doesn’t work like that. You don't get to tdl me what you want me to know
and expect me not to ask anything else. Two girls were murdered.”

“l know.” | sat againg the back of my seat hard. “Ligen, | want to stop the killer. | have a
daughter too, you know.”

“Are you worried about her?’

| dmog threw my coffee on him then. Of course | was worried about her—some things didn't
need to be said.

“When we started, | asked if | gave you something if you could give me something in return. | gave
you something—two somethings.” | picked up the printout from the Web ste that I’ d brought with me.

He didn't move, just stared back at me with his eyes shuttered, not gving away any of his
thoughts.

“l want to know who put those pictures out there.” | held out the printout.

“Why?'

| opened my mouith, then closed it.

“You're not involved, right? And even if you were, there's no reason for you to know that. You or
one of your not-a-cult friends wouldn't go looking for the person, right?’

| shifted my eyes to the Sde and took a breath. When | looked back, | was cam, kind of. “1 want
the killer stopped. We dl do. It's about the only thing me and my ‘group’ have in common anymore. But
| don't want them harassed. They're private. If I'd thought you were going to dig into every aspect of
who they are, | wouldn’'t have told you about them.”

He amiled, his eyes underganding, but sad. “I get that, but it doesn’t matter. You don't get to pick
and choose what | use. | don't even get to pick and choose. | just follow whatever lead | can.”

| stood up and walked out of the shop, leaving him with the dirty cup and my chewed-on gir tick.
| was pissed, but nowhere near as pissed as Zery was going to be.

| needed to get home and prepare her. Little did Reynolds know he might have another murder to
investigate—mine.



Chapter Nineteen

| beat Reynolds to my shop, but barely. I'd rushed into the gym to grab a few minutes with Zery,
but she was being stubborn, ignoring me while she stood huddled with Pisto and a few other warriors.
The group sent to scout for new parties, | guessed.

By the time she had turned to look a me, | knew it was too lae. | could fed Reynolds standing
behind me. Could see it on Zery's face too.

She pulled a knife from her belt as she walked and threw it the length of the room. It dammed into
awooden pillar about four feet to my left. Stuck there. | didn't turn my head, didn’t drop my gaze from
her face.

Message sent and received.

Reynolds stepped forward, the entire length of his body pressed againg my side. | could fed
tengon vibrating through him. His hand was on his holster. | don't know what stopped him from pulling
his gun—street smarts? Some sixth sense that told him Zery wasn't a threet at that moment? Or was it a
ample matter of speed? Zery had performed the entire act in only a few seconds. Cop or nat, it had to
seem surred to him—she'd moved that fast; maybe he thought it was dl an act. It wasn't, of course.
Zery was deadly serious.

As Zery ground to a hdt infront of us, | didn't bother to further andyze the reason for his lack of
overt action. | was judt grateful for it.

“What are you doing?’ Zery asked. The question was directed a me. She had yet to et an
eydadh flicker in Reynolds' direction.

The detective stepped forward, went through hiswhole “I'm a detective investigeting the murders’
routine. I’d heard it before, blocked it out. Besides, | was busy soaking in the betrayd in Zery’s eyes and
the pure hatred in Pisto and company’s.

As Reynolds' introduction wound down, the group of warriors around Zery grew. None of them
touched a weapon, but they didn’t have to—the promise was obvious. If Reynolds fdt it, he didn’t react,
gave no sgn that he knew the dozen or so women now surrounding him—they’d come up from behind
too—wanted him, us, gone.

Done with his spie, Reynolds crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

Zery didn't move, and none of the warriors would until she did.

It could be along wait. Not wanting the detective to get impatient and force an action dl of us
would regret, | took a step forward, into the gym. “The detective just wants to ask afew questions about
the girls...who they were, where anyone saw them lagt, that kind of thing.” | prayed what | said was true,
that he wouldn't start digging into Ameazon life

Zery hdd my dtare for a heartbest. 1t fdt like a lifetime. Then she raised her Ieft hand, told the
warriors with that one gesture to back off, scatter. They did, but they didn't wander far. One twitch from
Zery and they’'d be back a her sde, their weapon of choice pressed to my or Reynolds throat within
seconds.

Reynolds unfolded hisarms. “Is there somewhere we can tak?’

“The cafeteria” | responded and started walking, teking the short route through the man gym.
Either way, we had to wak past warriors. Might as well get it over with as quickly as possible.

While we moved ahead, Zery took aminute to speak with Pisto. The Amazon had been garing a
me since I’ d walked into the gym, eyeing me as if measuring me for a hole—athough | doubted she was
worried about accuracy of the fit, just depth.

“Interegting group,” Reynolds said as he held the door open for me. | closed my eyes and walked
into the cafeteria. | didn’'t want to know if any of the warriors were waching as | let him get away with
what to him was probably just a show of good manners, but to them...no tdling.

“We judt caught them a a bad time. They’re training for a celebration.”

“With knives?’ His gaze floated over the room, cataoging everything he saw there, | was sure.

“Celebration’s the wrong word. More of a demongration,” | replied.

His eyes focused on me. “Y ou have a hard time hitting the right word, don’t you?’



| walked over to atable and pulled out a chair. “I’'d offer you coffee, but...”

“Youwon't.” He sghed. “I’'m doing my job, Md.”

| shrugged, then turned so | could look out the window &t the wakway between the cafeteria and
my shop.

Zary arived, saving me from getting completely pissy—at least for a few seconds before they
both told me to leave. Even then, | had to swalow my ire. Arguing with ether of them in front of the
other might reveal more about me and my lifethan | cared for either to know.

After an angry Stare a each, | drolled out the door. Somehow, as | waked out, a amdl rock got
kicked into the space near the hinges, keeping the door from dlosing.

| was leaning againgt the doorjamb, draining to hear what was being said, when Peter stepped
around the corner from the front of the building. He glanced from me to the window.

It was lighter outside then ingde. | didn't know if he could see Reynolds and Zery gtting a the
table, and | didn't want to step away from the door to find out—didn’t want them to see me, or Peter for
thet matter.

Redizing | had no other option, | moved away from the door, toward the basement steps where |
was farly sure we wouldn't be visble from where Zery and Reynolds sat.

“Isthere a problem?’ | asked.

He raised both brows. “Not with me” He glanced over my shoulder, back toward the parking lot.
“Looks like you have avigtor. Is hein there?” He nodded toward the cafeteria

| stared a him, remembering our kiss and his questions about Reynolds. The air around us seemed
to thicken, and | was suddenly uncomfortable in my skin, like | needed to move, get away from
something. But | held firm. | wanted to know what happened between Reynolds and Zery. | wouldn't let
my conscience drive me away.

Besides, | had nothing to fed guilty about—at least not regarding Peter.

“Why’'s he here, Md?” He brushed my hair from my face.

My body, traitorous hunk of flesh that it was, edged forward. It was cool today, and my fleece
wasn't enough to keep the chill at bay. | suddenly redized how warm he would be, how nice it would
fed to lean up againg him.

| took a step back.

“It doesn’t involve you or the shop,” | replied, keeping my voice firm and businesdike. “Don’t you
have adient?’

“No, actudly, | was looking for Dana. Have you seen her?’

A band tightened around my heart. “No, how long's she been missng?’

He frowned, red concern showing in his eyes. I didn't say she was missng. Jugt that | was
looking for her.”

“Sheign't upgairs?’ | couldn’'t hdp it; panic was building. Dana had been a the bars. Zery had
the other girls who had been there under watch—why hadn't | thought to do the same for Dana?

Reynolds and Zery forgotten, | headed down the dairs, skipping as many as | hit. When | jerked
open the door, what—make that who—I saw there stopped my heart cold.

Alcippe.

The old bat was ganding in my basement, dressed in some flowing purple number that seemed to fluff up
when she saw me—like a cat expanding its fur. Bubbe stood next to her. | could tdl by my
grandmother’ s iron-Hiff back that they’d been arguing.

That was enough for me. | entered the room ready to battle.

Bubbe held up one hand. “Stop.”

| did what she would have done, kept moving. “Get out of my house” | said, my feet coming to a
stop less than a foot away from Alcippe. Her robes hillowed again, flgpping over my foot with the
whisper-light touch of dlk.

She glanced at me, then away asif | didn’t exis—or was too inconsequentia to mess with.

“Médanippe. You forget yourself and who you bring with you.” Bubbe pointed toward the door



I’d entered through. Sauntering down the steps came Peter.

This Alcippe noticed. She soun to face me. “Men? Have you fdlen that far? You look to men for
saety?” She made a face like she wanted to spit.

My hands itched and a space behind my eyes pounded. | wanted to pumme her—with magic and
my figs, show her where | looked for safety. Asif anything about her brought me fear.

Peter glanced around; | could see the confusion on his face. Bubbe began to mutter, but it was too
late. He wouldn't forget what he had seen here, but luckily he hadn’t seen anything too strange—yet.

“Is Dana here?’ | forced my aamsto relax a my sides, to present a less aggressve image, at least
from Peter’s angle. For Alcippe | didn't bother but let every ounce of aggression | fdt pour out of my
eyes. “What have you done with her?’

In answer, the high priestess turned and held up one hand. “Dana, are you ready? WEl leave
now. My business is done, for now.” She angled her face to mine, let her own animosty show—didn't
try to hide it ether, not even from Peter.

The door to Mother’s weight room crawled open and Dana, her eyes red and her shirt covered in
paint, crept into view. | spun on one foot, my hands flying up, my only thought to stop the high priestess
from doing to Dana what she'd done to me.

“Méanippe.” Bubbe's hand shot upward too. Wind smacked into my face; | fdl backward onto
my buit.

As | clambered to stand, Peter moved. Within seconds he was besde Dana, his am wrapped
protectively around her shoulder. He murmured something to her. | couldn’'t hear his words, but | could
see thar effect on Dana. Her shoulder lost the rounding of defeat and her chin rose.

Glad to have someone on my Sde, evenif it was just a man and a hearth-keeper, | faced Alcippe
and my grandmother. “You can’t make her go againg her will.”

“Itign't againgt her will. She wants to go. Don't you, Dana?’ The door to outsde was wide open,
Pigto stood thisside of it. A light breeze shifted her hair. | couldn’'t stop mysdf from imeagining the breeze
growing, until it clawed at her har, wrapped around her, and jerked her out of the basement, left her
defested and winded outside on the dirt.

Asif reading my thoughts, Bubbe moved again, this time cagting as she did. A bubble clamped
down around me. | couldn’'t seeiit, didn’t think anyone else could ether, but | could fed it—and | could
see the expresson on my grandmother’s face. Whatever she was doing was cogting her.

Guessing at her game, | twitched my fingers, tried to reach the wind—nothing. Bubbe had shut me
off, dropped me into a vacuum.

| pulled in a breath, ready to fight dirty if necessary, but then Peter moved behind her, reminding
me we weren't done. What Bubbe had done was subtle. What | would have to do to break free
wouldn't be. Was | ready to expose mysdf and the Amazons that completely?

Pigto stepped farther into the room. “C’'mon, Dana. Time to go home.” Her hand lowered to her
sas, two tridentlike weapons shoved into her belt. She pulled one out, spun it around so the long end ran
pardld to her arm and the forked end was concedled by her hand.

Peter murmured something else to Dana, then the pair turned and started walking away from Pisto
toward the main stairs that led to my shop and living area instead.

Alcippe thrust out an am. A curtain of dirt, jerked from every corner of my unswept basement,
rose from the floor. The noise was degfening. It was like being part of a landdide, except the earth was
moving Sideways, then upward.

Her am out straight, Alcippe held the wall, cutting off the path Peter and Dana had been about to
take.

“Pigto, get your sgter,” Alcippe ordered. Then she looked a me. “1 won't let you tear us apart
agan.”

That was it. I'd had enough, and the dirt wal Alcippe had set in front of Peter pretty much gave
away the whole magic thing anyway. | sucked in a breasth and prepared to blast my way out of Bubbe's
bubble. As | did, | redized | didn't need to. My grandmother had quit chanting, let whatever had been
cutting me off disntegrate.



| jerked my atention to her, but she had her back turned and seemed to be concentrating on Peter
ingtead. He looked dazed, lost. His am was 4ill around Dana, but | could tdl he had no idea where he
was...what was happening around him.

| wondered briefly if Bubbe had teamed with Alcippe to stop Peter’s exit with Dana, but as
quickly as the thought appeared, | dismissed it. My grandmother was a cat a heart. Most high
priestesses were. They didn't work as ateam.

Bottom line, she was more concerned with shidding Peter from learning something he shouldn't,
something that might cost him hislife later, than in kesping me from battling with Alcippe.

Maybe she even wanted me to findly face my old nemesis.

| pulled in a breath and prepared to blow Alcippe's curtain back to the four corners of my home,

My lungs had just started to fill when the outsde door creaked and a voice filled with authority
cdled out, “What's going on here?’

Detective Reynolds stood in the doorway, agun in his hand.

Piso whirled. | didn’t stop to think, just made a swiping mation with my hand while | released the
little bit of ar that I’d gathered. The wind wrapped around her feet, tripping her.

Shefdl, her sais amashing into the cement floor. To my right Alcippe moved too. Her wal of dirt
collgpsed as she did, douding the room until dl of us were coughing and choking, fighting our way
through the dust sorm caused by my wind and Alcippe's dirt. Somehow, through the mess, Peter found
me His hand gripped me by the aam and he dragged me forward toward the door. My tennis shoes did
over loose dirt. | dmogt logt my foating but, head down, he kept pulling. As we reached the door, |
redized he had Dana by the arm too.

The three of us sumbled up the steps into the clean air. Dana collapsed on the grass, her hands on
her belly, her eyes huge. | dropped to my knees beside her, assured her she was okay, that her baby was
okay.

Behind me | could hear Pisto ydling, demanding | step away from her sster, but | ignored her. |
didn’'t know who or what was keeping her from launching hersdf onto my back and | didn’t care. | fdt
Dand s fear like my own. | wasn't going to leave her here to walow init done.

Fndly, with Dana cradled in my arms, her face pressed againg my chest, | turned my attention to
what was going on around us. Peter, his normdly casud posture abandoned, stood with his feet
shoulder-width apart, his body coiled as if ready to spring. It was an dert, dmog aggressve stance I'd
never witnessed him take.

It was unsettling—like he was an entirdy different person from the one | thought I’d come to
know, but dso digurbingly reassuring. It was nice to have someone dse on guard, to be able to
concentrate on comforting Dana without worrying about an attack from behind. It was nice not having to
be the strong one. A piece of me screamed a the sacrilegious thought, but | couldn’t deny that another
part of me dmog sghed with rdief—even if it was for only a few moments.

The sound of Pisto screaming again, this time just a generd cry of outrage, pulled my atention
away from Peter and to the chaotic scene playing out in the smal space between my shop and the gym.
Seemed like everyone was there—Amazons, my employees, and a few customers. Even the dog had
reappeared. He sat in the back asif unsure whether to dive into the melee or run for cover.

But the red sght was the main players—those who had been in the basement when the curtain fell.
Reynolds, Bubbe, Alcippe, and Pisto, dl coated in dust, stood on the other sSde of the basement
darwel.

Dirt continued to spird out of the open basement door; it made seeing exactly what was going on
achdlenge But | couldn't miss Pisto’s yells or the fact that someone or something was keeping her from
coming over the open darwdl a me.

Giving Dana one last reassuring pat, | stood. Enough of letting Peter carry the load. | needed to be
ready to fight.

At thisangle | could see that Mother, looking cam and clean, had Pisto gripped around the waist.
The Amazon lieutenant leaned forward, a crazed ook in her eyes. Somehow she'd logt her sais. | could
see them lying on the ground a few feet away. One side of her face also appeared to be swdling, making



me guess Mother’ s cdm demeanor was deceptive.

To ther left, Alcippe and Bubbe seemed to be involved in a battle of their own. | couldn’t tdl if
megic or only wills were involved, but it was obvious the two were atempting to gain control of each
other in some manner.

Reynolds stood facing dl of them. He'd logt his jacket and his gun was back in its holster. He had
his back to me, so | couldn’t see hisface, but his hands were shaking. By the way he hed them, | had to
guess he was trying to decide if holgtering his gun had been a wise choice. But from the basement
doorway, dl he'd seen was an exploson of dirt and now coughing, if tense, people. | doubted if, on
paper, either would look like a judtified reason to pull agun.

The door to the cafeteria opened and Zery stepped out. She, like Mother, appeared cam, but |
knew she was holding an iron figt around her emations. She dways did.

Reynolds spotted her and moved that direction in controlled, even strides. As he approached, five
Amazons moved to block his progress. He froze. Every line of his body showed he was aware of ther
intent, but he didn’t lose his cool or reach for hisgun.

Hisand Zery’'s control were a stark contrast to the raging Pisto behind him.

Zeary cdled out an order and the Amazons folded back like geese moving into a new formation.
Her movements smooth and unhurried, she brushed past Reynolds and took his former position in front
of her lieutenant and high priestess. Without a word from Zery, both ceased ther struggles—Alcippe
taking a step back and lowering her head, Pisto jerking her body from Mother’s grip and moving to
gtand by her queen’s side.

Her countenance dark, she watched me.

| folded my arms over my chest and stared back.

Beside me, Peter moved closer, completdly cutting off Pisto’s view of her sster. Her shoulders
diffened, but she didn’'t shift her gaze from mine. It was me she blamed for this, and she was making sure
| knew it.

In another Stuation she would have cdled me out, but with Reynolds, my employees, and thar
dients watching, Zery wouldn't stand for it.

Another time, Pisto’s expresson said.

As Zery moved back toward Reynolds, so did Pisto. Anger dill rolled off her body. While Zery
and Reynolds talked, she kept her eyes focused on something over his shoulder, seemed to be ignoring
themn both.

At one point, Zery turned to her and barked out some short order. Pisto hestated, then pivoted
and cantered off, around the corner and out of Sght.

Zery swiveled back to Reynolds, who was watching the warrior leave. After another word to him,
Zery stepped around him and followed Pisto. With her exit, the remaining Amazons, induding Alcippe,
Mother, and Bubbe, followed. After | raised my eyebrows a time or two a my employees, the area
cleared of everyone except Dana, Peter, Reynolds, and me. Even the dog, who had sat 4ill through
everything, loped off.

Reynolds just stared at me.

| turned with the idea of heping Dana to her feet, but Peter had beaten me to it. Instead, |
grabbed her hand, squeezed, and whispered in her ear for her to go upstairs and get showered. Then
remembering my resolution to keep an eye on her, | hdd onto her hand, keegping her from leaving.

“Sell be okay. I'll walk her up.” Peter held out his hand.

| paused, unsure.

His hand didn’t waver. “Your mother went toward the shop when she left. | can ask her to play
guard dog, if you like. Then I—" he glanced at the approaching detective—*can come back down here.”

| gave Dand's hand another squeeze, then dipped her fingers into Peter’s. “I'll be fing” |
murmured.

Reynolds came to a stop afew feet away.

“Oh, | know that,” Peter replied. “Still might come back down.” He stared at the other man as he

spoke.



Reynolds arched a brow but otherwise didn’t respond.

After one lagt stare, Peter and Dana [ eft.

“What was that about?’ Reynolds asked, pulling a white square of materid from his pocket and
hending it to me.

At my questioning look, he mimicked dabbing at his face. “Y ou have a spot.”

| glanced down a my dirt-coated body, then a his “Yesh, you too.” | tossed him back the
sguare, bent at the waist, and shook a amdl sandstorm of dirt from my hair.

When I'd resumed an upright position, he was leaning againgt the banister, looking patient and
expectant at the same time. * So, you going to tdl me anything?’

| went through the motions of knocking dust off my arms and laughed. “Seems I'm the one who's
been doing dl the tdling. | think I'm done.”

“It doesn't—"

“Work that way. | know.” | stepped toward the sdewak. | was finished. | didn’t know what he'd
seen or thought he'd seen in the basement, but | doubted I'd be able to affect his perceptions. Let him
worry it out on his own. His conclusions couldn’t be any more detrimenta to me or the Amazons than the
truth.

And | had a hearth-keeper to protect.

“What if | tdl you what | find out about the Web ste?’

That stopped me. | turned.

“Would you?’

He shoved the cloth into his front pocket and walked over to where | could now see his jacket lay
on the ground. “I might.”

| laughed again. “I’m garting to think you don’t get the whole barter sysem.”

He picked up his jacket, let it dangle from two fingers at hisside. “I1t'sthe best | can do.”

| shook my head. “And what isit you want from me for this ‘best you can do’?’

He glanced a the basement steps. “Tdl mewhat | saw down there”

| pulled in a breath, held it for a second. “Nothing. You saw nothing.” Then | walked to the front,
and he didn’t stop me.

Chapter Twenty

Midnight | was jolted avake—thistime by tiny sniffles The dead girls were back. | didn’t pause
thistime, didn’t wait for them to approach me, just shot out of bed and headed to Dana's room. At least
thistime | was dressed. I’ d taken to deeping in my clothes, never sure when I'd be awakened again, or
by what.

Her door creaked as | pushed it open. The noise jolted me into redizing | was unarmed, without
even award ready to protect mysdf. | paused, but only for an indant. | was too close. | wasn't waiting
for my mind to dow down enough to think of a spell. If the killer was waiting for me, I’ d have to come up
with something while on my fet.

| pushed the door the rest of the way open, and heard the soft rudling sound of movement in the
bed.

“Dana?’ | whispered. “Isthat you?’

More rugling, then the sound of a hand feding around in the dark.

“Dana. ItsMd.”

A groan, and a lamp clicked, blaging the space in a blinding ydlow glow. A touded head
appeared from behind a mass of covers. “Md? What's wrong?’ Dana shoved her body to a sStting
position.

“Nothing. Nothing. | just thought | heard something.” | backed from the room, pulling the door
ghut behind me. Then stood there with my heart pounding.

Fase dam.

Or wasit? Harmony ...

| took off in arun, my bare feet pounding againg the wood floors. It was a short trip, and this time



| didn’t bother with the niceties. | dammed into the door, twidting the knob as | did. The door banged
into thewdl and | didn’'t stop, kept going until my legs smacked into the bed and I'd jerked the covers
back reveding my daughter, her eyes round and a scream ready, Saring up at me.

| jerked her into a hug.

She panted againgt me, not resding as | began rocking forward and backward, pulling her with
meas| did.

“Mom, are you okay?’ shefindly got out.

| stroked her hair and squeezed my eyes shut, refusing to let the tears | could fed there il out.

“Mom, serioudy. You're scaring me” she whispered, her voice dill rough with deep.

| was scaring mysdf too, but | couldn’t let go...wouldn't.

“Méanippe?’ Bubbe stood in the doorway, her hair wrapped in a turban and a gaff in her hand.
I’d never seen my grandmother carry a weapon of any kind. That scared me too.

“Let the child go. She has school. Needs deep.”

| nodded and tried to rdax my arms, to release my daughter, but somehow my grip tightened and
my face got logt in her hair.

“Md. That's enough.” Mother thistime. Her hand touched my shoulder, then my hair.

A sob escaped my lips, and | knew they were right. 1 was losng it, but | couldn’t, not around
Harmony. | dropped my grip on my daughter and pushed her lightly back againgt her pillow. Murmuring
words even | couldn’'t understand, | tucked the covers around her and pressed a kiss to her forehead.
She stared up a me and | knew I’d screwed up—scared her when | wanted her to fed safe. | wanted to
sy something to fix what I'd done, but at that juncture my mind was a blank. | let Mother take me by the
hand while Bubbe stayed with Harmony, probably cagting some spell to make her forget what she'd
seen, to keep her from redizing her mother was insane or closetoit.

With Harmony's door shut and Dana tucked back into bed too—she'd wandered into the hdl
when I'd exploded into my daughter’s room—Mother led me into the kitchen and put a kettle of water
on the stove.

Mother cooking. Things were worse than I’d imagined.

After afew minutes, she set amug of hot water and a packet of ingant cocoa on the table in front
of me. | shook the packet and poured it into the water, more for something to do than because | wanted
the cocoa

Mother pulled out a char across from me and sat, just watched me while | sumbled through
dirring the mix into the water with a dirty spoon 4ill on the table from dinner.

“There's something you aren't tdling us” she announced after I'd findly submerged the lagt of the
mix into the cup.

“Theré smuch sheisn't tdling us” Bubbe walked into the room, her g&ff tapping with each step.
She stopped next to the table. “Good she starts with the spirits who circle”

My head snapped up. My grandmother hdd my gaze. How long had she known?

Mother straightened, her eyes shifting back and forth between Bubbe and me. | glanced a her,
then down a my cup.

“I thought the killer...” | wrapped my hands around the cup, let the warmth seep into my fingers
“They came when Zery...l was afrad.”

“Who are they, Md?’ There were lines on Mother’s face I’ d never noticed before.

| looked at Bubbe. She took a breath. | didn't need to tdl her. She knew. “How can we hdp, if
you don't trust?’ she asked.

| grabbed the cup tighter and started to tak. | told them about finding the girls, about releesng
their spirits and moving their bodies. | told them about going to the safe camp and ddlivering the totems,
about trying to break into Bubbe's office to learn more. | told them everything—except why | hadn’t told
them before.

| saw the hurt and confuson on ther faces, the redization that | didn't trust them. Suddenly, |
couldn’t look at them anymore. | dropped my gaze to my cup, stared at the hot cocoa my mother, the
warrior, had made for me.



“Both of the girls who were killed went to this one bar, and were pictured on the Web ste. Three
other girls were too. Dana was one of them. When the girls spirits came back, | panicked.”

“You didn't try to speak with them?’ Bubbe moved closer, placed her gnarled hand on mine,

“No, but the last time they came was when Zery—" | looked up. “Zery.”

| shoved my chair back and headed for the steps. Mother and Bubbe were right behind me. The
trip down the dtairs fdt longer then it ever had before. The ridged metd grips attached to the edge of
each step cut into my feet.

| reached the doors fird, didn’t wait for my family, jerked the doors open and fdl onto my knees.
A body...blond, face turned away from me, lay on the cold concrete porch. My hands sheking, |
couldn’t bring mysdf to touch her, didn’'t want to live this again...didn’'t want to know...

“Md! What? Who?' Zery stood afew feet away, a sword hdd in ahdfway pogtion, like she was
lowering or rasing it, | couldn’t tel which.

“Zay? Rdigf hit me. A laugh exploded from my congtricted chest. My hands dropped and
brushed the body before me, reminded me Zery might be safe, but someone ese wasn't.

Zery raised her sword higher, crossed the few paces between us. “ Step back, Md.”

When | didn't move, she pointed the blade at my throat.

| lifted my hands and edged my body backward.

“Who isit?’ she asked.

| shook my head. “I don’'t know. | thought it was you—was afrad—"

She shook her head in return, her hair moving around her face as she did. “Don’t say anything and
don't move. Whatever you do, don't move” Her voice was sheking. There was a dight tremble in the
blade as wdll.

Behind me the doors creaked open. Bubbe and Mother. | could fed them, amdl the scents of my
home drifting out and mixing with the night air. It should have been comforting, but it was't.

Couldn’t be.

My best friend was holding a sword to my throat, and she meant to useit.

“Put it down.” Mother, her voice strong, missng the deference she' d normally show a queen, was
back to the voice she'd used on Zery when we were little and got caught messing with Mother’s weights.
Rdlling them across the room. Staging races.

Bubbe ignored them both, moved forward to place her hand on the woman's shoulder and
carefully rall her onto her back.

Pisto, her face peaceful, lacking the hate I' d seen sketched there the last time she'd looked at me.

My breath caught and my gaze shot to Zery. The sword moved up and down, asif she'd forgotten
she hdd it. Mother jerked me backward, behind her.

The action seemed to knock Zery out of her trance. Her arm gtiffened. She took a step forward.

“Why?

Mother stood between us, and despite my efforts | couldn’t get around her. “She didn't do it.”

“l saw her, and she laughed. She sat over Pisto and laughed.”

“From rdidf. | thought it was you.” | darted far to the right, out of Mother’s reach, made it past
her to a spot not far from where Bubbe murmured over Pisto’s body. With my grandmother and Pisto
between us, | stared a my old friend, willed her to beieve me. “I didn't care for Fisto, but | didn’t kill
her.”

“Like you didn't kill the other girls? How did you get ther totems? Alcippe said you brought them
to camp; | didn't believe her. | convinced mysdf she’'d made a mistake, that her didike of you was
coloring her perceptions. But it was you, wasn't it? You killed them and now Pisto. Tdl me why.” Her
sword am was giiff, her stance iff too, rigid with anger.

“There is no why. | didn't kill them, any of them.” | took a breath, prayed she d believe whet |
was going to tdl her. “1 found them, like this, on my front porch.”

“On your front porch?’ She shook her head. “I know you. You can do better than that.”

| hed out my hands. “I can't. It's the truth. | don’'t know why, but the killer brought them to
me—woke me with a rock tossed a my window. | came down and they were here. Thefirg one...when



| redlized she was an Amazon...| didn't know what to do, had no idea who to trust.” | rubbed a hand
over my forehead. “What would you expect me to do? What kind of gregting would | have received if
I’d shown up & the safe camp with a dead Amazon teen in my truck? | convinced mysdf | had no
choice, took her totem, released her spirit, then left her somewhere | knew she'd be found, so the police
would be cdled in

Zery looked away, at the brick wal of my shop. | was sure she wasn't even seeing the dusty red
bricks and cracked mortar, that her mind was soinning as out of control as mine.

“The second...well, | redized the tribe might not even know. | had to do something to dert you.
So, | brought the totems.”

“S0, you brought the totems,” she repeated, like some kind of automaton.

“But the dead girls, they’ ve been vigting me. They came tonight. | knew something had happened.
| just didn’'t know what.” 1 looked down a Pisto then, the full redlity that she was dead setting in.

Bubbe brushed hair off the dead warrior's face, started to fold her hands like I'd done with the
others, then with her fingers posed above Pisto’ s right breast, Bubbe paused and looked up a me.

| pressed my hands together in front of my lips, in a praying posture. “Like the others” |
murmured.

New creases formed on my grandmother’s face. | could tdl she was disturbed. | wanted to ask
her what she thought it meant, why anyone would mutilate the girls so, but as the question formed in my
mind, Zery sprang back to life She paced forward, her sword extended.

“You have to come with me, back to camp.”

| glanced at the shop where my daughter and Dana dept.

Dana Pigo.

| swalowed. The young hearth-keeper had just logt the last of her immediate family. Pregnant and
the end of her line—except for the baby boy the Amazons wanted her to give up.

| shook my head. “I'm not leaving.”

“We're not gving you any choice” As if Slidifying from migt, Alcippe stepped out of the
shadows.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked.

“Making sure a killer doesn't escape.” She swept the long skirt of her dress out of her way and
staked forward.

Seaing her now brought forth every suspicion I'd ever had. | gtarted to move too, toward her.
“That's agood idea. Why don't you tdl us what you know about the killings?’

“Me?’” Shelaughed. “It's over, Md. Your hatred has gone too far.”

“Mine or yours? Baoth girls broke the rules, didn't they? Snuck up to Madison without your
permisson. Did they like what they saw here? Were they questioning the need to stay hidden? Is that
why you killed them, to preserve the precious Amazon way of life?’

Her hands disappeared into the deeves of her kaftan.

| took another step, barely naticing that Bubbe had stood, that the saff she'd hed earlier was
back in her hand. “You tattooed them dl too, didn’t you? Is that why you took their givnomai, taking
back what you gave them, denying them ther right to be Amazons by killing them, then seding ther
persona power?’

“What?' She and Zery said the word a once.

Zery began to walk toward Pisto, her gaze locked on her lieutenant’s T-shirt-covered breast.

Alcippe pulled her hands from her deeves, shoved them up into the air. Grass tha had been
flattened under my bare feet seconds early shot upward until skinny green tendrils curled around my
thighs, pulled on me.

| cursed and clawed at the weeds, managed to jerk one leg free just to have it captured again as
soon as | set my foot back onto the earth. Past trying to hide any of my <kills | pulled in a breath and
exhded.

A gde erupted from my lungs. Fed by my emations, it knocked into the high priestess. Her kaftan
molded to her body. Her hair whipped free of the braid she'd contained it with, snapped like something



dive into its full length behind her. She sumbled, and her face...her expression, the shock that | was
doing this to her...it was worth the wait.

Her magic forgotten, nothing but weeds to be trampled under my feet, | stalked forward, inhding
as | went, spinning my arms with each step. | was going to do what | should have done ten years
ago—would haveif I'd had the skill. | was going to blow her so far and so deep across the earth, there'd
be a trench from here to the Guif of Mexico.

| was strong, powerful, and unstoppable. | hdd the breath, fdt it in my lungs Then as | opened my
lipsto st it free, | saw Bubbe move, saw her g&ff swing toward me,

There was no time to do anything except watch as the hard polished end of my grandmother’s
g&f collided with my forehead.

My knees collgpsed and the world around me faded...the power in the breath I'd held fading
aong with my consciousness.

| woke in the cold and the dark. Something about the space seemed familiar, but it took a few minutes to
redize I'd been locked in my own basement—in the boiler room with my dirty laundry and Harmony's
outgrown toys. The front of my head pounded. | touched my fingers to the pain and quickly found the
reason—a ping-pong-bal-sized lump.

Who knew Bubbe packed such awadlop?

But a least she'd hit me and not responded with magic. My head probably wouldn't have
survived that.

| dlowed mysdf another few seconds to become accustomed to the knowledge that my
five-hundred-year-old grandmother had KO'd me with a gaff, then | tried to stand. My head tilted left
and right, like some demented bobblehead-doll, my stomach, though, surdly empty...I'd logt dl track of
time...cenched...l madeit as far as my knees before giving up, at least somewhat.

Ondl fours, | crept to the door, then, my head dill down, reached up and twisted the knob. As
I’d guessed—Iocked. | fdl back onto my bely and lay there with my nose pressed againg the one-inch
crack under the door.

“Shit.” Not my favorite curse, but it fit my mood.

A gaf rapped into the floor on the other Sde of the door. “She's awake,” afemde voice | didn't
recognize announced.

“I'll get Alcippe,” replied another.

“No. | put her here. I'll talk to her.”

The voice of my conqueror, al five hundred years of her.

The guards, at least | assumed they were guards and not my own persond servants waiting for me
to awaken 0 they could serve me lemonade and cookies here in the luxury of my boiler room, must have
agreed to her demand because the next thing | knew the door had whacked me firmly in the side of the
head.

With a groan | rolled over, giving Bubbe ample space to squeeze into the room—or & least as
much space as | was willing to give a that moment.

The door snapped closed behind her, and she peered down a me. “How are you feding?’

From this angle she was upside-down, and | couldn’t tdll for sure if she was amiling or frowning. |
knew which | was doing. “Peachy,” | replied. “You could have killed me.”

“l could have, but you were a difficult 1abor. My daughter wouldn't appreciate it if | dispatched
her efforts so eadily.”

| humphed and rolled again, making it back to a Sit. “So, what’ s happening?’

She dipped a glass of doudy liquid into my hand, then walked to the nearest pile of laundry and
began roating through it. “Harmony is at school. She was not happy you left on your trip without tdling
her.”

“My trip?’ If I'd been able, | would have stood. Instead, | choked down a gulp of whatever she'd
put in the glass and grimaced as | swallowed the nasty brew.
“Trip. You have to stay here—" She jerked Harmony's favorite pink jeans from under a stack of



sweats and towds, then sniffed them. With a grimace she dropped them back onto the stack. “And she
will make do.”

“Wheat about Dana?’

Bubbe sighed. “ She has been told.”

“But...whereis she?” My head was beginning to clear, the pounding to lighten to a rap.

“Here. | won't let Alcippe take her againgt her will. | won't let them take her baby.” She dropped
her atention back to the laundry. She was leaving something unsaid. A “but” or something seemed to
hengintheair.

Her fingers tightened back around the jeans. “Zery has taken Pisto to the safe camp. Her funerd
will take place there. Cleo and | will take Dana and bring her back home.”

“And what about me? What about Alcippe? You know she has more reason to have done this
then | do.”

“Alcdppe has no reason to have killed Pisto.”

But | did. Bubbe didn't say that, didn’'t have to.

She took a breath and kept taking. “Alcippe doesn't live in Madison, didn’t find the bodies and
keep them from the tribe. Alcippe didn’t bring men into our midst.”

Alcippe was damn near perfect whereas | was a complete and total fuckup. But | wasn't a killer.
“| can't day in here)” | sad. “The kille”—Alcippe—"is dill out there. Dana is dill a risk. Harmony
could be at risk.”

“Youwill say here” She started to move toward the door, the jeans gathered in her hands.

| managed to stand. Wobbly, but on my feet, | put a hand next to hers on the denim. “I have to do
something. The givnomai. The killer is taking them for areason. | know Pisto’'s was missng too. | could
seeit on your face. If | tdl you what hers was, will you bring me the totem? It and her telios?’

“You'll cal on Artemis?’

It was what she wanted more than anything—me to admit my connection to the goddess, to work
on my priestess skillsin the open. She'd seen what | could do when | attacked Alcippe, guessed that I'd
unwound her serpent ward, but I'd yet to openly admit any of it, to say | would at least try to follow her
path.

“I've done it before. | told you about the girls”

“But you didn’t put dl your trust in the goddess. She would never have guided you to make the
choices that got you here.”

| licked my lips. “My power has grown.”

She amiled, but not with the joy or pride | expected, more like you amile at a child who tels you
her favorite color is red or that the sun fdt warm on her face—like she wanted to pat me on the head.
“But you don’'t believe, haven't trusted. If | bring you the tools, will you try?’

| had no idea what she was asking of me. I’d dways bdieved. I'd grown up bdieving. As for
trud...l didn’t trust anyone, hadn't for along time. Still, | agreed.

She frowned, but nodded. “They will bring you food soon. You'll find what you need on the tray.”

Chapter Twenty-one

| spent the next hour or so jumping at every sound outside the closed door. 1'd considered trying to
blast my way out, but couldn't think of how that would help. Right now at leadt, the other Amazons
didn't see me as athreat and thought | was locked down.

I’d wait for Bubbe to get me the totems and see where the ritud took me, see what Pigto’'s
givhomai told me. My stomach had just started to growl and my patience to wane when | heard voices
outsde—my guards chatting with someone. Based on the amdls making their way past the locked door
and stench of Mother’s workout gear, | deverly deduced it was someone bearing a tasty med.

| stood up to greet her.

Holding atray covered with a blue doth and flanked by two scowling warriors, stood Dana. The
gmile on my face vanished.

Dana It made sense a hearth-keeper would be sent to deiver my med, but Dana...l hadn't



expected her. The Amazons cdlaimed I’ d killed her sgter. Did she bdieve them?

She entered with her eyes downcast. Behind her the guards moved shoulder to shoulder, forming
an Amazon door. | understood why they wouldn’'t want to leave me aone with her—not bdieving what
they did. It hurt, though. I'd come to care about Dana. | identified with her desire to keep her son, but
aso saw her as the young girl she was...not dl that much older than Harmony.

The thought that she might hate me sent my appetite fleaing.

She scuttled in, her gaze never rigng from the tray.

“Dana—"’

One of the warriors made some grunting noise, cutting me off. | shot a glare at the pushy giant.

When | looked back, Dana hadn't moved. She was daing around the amdl space, gpparently
looking for some flat surface on which to leave the tray. | stepped forward, shoving a pile of dishrags off
the washer and onto the floor.

Sill not looking a me, she did the tray onto the dented metd top and turned to leave.

“I'm sorry about Pisto,” | murmured.

She stopped, and ran her pdms down the sides of her jeans.

| wasn't going to say anything ese. She deserved her sorrow, didn't need me procdlaming my
innocence and getting in the way of what she was going through.

Her shoulders began to shake. A sob escaped her lips.

| looked at the warriors, supidly expecting one of them to step in and hep her out of the room.
The terra-cotta warriors of Shi Huangdi showed more empathy.

Riking a kick to the head—if they managed to show life— moved closer to the disraught
hearth-keeper, but kept mysdf from touching her. Just yesterday | would, without question, have pulled
her into my arms for a hug, had in fact, but today...| just stood there, let her know she wasn't done.

She pulled in another breath, and whispered, “What happened? They're saying...”

She asked. | had to answer—was burning to answer. “I didn’t hurt her. | didn’t hurt any of them. |
wouldn't do that. You know that?’

She licked her lips, raised her eyes enough to glance a the warriors who showed some sgns of
life by shifting from one foot to another.

A loud sniff, then she turned and fdl againgt my chest. | staggered to keep from fdling.

“l didn't believe them. | told Alcippe you didn't do it—couldn’'t. Just because you and Fisto
fought. She and | fought, but I'd never...I’d do anything...” Her hand found its way to her somach.

| placed mine over hers. “It ign't your fault—don't even think like that. You can't afford it. He"—I
patted her hand againgt her abdomen—*can’t afford it.”

She nodded, the up and down moation of her head tight againgt my shoulder, pulling a my shirt. “I
know.” She let out another snuffling breeth, then pulled back. Her eyes were red and swollen and her
NOSe Was running.

| searched around for a cloth to wipe her face, but came up with nothing | thought would meet her
more particular needs. Findly | jerked out the tal of my shirt and stretched it toward her.

She laughed, just alight twitter of sound, but | relaxed alittle. She was going to be okay. It had to
be tough, logng her sster, but she’'d get through it.

“Can | say here?’ she asked, dfter retrieving arall of paper from the toilet positioned between the
wadl and laundry sink.

“Here?’ | motioned to the dingy space filled with amdly laundry.

“No, | mean here...your house. Alcippeistrying to get meto go back to the camp and I'd like to
go...for awhile for Piso’'s—" She blew her nose on a length of tissue, placed a new piece agang her
eyes. “But | don't want to stay. | know Pisto wanted meto, but...”

| pulled off another length of toilet paper and handed it to her. “Of course you can stay. | told you
that areedy.”

“But with you here.” She glanced at the warriors. “1 didn’'t know how your family would fed about
me. Pisto was my sster and you were the one who invited me.”

| waved the strip of paper in the air, cutting her short. “Nothing has changed—not as far as my



offer. And besides, with me’—I searched for a term—"out of commisson, they're going to need
someone to take care of them. You can do that, right?’

She nodded, thefirg spark of life I'd seen lighting her face snce she'd waked through the door.
“And | can stay here too, for a while” She picked up the snarl of clothes I’d tossed onto the floor and
nodded to the washing machine. “Harmony was looking for some of her things this morning. Your
grandmother...she was...”

“Incredibly sympethetic?’ | chimedin.

Her confuson obvious, Dana frowned. Sarcasm doesn’t work with her. | waved my hand in a
never mind gesture and did the tray off the washer. With Harmony at school and Mother and Bubbe
busy—trying to get the Amazons to see sense, | hoped—Dana had to be feding done.

| glanced at the warriors. Obvioudy they weren't going to do much to make her fed better.
Besides, once she got the wash going and left, I'd be free to work my spdl with the added camouflage of
my third-hand washer danking away, covering my chant.

With no objections from the warrior twins, | settled down to est my lunch while Dana sorted and
pretreated the wash, in generd giving our dothing more care than it had seen since being shoved in a bag
and brought home from the store.

While she loaded thefird pile into the washer, | pamed the leather bag Bubbe had hidden under
the cloth and dipped it behind a stack of socks so ripe | didn’'t think even Dana would brave moving
them.

Twenty minutes or so later, Dana had everything laid out in neet color-coordinated piles and had
thoroughly ingtructed me on their proper bleach/no bleach/detergent mix. She looked a little sad when
she took my tray and left. | liked thinking it was caused by leaving me, but | suspected it was more about
not getting the joy of folding and fluffing dl to hersdf.

After she left, the warrior twins showed me some teeth. It was not in the form of a amile, & least
not one seen anywhere except on the face of a hyena before it lunged at your throat. | returned the
gesture with afull peep at my own impressvely hedthy set of choppers. They growled and grunted, but
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Alone, | pulled out the leather bag and worked the tie open with my teeth. Two totems, some
twigs, a handful of acorns and a lighter fdl onto the floor. | glanced at the door, &raid the twins might
have heard, but after afew seconds turned back to my task.

| swept up apile of dirt with my hand, then used it to outline a circle. That done, | placed the two
totems in the center—a horse for Pisto’s givnomai and a lion for her telios. | paused, my fingers 4ill
touching the stone representation of the lion—the same family group as Zery. The groups had developed
over the firg few hundred years of the Amazons existence. It didn't mean Zery and Pisto were closdly
related, but it did mean they probably fdt some kinship, some loydty based soldy on sharing a telios.

Perhaps | could use that loydty to make things easier on Dana. A vote from a queen would go a
long way toward easing her lifeif she did choose to mingle with Amazons aside from outcast me and my
family. And maybe that tie would make Zery more willing to stand by Dana than our lifetime of friendship
had. | swalowed the bubble of hurt and went back to my work, added the twigs and an acorn to the
crcle s center.

It took afew tries, but soon | had the twigs smoldering. A tiny wisp of smoke snaked upward. |
leaned forward, closed my eyes, and cdled on Artemis.

Thistime the vison came hard and fast, dmost knocked me back againg the wadl. Pisto—trapped
and angry. | could fed her energy as dearly asif she stood in the room next to me. | sat logt for a while,
caught up in the power, forgot that Pisto was dead—that the energy | fet so dearly couldn’'t be hers. |
hed hoped to somehow tap into where her givnomai was now, get some feding or guidance from
Artemis, but this direct link...it was impossble. Pisto was dead, and her givnomai was no longer
attached to her body. The emation radiating from the combined totems could only exit if the combination
were dill attached to a live form—but they weren’t. Couldn’t be. Before an Amazon was dlowed to
choose her givnomai, a priestess checked to see if the pairing existed dready. If it did, it couldn’'t be
used—not until that Amazon died, freeing the givnomai for another in her clan. Perhaps there was some



dim possihility a priestess had screwed up, reused Pigto’s pair, but...l closed my eyes, let the energy
flow through me, red-hot bailing anger...outrage... Pisto. There was no migaking it.

Somehow the power in Pisto’s givnomai Hill lived.

But if it wasn't attached to Pisto, if she didn’'t have control over it—who did?

| smothered the remnants of the fire with my hand and sat there saring at the two totems—amost
afrad to pick them up. What | suspected wasn't possible. It couldn't be.

| don't know how long | sat there. Long enough that 1'd rolled everything around in my mind multiple
times, come back to the same well-worn possibility over and over.

The teens being delivered to me—to throw suspicion my way? To force me to face the Amazons?

Zery being staked out in a clear show of priestess and artisan kill. ills | had, dthough none had
known it, but skills othersin the tribe, Alcippe, for example, possessed too.

Alcippe trying to force Dana to abort her baby. Alcippe angry when | got in her way. Alcippe
aopearing moments after we found Pisso—when she should have been miles away, back a the safe
camp.

But why? Why kill the first girls—because they didn’'t obey? Had they shown ideas of wanting to
be free of the Amazon rules? To leave the safe camp, not just for a night, but forever? But then, why not
kill Dana too? Because she knew the girl was pregnant, hoped in the beginning the child would be a girl,
would pull Dana back closer to the tribe?

And then, when the baby had been a boy and Dana had come running to me...had the priestess
snapped so thoroughly she'd gone so far as killing Pisto, knowing | would be yet again the obvious target
of the Amazons wrath?

Was gaking out Zery aso because of me—punishment for her beieving me?

Weas dl of this because Alcippe had logt control of the tribe, saw that mixing with humans was
coming, and blamed me? Hated me?

| jumped to my feet and began banging on the door.

I"d started to wonder if the twins had left me when findly the doorknob began to twist. | stepped
back, breathless from my whole-bodied attack to get ther attention.

Bubbe stepped into the room. In her hands were my favorite hiking boots and the keys to my
truck. Behind her the basement was dark and empty—no twins

“What's happened?’ Bubbe' s face and the missng twins told me it was something bad.

“Zery. The police have her.” She shoved the boots into my hands.

The news set me back, but | took the hikers and put them on. “The police?’ | asked.

“She was taking Pisto’s body to the safe camp. They were dmost to the bdtline. Alcippe was
following her in another car. That detective pulled Zery over.”

Boots on and keysin hand, | stood and stared her in the eyes. “He pulled her over?” Could he do
that? A Milwaukee detective pull over a car in Madison for no reason?

“There were other cars too. A group of Amazons were driving down. But only Zery was pulled
over. Alcippe tried to stop, but Zery waved her on.”

“So, wheré's Zery now?’

“They found Pisto’s body in Zery's car. They took her away in shackles.”

Handcuffs. The police had hauled an Amazon queen off to human jal in handcuffs. This was very
bad.

“The warriors?’

“In the gym. Without Zery or Pigto...” Bubbe shook her head. “Cleo is trying to settle them, stop
them from their Supidity.”

“They want to attack the jail, don’t they?” Of course they did. Most of them had spent their entire
lives dreaming of fighting aredl battle with a redl cause. Freeing ther queen from human clutches? What
could be more noble?

“That isthe talk now, but there have been other mentions” Her gaze was sharp.

Me. They wanted me—dead, | was sure. Nothing like facing a mob of Amazon warriors to liven



up adull imprisonment.

“Harmony will be safe.” Bubbe shoved open the door. “We will bring her to you when things have
Settled.”

| stared at the open door, unable to do much more. She wanted me to run, to leave my daughter.
She knew me better than that—surely. My gaze traveled back to my grandmother. She raised her hands,
darted to mumble

| strode forward, stepped into her space. “Don't even think it. | don’'t care how strong your
powers are. They won't get me to leave Harmony.”

Her eyes narrowed. Her lips drew together in a pucker. “You will both be safer if you aren't
here”

“Not if the killer isill out there. I know who it is—who it has to be.”

Bubbe relaxed her lips, moving from a purse to atwig.

“It'sAlcippe. And dl of thisis aout her losng control of the Amazons and her hatred of me. If |
leave and she can't get to me and | leave Harmony behind, she'll go after her, because Alcippe knows
that would hurt me more than anything. Would kill me”

Bubbe shook her head. “Alcippe livesfor the tribe.”

“And that’s why she hates me” | ran through everything I'd worked out in the lagt few hours.
When | was done, Bubbe looked no more convinced, but she didn't start chanting either. She moved to
the Sde and stared at the wall—let me wak past her into the basement, her gaze never wandering from
whatever spot she'd focused on.

| jogged through the basement to the outsde door. Once past that, | crept up the dairs. | could hear
voices arguing—or & least one voice, mae. | peered over the sarwell.

Peter stood at the corner of my shop, his back to the gym. In front of him were the twins, fully
armed with swords, gaffs, grenades...maybe not grenades, but they were loaded down with weapons
and even wearing some kind of padded Kevlar type vest.

| could only imagine what Peter was thinking.

As | watched, they pointed toward the parking lot. | crouched down a little lower. They didn’t
turn to look, but Peter did. He saw me. | could fed his gaze, but before | could think what to do, he
turned back to the twins and began to argue louder.

“The shop is open. | just left for lunch.” He stepped to the Side, to hisleft, forcing the twins to turn
too, move so their backs were to me. “1 have gppointments.”

The twins seemed to broaden from behind, but didn’t say much, at least not much | could hear.
Peter looked past them, at me. His eyes said run.

| didn’t stop to think why he wasn't questioning what was going on or how he seemed to know |
needed to escape without the twins naticing. | just vaulted up the stairs and sprinted to my truck.

| had to get to my daughter. | had to make sure she was safe.

After | pulled up at West High, | sat inmy truck for a few minutes, let it idle—technicaly againg the law
in Madison, but far from my biggest worry a the moment.

| wanted—no, needed—to know Harmony was safe, but | dso knew | couldn’t just drag her out
of geometry or whatever and race away.

The killing had gone on too long, and it was tied to me. | had a responghility to stop Alcippe,
especidly since no one e<e believed the killer was Alcippe.

Then there was Zery. | couldn't traipse off and leave her injal. | was the only Amazon equipped
to talk with the police, to maybe get Reynolds to bend. | had to go back, had to face Alcippe and the
Amazons.

| drove to a nearby neighborhood street, where | deserted the truck and took off on foot. | would
check on my daughter, reassure mysdf she was safe, then I'd do whatever | had to do to stop this
disagter.

| checked my watch. It was dmogt two—right before sSxth period. Harmony should be on her



way to English. Luckily the classoom was on the ground floor. | didn't want to worry my girl by
interrupting her class. | just wanted to see her. It took three tries before | found the right class.

The period had dready started by this time, but the kids were ill milling around. Harmony was
fadng the window. A dender boy stood in front of her, his back to me. Her eyes did some anglething I'd
never seen before, and she flicked her hair over her shoulder. My girl was flirting.

Seaing the obvious display of interest from my daughter shot fear of a new kind through me, but
the rdief a seang her a dl—happy and hedthy, if focused on some boy whose face | couldn’t
see—quickly knocked that aside.

My fingers gripping the concrete slis that topped the brick, | soaked up the sght.

Rachd appeared, shot the boy and then Harmony a sddong glance. She saw the attraction too,
seemed to gpprove of it more than | did.

| tapped my fingers againg the sll. I'd wanted a norma human daughter. Guess that's what
Artemis was giving me.

At that moment a line of cars pulled up to the four-way stop near the school. | dropped to my
kneesin the dirt to avoid being seen. Being arrested for soying on students, or even just being outed as a
crazy stalker mom, was not part of my plan.

By the time the cars had pulled off, the class had sttled into their seats and | didn't dare risk
peering a my daughter again.

She was safe.

Aslong as | found Alcippe and stopped her, Harmony would stay that way.

Chapter Twenty-two

Back in my truck, | redized | didn't know where Alcippe was. Bubbe had said Zery waved her
on, but had she continued to the safe camp or returned to the gym?

Zery was jaled somewherein Wisconsin, and Alcippe thought | was locked in my basement.

| bet she didn’'t go far. | drove home.

From the outside things looked pretty normd, in other words, quiet. The twins were nowhere to
be seen. | stood on the sidewak between my shop and the gym, undecided on what to do firg.

Someone grabbing me from behind made the decison for me. An am snapped across my chest,
pinning my arms to my side, and my attacker began waking backward, dragging me with each step.

| reached out, gathering power without thought. The process was becoming easier, second nature.
A spdl was on my lips, wind building in my lungs, when a rough voice whispered in my ear. “Too damn
stubborn. Y ou were supposed to leave”

Mother.

“I'm taking you to your truck and you're going to get init and drive. Head north,” she ordered.

| let out my bresth and released most of the power. “Where's Alcippe?’ | asked.

She squeezed me, mumbled something under her bresth that | didn't think was exactly an
endearment and kept dragging.

| relaxed agang her. Fghting would have just wasted energy. Besides, she obvioudy didn't intend
to hog-tie me and drive me somewhere hersdf, so this whole exercise could only have one concluson:
her |etting me go and me heading right back.

You'd think she'd have known me better by now. Ten feet from my truck, she took a hard |eft.
“My truck’s over there” | said, letting my impeatience to end the farce show.

She kept dragging. That's when | got suspicious. | twisted, or tried to. Her ams held—as surdy
astitanium bars.

Ancther of her long-legged paces, even moving backward she could eat up ground at twice the
pace | could, and we were beside a battered van—the windowless kind serid killers use to troll parking
lots. Bubbe and one of the hearth-keepers I" d seen working in the cafeteria stood beside it.

| dug in my heds. Mother didn't even dow her pace. The ground tugged on my boots as |
janmed them into the earth. | pulled in a breath, my brain spinning through spells like cards on a
Rolodex, searching for something | could use that would force her to release me without killing ether of



“Méeanippe.” Bubbe hdd up a hand, her face cam...underganding.

Hdl no. | sucked in instead of blowing out and went limp, fdl. The trick worked. It caught
Mother, who was prepared for my fight, off guard. | dipped through her arms. She'd moved two giant
steps backward before she redized the loss. By then | was jogging to the front.

| got as far as the corner, paused, again weighing shop or gym. And again, | didn't have to make
the choice. Someone made it for me—actualy, a mob madeit for me.

Amazons began pouring out the front, Alcippe in their lead. She took one look a me and ydled.
Twenty pairs of angry feet pounded toward me. Indinctively | spun. Mother and Bubbe were a few feet
behind me, both waving for me to come toward them, to run to the van and disappear. | leaned in thar
direction, my body automaticaly moving to safety. Then | remembered why | was here, that someone
needed to face Alcippe, and that someone was me.

| turned back to the crowd and began mumbling the first spdll that sprang to my brain. It started to
ran—hard. Drops fdl from the sky like lead bdls, big, too big to be naturd, and hard, edged with ice.
My shirt and pants dung to me. The Amazons racing toward me dipped on the indantly saturated
ground. They piled one on top of the other in an amost comica display. | might have laughed if I'd
known what | was doing, if I'd fdt like | could stop the deluge I’d beckoned. Instead, | listened to my
teeth chatter and watched, wild-eyed, wondering what to do next.

Alcippe dung to the corner of the gym, her long dress hindering her movement. She Started to
rase her ams and, again without thought, | blasted out a breath. The rain changed direction—moved
amog diagondly, right in her face. She had no choice; she raised her am to block the ondaught, to keep
from drowning while stlanding up....

| snapped my lips shut. The wind stopped, but the rain continued. Alcippe placed her am over
her head, like a visor blocking the moisture. Heat and hate poured from her eyes.

| redized then | could kill her. | had her off guard, had the upper hand. The thought was tempting.
| even pulled in a second breath, but as | did, my gaze drifted upward, to Harmony’s window, to those
stupid bottles of nail polish lining her gll.

I"d left the Amazons to make my daughter a better life, to make her a better person. If 1 killed
Alcippe like this, what would that prove? What would it change? Alcippe would be gone, but she'd dso
be a martyr—brought down by evil me. She might die, but her message, “The Amazons can’t change”
would live on, even grow.

| couldn’t kill Alcippe. Not like this. | had to discredit her—show the rest of them the old ways
weren't the only ways. And there was only one way to do that.

| closed my eyes and found the switch, or faucet, whatever it was that controlled the power | hdd
but didn't understand. The ran stopped suddenly, as if we'd just stepped under an overhang—no
gradud lessening or softening, just gone.

The Amazons scrambled in the mud, diding and gripping each other to hep themsdves stand. |
crossed my arms over my chest and waited. They’ d remember me soon enough.

Alcippe recovered fird, of course. She dogged forward, her dress sagging, reveding withered
cleavage. Her deeves dung to her arms, and her skirt wrapped around her ankles. Findly, she gave up
trying to get to me and shoved her hands out, ready to cdl on alittle magic of her own.

A walf, tranducent but deadly, appeared from nowhere. His feet splayed, his head lowered, and
his ears back, he snarled a Alcippe. | blinked, not sure what | was seeing was red—but it was. When |
opened my eyes, the walf dill stood there, his lips raised, reveding his gums and teeth, the ruff on his
neck standing at attention.

Alcippe s gaze shot to me, then just as quickly behind me.

Bubbe and Mother, both surprisingly dry, stepped forward, one on each side of me.

“You can't protect her.” Alcippe flicked her atention from the wolf to my grandmother and back.

“Thet was not my plan.” Bubbe twitched two fingers and the wolf sat. “Méanippe can care for
hersdlf. Better than | knew.”

The sky was clear now, but the air cold. Goose bumps formed on my flesh, but by sheer force of



will | stopped mysdf from shivering. | glanced at my grandmother, tried to read what she was thinking,
but everything about her looked relaxed, unworried.

“She attacked us. Me, a high priestess.” Alcippe's voice was strong, but her gaze darted to the
wolf again and again.

I’d never seen this particular piece of magic hed this long and visble to dl. I'd seen the serpent,
but only after immersang mysdf in the spell. | glanced at the other Amazons. All of them stood rigid, their
gtares locked on the wolf.

They dl saw him. He was redl.

“Cdl off your telios,” Alcippe ordered.

Bubbe tilted her head back and forth, gudying the animd. “He' s causng no harm.” She raised her
chin, her voice grew sronger. “Yet.”

Alcipp€e s eyes drew together; her hands baled at her sdes. “What do you want?’

“Méanippe? Bubbe turned to me, her voice back to her normd tone, but sweete—much
swester. “Wha isit you want?”

| licked my lips, weighed my options. What did | want?

“Thetruth. | want the truth.”

Surprise flitted across my grandmother’s face, but was quickly gone—replaced by a smile She
looked back at Alcippe. “Not too much to ask.”

“Therite of truth,” | added.

Evey eye turned to me.

It was bold, but the only choice | had—and | had nothing to hide, nothing to fear. Not anymore.
Besde me, Mother diffened. My grandmother was more subtle, but | could fed a ghift in the energy
surrounding her.

But when she spoke, she was cdm, resolved. “Therite of truth.”

Alcippe hestated, as | knew she would. By agreeing, she risked her life. Whoever won the battle
aso won the right to demand one truth of ther choice. If the loser spoke a lie or refused to answer,
Artemis would forfeit her life—and worse, to Alcippe anyway, that Amazon would die an outcast.

It was the worst fate she could face—and everything | wanted. The amile on my lips came from
deep indde.

Alcippe saw it, recognized it. Her eyes narrowed, and her fingers straightened. She'd made the
choice. She was going to accept. | widened my amile, concentrated on her lips, waited for them to open.

“l accept the chalenge” The right words, but from the wrong direction. | spun, stared a my
grandmother.

“You can't,” | responded.

“l did. | asked what you wanted. You said, and | accepted.” She held up her hand, waved, and
the wolf was gone. “But indgde.” She moved forward, her steps even, dmost floaing.

Alcippe stepped in front of her. “She chdlenged me”

Bubbe shrugged. “Perhaps, but the truth she wants is mine to tel.” Then she kept moving,
enigmatic and frudrating as ever.

| followed Bubbe into the gym, the other Amazons, Mother, and Alcippefiled in too. Bubbe had aready
taken pogtion at the far end, near the stage. Leaving me the space by the door. Alcippe took center
court. Mother and the other Amazons formed two lines flanking us. Normdly there would have been a
carde of Amazons surrounding us, but in the rectangular space available, the lines made more sense. Plus,
the rite normaly would have been performed outsde—the wals of the gym more than made up for the
lack of Amazons completing the cusomary circle.

Alcippe waved her hand. The doors dammed shut behind us. | sensed they wouldn't open until
we were through.

My grandmother stood the full length of the basketball court avay. Her aams at her sides, she
looked completely a peace—like she hadn’t just twisted my chdlenge, forced hersdf into the postion
I’d meant for Alcippe.



Why had she done it? Frustrated, | stalked forward, got to the center before hitting an invisble
wdl of power. | cursed and turned to face Alcippe. “This isn't what | asked for. | didn't chdlenge
Bubbe. | chdlenged you.”

“l didn't hear aname, only a request. A request | answered.” Bubbe didn’t even bother to look at
me as she spoke, concentrated ingtead on folding the arms of her deeves up past her wridts.

| wanted to scream, could fed it growing insde me. | did not want to fight Bubbe, but her cold
indifference to what she had done was infuriaing me, and she knew it. Damn her. She was pushing my
buttons, trying to get me to forget mysdlf.

| took a deep breath and adjusted my own deeves, pulling them down until they brushed the top
knuckle of my thumb.

The Amazons stood like stone statues beside us. No one except me seemed concerned that
Bubbe had twisted the rite as she had. Fine. I'd fight my grandmother. And I'd try to beat her. Get
whatever truth | could from her, even if it was just why she had stepped in to protect Alcippe.

That was certainly a question that was burning insgde me.

Alcippe raised her arms, lifted the wdl, and | faced my grandmother inaway | never had before. |
waited, thinking the entire thing might be a put-on show, a way to make me see the light—or the light as
my grandmother saw it.

As| stared a her, she looked different, old, frail. Bubbe never looked old, not redly. | frowned. |
couldn't do this. | started to turn, to tdl Alcippeit was over, I'd admit defest and give up whatever truth
they wanted. As| moved, color flashed from the end of the room—Bubbe moving her arms. Suddenly |
was surrounded by eeven of the tweve Amazon telioses: bull, lion, stag, fish, dog, hawk, serpent, hare,
leopard, boar, and bear. Each as red as the walf outside had been, and each just as deadly.

| looked at Bubbe, surprised. I'd been the one to issue the chalenge, meaning she got to choose
the battle, but | hadn’t expected this

“Never underestimate, devochka moya.” She did her gaze to the firg telios—a bull. Hereford by
the looks of him. Y ou never could tdl with Bubbe; she liked to mix old with new. For whatever reason, |
got abull known more for burgers than fighting.

Might have been some kind of insult. The thought had bardy formed before he started trotting
forward, horns high and ears erect.

At three thousand pounds it didn’'t maiter what he was bred for, he was damn intimidating.

My bullfighting experience was pretty much limited to one rodeo | atended back in my Amazon
days. And | wasn't the one fighting him, my designated one-night stand had been—wsll, riding him,
actudly. Sill, it was dl the experience | had to go on.

| rubbed my pdms on my jeans.

“Méd.” Mother broke ranks long enough to dide her sword across the gym floor. | watched it twirl
incircles, like some crazy game spinner. Where would it stop? Whose move?

Lucky me. It was mine,

The bull lowered his head and snorted. | somersaulted across the floor, stopping next to the
sword, and picked it up with both hands. It took a minute for my arms to adjust to the fed of it. It wasn't
heavy, not like some movies and fantasy novels would have you believe, but | wasn't used to it. Swords
were never my thing.

The bull seemed to sense that. He charged.

| tried to pogdition the sword, to pierce the animd in the neck where | calculated | would do the
mog damage with the least effort, but my movements were awkward and | sumbled. As the creature
pounded toward me, sense won out over looking good or doing things right. | deserted the sword and
legpt out of his path. | could amell the sweet on his body, fed the ar move as he raced past.

| let out aragged breath, my knees crumpling beneath me,

Telios. Why telios? The rite of truth could be fought any way—with magic, hand-to-hand
combat—hell, asfar as| knew, two hearth-keepers could stage a bake-off. And my grandmother, who
I"d thought carried at leest some fondness for me, chose the Amazon telioses embodied. | was glad
Artemis hadn’t had a fondness for dragons.



My breathing ll 1abored, 1 pressed my fingersinto the floor to keep from tumbling and looked at
Bubbe. Her face was cdm, dmost unlined. All appearances of frallty and old age were gone.

The old fake—I should have known better. The beginnings of anger pushed me to a stand. Her
gaze behind me, Bubbe twitched a brow. | turned, but too late. The bull stampeded, his head down.
There was no time to dodge, no time to think. On ingtinct, | murmured a prayer and blew out a breath.
His steps dowed, his head lowered further—as if he were pushing againg a wal instead of charging
across the open gym floor.

| blew harder. He dowed more until findly he seemed to lose dl steam, dowed to a stop, then
stood there, head hanging and his body colored dark with swet.

| placed my hand over my heart, fdt the thumping insde my chest, then picked up the sword and
strode forward. Staring my grandmother in the eye, | stabbed the weapon through his neck, severing his
soind cord. The telios shimmered and vanished, back to nothingness...ar. The sword clattered to the
ground.

I"d fdt the muscle as I’ d shoved the sword into his neck, fdt the heet of his body and his bregath.
He had been red...but now he was gone. Air...nothing but air. Only my grandmother could do that. No
sooner had the thought come then the bull reappeared—just as solid and intimidating as he had been
origindly.

| bent to retrieve the sword and did my best to hide the snking feding in my core. | weighed the
weapon and my options. Obvioudy, in my grandmother’s rule book | hadn’'t bested the bull. 1 took a
step toward him, hoping some new idea would come to me before he gored me in the somach, but he
seemed uninterested in me, frozen, in fact. | frowned and began moving in a circle, pivating dowly on one
foot to study each animd for movement.

Behind me another telios came to life. | recognized the feding now, akind of tingle, like something
was cregping up on me—which it was.

| supposed | should have been grateful Bubbe was launching the creatures a me one a a time
rather than releasing them in some kind of Amazon blood orgy but, as | turned, | saw the gaping jaws of
alion as he yawned into life. No words of thanks sprang to mind—just a few well-worn curses.

| didn’t bother reaching for the sword. | knew nothing about fighting a lion, but doubted holding a
sword would provide me with much advantage.

Agan Mother came to the rescue, diding a shidd and spear across the floor. | was thinking
something big and loaded with bullets would be a lot more practical, but Amazons didn't do firearms.
Besides, pulling atrigger probably wouldn't teach whatever lesson my grandmother had gone to so much
trouble to relay to me.

| picked up the spear, tossed it up and down, testing its balance...muttered to mysdf. | was tired
of having to defend mysdlf...prove mysdf even to my own family.

The anger began to build again, thistime with no direct focus. | was angry a dl of them.

Zery was locked up and a killer was on the loose—standing in front of me, actudly. | tossed the
Spear again, glanced a Alcippe. I'd tried playing this the Amazon way, convinced mysdf that would be
best—and found mysdf caught in thistrid by telios. Maybe it was time to take things back into my own
hands.

| turned my grip, readied mysdf to throw the spear.

Chapter Twenty-three

The lion lunged. All thought of Alcippe fled. | spun, threw the spear without pausing to @m or
think about the best target. To my shock, it hit home, embedded into the lion's head. Like the bull he
shimmered, then was gone. The spear fdl with a clatter to the floor. | just stared at it. Again my heart
pounded. My pulse jumped at my throat. My gaze shot to my grandmother. She was unmoved, unruffled.

| took a step forward. “What the—?" The lion reappeared, but like the bull, frozen. | snapped my
mouth closed and searched for my next opponent. The hare, stag, and fish dl cameto life

On the surface, none of these animds seemed particularly dangerous—but | knew better than to
relax. | didn't understand this game, but | knew one was under way—and | needed to learn the rules



fadt.

The three animas wandered around the court, ssemingly unaware of my presence. | glanced a
Mother, but no weapon was shoved my way. Thefirg two had saved me from being gored or eaten, but
they hadn’t won the game. Perhaps that was dl she' d been doing, buying metime to figure things out. Or
perhaps she was as perplexed as | was. Either way, | was on my own.

The sword was within reach. And with no better idea legping into my mind, | picked it up and
garted toward the deer. He didn't dtartle, just lowered his head to munch on imaginary grass, then
twisted his neck to rub his antlers on the floor. | raised the sword, ready to sever his spind cord like I'd
done to the bull, but as my am raised, he shifted—grew, until his rack was an impenetrable maze
reeching from floor to calling. | lowered the sword anyway, fdt the impact as it hit bone dl through my
body, but the stag didn’t disappear, didn’'t even move.

| jerked the sword free from the antlers and stared @ Bubbe. Like the deer, she seemed
unmoved. | thought about tossing the sword to the Sde then, admitting defeat, but my fingers wouldn't let
go.

Damnit. | wanted to beat her; | was going to deliver everything | had.

| stalked to the fish, grabbing the spear on the way. | stabbed at him. He dithered right, then left,
darting asif svimming with the current, as if my spear were inconsequentid—of no threst whatsoever. |
dropped it, tried to grab him with my hands. | had him or thought | did, but as my fingers closed, he
dipped through, did out of reach.

Trying to hide my growing frustration, | moved toward the hare. He was gray, his eyes like black
marbles. | stayed back, waited for im to do something. He sat up on his haunches, rubbed his front paw
over hisnose, and studied mein return. Then he winked.

Winked. That's when | got it—a trickster. The hare was a trickster—a lat like my grandmother.
She'd st me up, known | would believe the way through this chalenge was through direct battle, known
Mother would throw things at me and like an idiot | would follow her lead.

| pivoted, strolled to center court, and sat down. | needed to think, not act. My gut dways got me
moving before my brain had time to weigh things. And Bubbe knew that.

| needed to gain control, needed to think.

Bubbe had cdled on the telios for areason. Each had a specid gift or message, but | didn't think
that was the point here. Not redly. This was my grandmother’s message, and what was her favorite
lesson to lecture me on?

Bang an Amazon, accepting who | was.

| stood up. Around me dl the telioses had come to life. | ignored them, walked past the leopard
pacing to my right, stepped over the serpent that threatened to dither over my foot. Went directly to a
table where Pisto had kept paper and pens for charting which Amazon was leading in what competition. |
jerked the cap off a marker with my teeth, shoved up my deeve, and started drawing.

Towin you had to battle with your own weapons, define the fight for yourself.

| needed to play on my strengths. | was an artisan. Thiswas how | had to baitle.

| drew snow and a den. Mountains and trees. A spring-fed stream and a fidd filled with clover. |
drew everything the telios needed to thrive, then one by one | approached them.

| reached for the fish fird, fdt the cold splash of water as my hand dipped toward him. Wiggled
my fingers, let im swim toward me through my splayed digits. | wasn't there to catch him or destroy him.
| was there to free him. As he shot past my hand, for the briefest of seconds the stream I'd drawn on my
am appeared. He lunged forward. His body whipping back and forth, he went with the current until he
reached the edge of the court of our defined battle zone, legpt into the air, and disappeared.

The bull let me approach, followed me to the fidd, put his head down, and charged out of the
court. The leopard legpt into a tree, prowled dong the branch urtil the limb misted away above the line of
Amazons heads. The hawk soared into a mountain sky. The stag trotted into a forest. One by one dl the
telioses left, and it was just Bubbe and me done in the center of the court. By her sde stood the wolf.
She was amiling.

“Only one l¢eft. Do you know whet this telios wants? How to free him?’ she asked.



He was gray and tan, rangy. His eyes were golden. He sat by my grandmother’s side, completely
a peace. He was familiar and beautiful. | suddenly redized | had no idea what he wanted, what would
make him fed free. | could foal the other telioses, but | couldn’t fool my own. Couldn’t convince him the
fake image of trees or hills were red. Couldn’t make him disappear.

| held out my hands, but he didn't come. Just watched me with an intelligence that made me doulbt
evarything I’d done, everything I'd ever believed.

Fndly | dropped my arms to my sides, too tired to keep playing this game. The desire to beat my
grandmother wasn't enough to keep me going. | wanted a truth from Alcippe, not Bubbe. | was done, let
her beat me.

“You know | don't,” | replied.

“Don’'t or won't?” Bubbe dropped her hand to the wolf’s head, ran her fingers over hisfur. At her
touch, he looked up. My body tensed, and | knew she was right: | was afraid of facing my own telios, of
fading that very important part of who | was.

Her hand dropped to her side, and the wolf disappeared. “Y ou’'ve won. Declare your truth,” she
sad.

| raised my brows. “Me? | didn't master the telios.”

“No, you didn't do as | wanted. As| said, you beat me. | give up. | can’'t make you accept who
you are. You win.”

| grunted. No one could twist words and events like my grandmother. As much as | had wanted
to beat her, thiswasn't victory. It was dmost like awhole new kind of loss.

“l say you won,” | replied. “Tdl me what you want to know.”

Her hand drifted to where her dress closed in the front. She stroked the sk trim. “There is nothing
for you to tdl me, Mdanippe. | know you. | trust you.”

We dtared a each other, she with the same relaxed patience she'd shown through the entire
ordedl, me without it.

Alcippe stepped forward, rasng both hands as she did. “With no clear victory each can demand
atruth.” She nodded at Bubbe.

My grandmother studied me for a second, then asked, “Have you ever killed an Amazon?’

The question was direct and one | could answer eadly. She could have worded it much more
broadly, forced me to admit my connection to the crimes, but she didn't, and | recognized that, dthough
the Amazons dill lining the court didn’t seem to. Every eye was focused on me, every finger tightening
around some weapon.

“No.”

The exnde of ar was audible, the disgppointment and confuson tangible. It startled me, made me
redize how thoroughly they had wanted me to be guilty. | was an easy target—no longer one of their
own, but not completely foreign either. 1 was the safe choice, the only one that would mean nothing in
their lives would truly change—and with one word, 1’d blown that dream to hdl and back.

| turned, ready to leave.

“You have a question for me”

| looked back. Bubbe lifted a brow. “Make me answer it.”

| frowned. What did she want me to ask? What truth did she think needed tdling in front of
witnesses?

The questions I'd had for Alcippe rushed to my mind. Are you killing the Amazons? Did you kill
my son?

Too specific. Yes-and-no answers s8dom gave you the ful truth.

I licked my lips, concentrated on what | could ask that would tdl me something | needed to know
and needed to know was true.

“Why did you take this chdlenge from Alcippe?’ It was a Imple question, one very likdy
unrelated to anything, but it was the one that | couldn’t answer done, couldn't fathom by mysdlf.

Bubbe amiled; a quick lignt of victory gleamed in her eyes. “I told you. I’'m the one who has the
answer to your question.”



| closed my eyes. I'd let her trick me, given her a question she could answer truthfully without
reveding anything a dl. | didn't have time for this, had wasted enough as it was. Perhaps now that the
Amazons knew | was't the killer, they’ d ligen to my case againgt Alcippe.

| turned to face them, but Bubbe was't done.

“Alcippe didn't kill your son.”

My bresth stopped; my eyes focused on nothing.

“Heign't dead or wasn't, at least, when | left him at a human hospital.”

There was a whooshing in my ears, a decade of hate rushing up to greet me. | could bardly hear
the rest of my grandmother’s words—how she'd used magic to make him appear illborn, taken him
from my arms, bundled him up, and ddivered him to some human hospitd. How no one but she had
known. How she’'d done it because she loved me, loved Harmony, and hoped with my son out of sght
and mind, I d settle down, get back to who I’ d been, accept being an Amazon.

After that it was just static, the annoying buzz of misplaced trust and fase love swirling around me.
| sumbled from the gym, or fdt like | did. | didn’t fdl, and no one came after me. | wandered done to
my truck, got in, and drove.

| hadn’t even made it to the firs stoplight before flashing lights glared a me from my rearview mirror.
Madison cops aren't big on traffic stops; | was indantly wary. | pulled over anyway.

Reynolds stepped out of the unmarked car. | stayed in the truck, my fingers gripping the steering
whed 0 tightly | was surprised it didn’'t sngp from the pressure.

“What are you doing?’ he asked.

| stared out my windshield; a new crack was forming where arock had hit it on my last journey to
the safe camp. | should have had it filled. Too late now.

Too late for alot of things

“Md? He angled his body, looked from me to the car he'd left. | wondered briefly if he was
ggnding to someone indde, if | was going to be surrounded soon. “Méd.” This time he leaned forward,
amog into the truck, inches from my face.

“Nothing. I'm doing nothing,” | replied.

He breathed then, but didn’t back off. “You raced out of your lot pretty fast,” he commented.

“Yeah, wel, | needed to get away.” | looked at him. “Still do.”

He cocked a brow. “Not the best thing to say to a police officer.” Hislips twisted toward a amile.

| didn’t return the gesture.

He sghed. “Ligen, you're obvioudy upset. If it has something to do with the case, | need to
know.”

The case. Zery and the dead girls. I'd dmog forgotten. Turned out my brain could only
concentrate on one tragedy a atime.

| pursed my lips—forced my voice to stay cdm, to hide the emotion whipping through my body.
“It has nothing to do with the case” Or did it? I'd been so sure | knew what had happened to my son.
Knew Alcippe had killed him—and I'd been wrong. What else was | wrong about? Was Alcippe
innocent of the girls desths too? If not her, who? Who ese had high priestess and artisan kills? Had a
reason to target me and mative to kill Amazon teens?

| pressed my fingers to my brow, completey blowing my facade of cam.

“Md.” Reynolds glanced back at the car again. “ There's something you aren’t tdling me. | think
we need to go back to your shop.”

| dropped my hands, stared imin the eye. “Where's Zery? How' s she doing?’

His tongue made a bump in his cheek. It was obvious he didn't want to answer. “She's in
Milwaukee.”

“But you're here.” Was that good or bad?

“l questioned her earlier. She refused an attorney.”

“Shedidn’t tdl you anything.” I’d be shocked if she'd given him so much as her name.

He cleared histhroat. “It would go easier for her if she would.”



| wrapped my hands back around the steering whed. “ She won't.”

He watched me for a second. | could fed his eyes gudying my profile. | wasn't sure what he was
looking for—the killer's name tattooed on my cheek?

His hand smacked againgt my truck door. “I’m going to your shop. You can follow or not.”

| watched hm wak back to his car, his legs eating up the space with long determined moves. |
turned the key in the ignition, determined to keep going. Let him go back to the shop. Let him find the
Amazons acting on whatever the hdl idictic plan they had brewed up.

It wasn't my problem.

His car sped past me, performed an illegd U-turn right before the light changed and released a
flood of cars dl in a hurry to go Artemis knew where. | started moving, took a right on Glenway, then
dammed on my brakes to the annoyance and honks of a VW Bug behind me. | twisted the Steering
whed to the left, gunned my way through a tow place's parking lot, and took another left back onto
Monroe.

Damn Reynolds for aready knowing me so well.

Reynolds was leaning againg his car, which was parked on an angle, taking up two places, when |
arrived back a my shop. | hopped out of my truck and dammed the door. It needed the extra force to
latch, but it felt good too.

“This is a waste of your time” | shoved my hands into my front pockets and stared a the
detective. | didn’'t want to walk down that sidewak right now, didn’t want to risk seeing Bubbe, or any
of the Amazons. The knife that had been shoved in my back was ill there, throbbing, meking it hard to
bregthe.

He dowly pushed away from his car and sauntered toward the sdewak.

After blowing out a breath, | followed, but | didn’t hurry. Just putting one foot in front of the other
was hard enough. He' d reached the midway point—at the crosswalks that led to the basement door on
the right and the cafeteria door on the Ieft. He paused then, his hands on his hips, and looked up at
Harmony’swindow and the tree, then over to the roof of the cafeterialgym. Again | wondered what he
was expecting to see, but shrugged the thought aside. Fact was, there was no tdling what he might see.

As | came within a few feet of him, he soun toward the cafeteria door and paused agan. “Do |
have your permission to enter?’

| redized then he needed my permisson—at least for anything he saw indde to be usable for his
case. | chewed a my lip, Sruggling with old loydties and newly discovered deceit.

Up ahead, something moved.

Bubbe stepped out from behind the gym, onto the other end of the sdewak. Her ams hung a her
gde, her shoulders rounded. She looked old and tired.

She'd pulled thistrick before. She didn’t fool me—not thistime.

“Do you dlow me a mistake, devochka moya?’ she asked.

| shifted my gaze, the lump inmy throat meking it hard for me to swallow, the sudden pounding in
my chest making it hard for me to stand there, not to run away.

Reynolds turned, but dowly, like he was afrad of gartling us. | ignored him. Whether he entered
the building or not, discovered what we were or not, didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

| turned too, but away. There was nothing for me here now. No trust, no love. The shop I'd built,
been so proud of, the mother and grandmother 1'd believed in, none of it meant anything. The only thing
left was Harmony. | was going to go get her, take her and leave.

Forida There was a camp there, but it was a big state. We could keep away from it, from
Amazons, and Harmony would like it. What teenage girl didn’t dream of living near the beach?

“Some things you can't run from. Some things follow.”

| came to a stop. Was she saying she'd follow, like she and Mother had the last time? | turned
back.

“Don't. | won't take you in thistime.”

“l did what | thought was right. What was best. Have you never made a mistake? Done something



thet later you knew hurt others?’

The dead girls One, then two. Sipping thair bodies from my truck, ralling them into the grass.
Zery staked out in my yard. Then Pisto taken too...dead. Were my slence, my actions, the cause?

My hands started to shake.

“I can't take it back. | can't do it over.” Bubbe didn't move, and her voice didn’'t change, but |
could fed her sorrow...her regret.

| stared at the tip of my boot, a a brown scuff on the black rubber.

| didn't want to understand what she had done. | didn’t want to forgive her.

Reynolds stepped off the sdewak into the grass, moved toward my grandmother. | didn’'t know
what he was thinking, why he was approaching her, but suddenly | did know, angry as | was, much as |
wanted to hate her with dl the abandon I’ d hated Alcippe, | couldn’t.

“No,” | sad.

Reynolds stopped. His eyebrows rose.

“You don't have my permission to go indde. Ther€' s nothing in there for you. Nothing that will
help you with your case.”

Then | turned to my right and walked down the steps, into my shop’ s basement.

| wasn't ready to forgive Bubbe or even tak with her, but | wasn't running either. Not thistime.

Chapter Twenty-four

| made it to my office and wasin the process of shutting the door when a hand thrust againgt the other
Sde, sopping its closure. My thoughts shot to Reynolds.

“l didn't give you permis—" | jerked the door open, and stared into the chocolate brown eyes of
Peter.

“Youdidn't gveme...?" he asked. His tone was teasing, but his eyes were dead serious. | knew
ingantly another shock was coming my way.

| left his question unanswered, moved to my desk, and collgpsed into my chair. He followed me,
reached down, grabbed me by the forearms, and pulled me back up. My chest was pressed agang his
and, in any other state of mind, I'd like to think 1 would have shoved him away, but | didn't, | just let him
hold me there, and when hislips lowered to mine, | didn't object.

His kiss was firm, reassuring—like he knew the turmail | was going through and wanted to make it
right. | wanted someone to make it right, maybe that’s why | let him kiss me, why | leaned againg him
judt alittle, opened my lips benesth his

His tongue found mine and my hands found their way around his neck. His har tickled my fingers.
| wanted to stand there, and forget everything for a while. Pretend | had no bigger issues to ded with
then the risk of another employee or a dient waking in and finding me hanging on him like an adolescent
logt in her fird make-out session.

He pulled back just a smidge, enough that our lips separated but our bodies were 4ill pressed
together. My breath was ragged and my heart was pounding, but this time it felt good. | fdt dive, was
happy I'd come back.

“l need to tdl you something.”

And like that, my happiness fled.

| loosened my fingers, took a step back, ignored the sudden feding of loss. “Why'd you do that?’

He ran a hand down my arm, caught my fingersin his. “Because | knew | might not be able to
agan, not after we talk.”

A bdl of dread grew in my stomach. | sat down, more to get away from him, to keep mysdf from
touching him, than to relax. There was no hope of the latter.

He exhded and walked to the other Sde of my desk, to the window tha overlooked the cafeteria
and gym. “I know about the Amazons.”

| iffened, but then forced mysdf to relax—or appear to reax. “Y ou mean the women renting the
gym? s that what they’re cdling themsdaves now?’

“l know about you...that you left the tribe, that you were pregnant, but never appeared with the



My fingers curled around the arms of my chair. He' d been eavesdropping.
His gaze turned on me then, and | knew it was more than that—he knew more about me then I'd
ever dreamed possible; he was involved somehow inmy life “Where is he, Md? What happened?’

| stood, didn’t think about it, just did. “Leave”

He shook his head. “Bad start. Sorry. It’'s just...we ve wondered for so long. We ve been adle to
track dmog dl of the others, but your child—the one we had the mogt interest in, he...” He looked at
me “It was a he, waan't it?’

| couldn’t answer, but | didn't want him to leave. | wanted to hear what he had to say. The hand
I’d raised when I’d ordered him to leave drifted back down to rest on my desk. “Who the hel are you?’

He stepped away from the window. “I'm an Amazon.”

| laughed without humor. He was crazy. “You are not an Amazon.” I'd fdt the evidence of just
how mae he as when we'd kissed.

“A son.” He watched me then, waited.

| blinked, confused. “A son?” What he was saying sank in then. “Y ou are the son of an Amazon?’
| asked.

He nodded, his eyes dill dert.

| looked a my computer screen, black and covered in a coating of dust that didn’'t show when it
was on. | wasn't sure how to play this—if | should play this.

“There aren't alot of us—not as many as there are Amazons, but we're growing, finding those
who don’'t know their heritage, bringing in those who we can.”

| leaned back and let my chair rest keep me vertica, hoped my upright posture hid the shock that
threatened to send me diding to the floor. “But why? Why would the sons gather together? What do you
want?’

He frowned, an angry line forming between his brows. *Heritage. Support. Understanding.”

“But Amazon sons...” Took after their fathers. Weren't Amazons.

“I’'m as much an Amazon as you are...or"—a drange look flitted over his face—*most Amazons
ayway.”

There was something about his tone, the way his eyes didn't quite meet mine. “What do you mean

most Amazons? Why sngle me out from the grouping?’

“You were the firg.”

“The fird what?’ | was feding queasy, didn't want to hear more, but aso couldn't hep mysdf
from asking.

“Thefirg child of a son and an Amazon.”

“What?’ | couldn’'t keep the confuson out of my voice, and outrage, wha he was saying...It was
possible, of course, the Amazons didn’t keep records of the mde lines, but to say my mother...I shook
my head. The odds were too great. Part of the benefit of moving around like we did was to avoid the
type of inbreeding he seemed to be indnuating.

“Thisisridiculous” | shoved my chair back from my desk.

He moved forward, leaned over my inbox. “Not that. I'm not saying your father was your
grandfather or whatever you're thinking. I'm saying your father was a son of an Amazon—a different
Amazon, not your grandmother or your mother, awhole different line. Telios, right?’

| snapped to attention then. He knew about the telios.

He turned around, lifted his shirt up to his shoulders. A fox peered a me from the center of his
back. The animd’s paw was poised above the stream, like he was about to dip it into the current, search
for a fish. It was a beautiful tattoo, dive and red enough it could have been a telios, but it was
wrong—the wrong animd, in the wrong place, and on a mde back.

“That it atelios,” | replied.

He pulled his shirt the rest of the way off, high on his right shoulder was another tattoo, a lynx.
Agan the vibrancy of the colors, the way it seemed to gligen and move asif dive, gave it the appearance
of a givnomai, but it was aso wrong.



He pointed at it.

| shrugged. “Nice” That'sdl | was giving him. | didn't know where he'd learned as much as he
hed, but | was't giving him any more.

He stepped closer. “Touch it.”

Hisarm moved. The skin under the tattoo shifted, making the lynx seem to move too—buit it was
anilluson, that was dl. There was no magicin that ink. There couldn’t be.

“It won't bite” He grinned—a chdlenge.

| placed my pdm on his am and immediatdy jerked back, stunned. The tattoo had pulsed under
my hand, vibrated with power.

| stared at the lynx, hdf expecting the tiny animd to jump off Peter’s am onto my desk. I'd
seen...survived. .. sranger thingsin the last e@ght hours.

Peter hdd out his am again, in an impossble to miss invitaion. | swalowed my hestancy and
placed my pam to his skin. There was no mising the power inthat ink. | pulled my hand back a second
time, but dower.

Peter turned, presenting his back. Prepared thistime, | stroked the line that formed the fox’s head,
followed it down his back to the orangey-red, then white, then black stripes on histal. Throughout, Peter
stood ill, but | could sense him reacting. His muscles tensed, as if the skin were sengtive, as if he were
containing some response.

When he turned, his eyes were dmost black, dilated. My body reacted in return. | licked my lips
and tried to stop my mind from wondering how it would fed to have his fingers stroking my givnomai
and telios. Did he fed my power when | touched his?

But what he was saying wasn't possible. Mother would surdly have noticed something as obvious
as telios and givnomai tattoos on any man she was intimete with.

| tapped my fingertips againg my pam. “Even Mother wouldn't have missed those.”

He stared a me, asiif rductant to be pulled out of the moment. Findly, he yanked his shirt back
over his head. “You missed them.”

At my gartled look, he continued, “When you were fathered, not everyone had the tattoos. As |
sad, you were the first. We ve grown alot Snce then, learned alot.”

| couldn't let his earlier satement go. “But you said, | missed them? You and |, we never...”

He smiled, that sexy dow smile that had drawn me to himin the firg place.

“Not me, Harmony’s father...and your son's.”

“Michad?" There was a quaver in the word.

“Did you think it was strange they kept ther shirts on, didn't let you touch their bare backs or
shoulders?’

| frowned, thinking back. It was true both men had worn shirts every time I'd seen them...been
with them. And Michadl...he'd preferred a position where my hands couldn’t reach his back, not eesly.
Harmony's father...he'd held my hands, something I’ d thought was sweet and sengitive a the time.

| looked up at Peter, knew he saw the redization in my eyes. “So, Harmony and...?” | paused.
My son. It suddenly occurred to me he was dive somewhere. I'd been so focused on my grandmother’s
betrayd, | hadn't taken time to consider what it meant. But if what Peter said was true, if the sons were
organized, kept track of each other...maybe somehow they could hdp mefind him. Joy shot through me.
My son. | might be able to meet him.

“Second lineage.” Pride shone from Peter’s eyes.

| frowned. There was something | was missng here, something important. “Was it planned? Did
Michad and Harmony’s fathers seek me out?’ An ugly, dark feding crept over my skin, dmming the joy
I"d fet just seconds earlier. “What are you doing? Selective breeding?’ The queasiness was back.

“Itig't like that.”

| curled my lip. “What isit like? These ‘sons' sought my mother and me out, planned for us to get
pregnant. Who does that? And why?’

“I think you have this backward. Y our mother and you—adl the Amazons—seek out men with the
plan of getting pregnant. And you have criteria when you do. Don't lie and say you don’t. Has any



Amazon you know picked a man who didn’t fit some ‘ided’ 7’

Dana. Dana hadn't, but he was right. Most Amazons picked ther men based on the obvious
genes they’d bring to the maich. Physca srength being number one in desrability. We were shdlow
because it didn’'t matter. We didn’t plan on building a life with this person. | started to say as much, then
redized there was no way to make that sound good.

“Maybe it'sin our DNA,” he continued, “but the Amazons sons want the same thing. We want
our children to be as strong as they can be—we just had a different set of ided traits”

“And dl of them had to come from Amazons”

He raised a brow. “We weren't interested in getting stronger—not physicaly. We were interested
in regaining some of what the Amazons have lost over the thousands of years snce being fathered by
Ares”

No mention of Otrera, mother of the Amazons, | noted.

“And what's that?’ | asked.

“Ares was a god—immorta, magicd, al powerful.”

“You want to be immorta?’ This was beginning to sound like a bad villain speech. He just needed
amustache to twirl.

“No.” He hesitated, averting his gaze for a second before looking back. “We want to rgoin the
Amazons—to be seen as equd, not something to be tossed aside.”

It fdt like dl the oxygen had been sucked from the room. | couldn’t catch my bresth, couldn’t
beieve | was having this conversation. “All the sons. They want to join the tribe?’

“Not dl.” He moved his gaze again—a move I'd seen my daughter use just last week when she
hed wanted to go to the mdl with Rachel and “damed’ dl her homework was done.

“What do the rest want?’ | asked, tension coiling insde me.

“The sons who survived have been through a lot. Best case they were abandoned by ther
mothers, worst they were killed or maimed.” He touched his right shoulder, where the lynx was.

“Your givnomai ...?’

“Is on the limb the Amazons seemed to prefer when they muitilated their sons”

The right arm, made sense. It was the am Amazons most often broke or removed to keep ther
sons wesk. It was dso completdy sck and made me once agan despise where I'd come from. And in
an even scker way, those Amazons of old had been right. They'd mutilated their mae offspring to keep
them from growing up strong, from becoming a threat.

But Bubbe and afew others of her generation had put a stop to that.

Bubbe. How would she react to this?

Unable to take any more, | sat. Confuson, twisted loydties, ancient truths that weren't—all of it
swirled around me until | couldn’t sort one thought from another.

Then suddenly everything fdl into place. “Finish. What do the rest want?” But | didn't need to
hear his answer. What would | have wanted? What had | wanted?

His lips thinned. “We ve tried to track down every son, to tdl them who they are if they are old
enough to understand. The little ones...we postion ourselves in their lives Train them without their
adopted parents finding out.”

At my questioning look, he continued. “Teachers, softbal coaches, even babystters. We take
whatever job we can to get close to them and gain tharr trust.”

“And?’ He hadn’t got to the ugly part yet, and there was an ugly part—uglier than what he'd told
me so far. There had to be.

“But there are sons who don’'t agree with us. Some work openly againg us, finding Amazon
children before we do, accusing members of our group of dl kinds of things to keep them from getting
close. Then working with the boys themselves.

“And in a few cases, boys we ve trained have turned—either joining the other group or just
waking away.”

“That’s not bad, though.” That was what | had done.

“Maybe not.” But hisface sad it was.



“What brought you here, Peter?’

| didn't believe he'd come here to seduce me. That had been my initid thought, but if that had
been his purpose, reveding himsdf to me now would have made no sense. Then | thought about what
he'd just said, about getting close to the children of Amazons. Until now it had dl been boys, but until |
hed |eft the tribe, the only Amazon offspring out and about in the real world were boys.

| was back on my feet. “Harmony. How long have you been waiching her?’

“She's specid, Md. Thefirg child to be second generation. We had to wetch her.”

Something dark and dementa wove through me, made my hands open and close, made my mind
begin to shift through the magic at my disposal.

“Keep away from her. Go back to your little nest and tdl the others. No one trains my daughter
but me”

“But you haven't been training her. She's fourteen, dmost an adult. You hadn’'t even given her her
givnomai yet.”

| shook my head, my body shaking too. It was none of his business, no one's business but mine,
what | shared with my daughter or didn’t, when or if | trained—*What did you say?’

He stared a me, confused. “You haven't trained her. You don't even know what ill sets she
has”

| stepped around my desk, moved to within an inch of him. “Her givnomai. What did you say
about thet?’

“You hadn't—" Then he redized hisdip. | could seeit on his face. He stepped back, held up one
hand. “ She needed one. Y ou know that. If she’d waited much longer, it might not have worked.”

The givnhomai was given during puberty when powers were thought to be forming. The telios
came later, when the girl...or boy...became an individud, symbalicdly left her family, but through the
tattoo kept ther strengths with her.

And there was a killer out there callecting them. A killer who knew who | was, who had some
kind of perverse interest in me, and had dready attacked one person | loved. My hand formed a fid. |
pulled back my arm and dugged Peter, or tried to. With the reflexes of alynx, he caught my fig in his
hand. Stared at me, his eyes wide.

“She needed one, Md”

My body was shaking—anger and fear for my daughter crowding out dl rationd thought. “Not
your decison.” He d touched my daughter. | wanted to kill him.

“Sell be safer now. Her powerswill grow.”

She wasn't safer. She wasin danger. It wasdl | could think of. | couldn’t even concentrate on my
rage, on the desire to blast Peter to tiny bits. All | could think of was Harmony, and the killer.

“l have to get to her.” 1 was mumbling to mysdf, but out loud. | turned, Peter dl but forgotten,
until he grabbed my arm.

“She's fine Why are you panicking? You're a tattoo artisan. | know there's some reason you
hadn’'t done this yoursdlf, but now that it's done, can't you see that it's a good thing? And Harmony
wanted one. She came to me”

She came to him. Like that judtified anything. My anger began to bubble again, to break through
the surface of worry. How could he even begin to think that made this okay? Or did he?

| took a step back, looked a him with new eyes. What did | know about Peter? Obvioudy not
very much. But I'd seen his tattoo work, knew now that he had Amazon blood, bore tattoos with power.
What es2? Did he have priestess...priest...skills too? Could he be the killer?

Of course he could.

Chapter Twenty-five

| closed my eyes and tried to hide the emotion racing through me.

Peter’s hand grazed my arm. | took another step away, thistime toward the window. Once there,
| shoved it open, fdt the cool, dightly damp ar of a day that had turned gray flow into the room. The
wind pushed my hair away from my face—| welcomed it.



| didn’'t know if Peter had priestess skills, but | was about to find out.

| pulled in a deep breath, then turned. Peter was daring a me, his brows lowered, a line between
hiseyes. He hdd out his hands asiif about to say something, ask something.

| didn't wait to hear his words. | let go, let the wind blast from my lungs. The force of it dmost
sent me reding backward out of the window. | dug my fingernals into the old wood of the window's
frame to keep from faling. My fingers ached and my back snapped againg the top of the double-hung
frame, but | stayed in the room, my gaze glued to Peter.

Thewind should have hit im full strength. 1’d done nothing to Sgnd my move, but he dill seemed
to have known. Asthe air rushed across the room, less than a heartbeat from when it would have hit him,
he dropped to a crouch—stayed there, baanced on the bdls of hisfeet and splayed fingers.

My initid inhae spent. | grabbed the firg thing my fingers reached, a terra-cotta saucer that hed
sat under a long-dead plant and now gathered dust and loose change. | whirled it across the room,
aming afoot or so higher than Peter’ s head, indinctively guessng that he wouldn't St dill and wait for my
missleto hit. Asit left my fingers, | soun them in the air, adding momentum.

| didn’'t wait, didn't watch to see if my impromptu Frisbee would hit its target, | started grabbing
everything | could find—books, painted rocks, even a Xena Warrior Princess doll my employees had
given me as a joke—never redizing how close to the mark they’d hit. All went flying.

| could hear them hit, could fed the floor shake as Peter legpt to escape. An old tattoo machine in
my hand, | pulled in more air and glanced in his direction, ready to spin a shidd if he threw magic my
way.

He was crouched again, his gaze on me and his muscles tense. | could see the question on his
face—like | was the one doing something wrong, who'd gone crazy.

| threw the machine, et go of a blas of ar a the same time For one second he was
trapped—between where I'd amed the blast and the machine,

Indecison shonein his eyes, and | knew | had him—that he was about to reved his true tdents. |
expelled the air out of my lungs, moved my handsin a circle, and chanted, usng the ar to form a barrier
between me and whatever magic was about to be propelled toward me. And as | did dl of this | kept
my gaze on Peter. My chest tightened; | knew once he attacked I’d quit playing, attack him for real—kill
him rather than let im kill another girl.

He legpt again, toward me, blurred as he moved. | squinted, unable to make out what was
happening, what he was doing. Suddenly he was back in focus, but it wasn't Peter flying toward me. It
was alynx—jud like the one I’ d seen tattooed on Peter’ s shoulder.

Supidly, | dropped my hands, dropping the shidd as | did. The cat hit me square in the chest,
knocking me back againg the wal. My fingers wrapped in its gray-brown fur. | pulled on its head, tried
to keep its teeth from anking into my neck.

| dipped and we fdl, tumbling to the ground and ralling. The lynx’'s front paws wrapped around
me and its feet wedged agangt my stomach. | could fed its breath on my neck and | tried not to panic,
knowing the claws on those back feet could tear into my gut, easily do as much damage as its tegth. |
groped around the floor as we moved, franticdly trying to find something...anything | could use to fight
the creature.

My fingers wrapped around a metd ruler and | pulled back my arm, determined to somehow
thrud it through the animd’ s throat. Then the creature began to blur again. | froze, fixated on what was
happening, unable to process what | was seeing...or not. And suddenly, lying on top of me, saring down
into my eyes, was Peter.

“What the fuck?’ | said, dropping the ruler and shoving againgt him with every ounce of srength |
could mugter. | quickly redlized my hands were pressing againg bare skin—that Peter was completdy
naked.

He rolled off me and moved to a Stting position. His leg was bent, hiding anything too shocking,
but with the amount of bare skin revedled, | couldn’t stop mysdf from dropping my gaze to the floor.

My heart was pounding asif it might explode from my chest. Peter had turned into alynx; my mind
skittered trying to understand that.



| exhded, no magic this time, just a way to release some of the confuson swirling ingde me.
“What...” | looked up, stared at hisface. “What did | see?’

He moved one shoulder. “Me.” He tilted his head, studied me. He wasn't even winded—|ooked
cool and cam, andyticd, even. “So, it's true. Amazons don’t shift? Y ou haven't seen that before?’

| dropped my face to my hand, let my fingers drag across my skin as | looked back up. With them
closed and 4ill lying againgt my lips | answered, “No. I've never seen tha before” 1'd planned to force
him to reved his ill, and | had, but it hadn’t been what I'd expected, not a dl. A lynx hadn’t killed
those girls, not that Peter couldn't have other kills as well, but...1 shook my head. | didn't believe he
was the killer, not anymore,

The corners of his lower lip pulled down; his head nodded. “That's what I'd heard, but...” He
shrugged. “We didn’'t know for sure. There's alot about the Amazons we don't know.” He waked over
to where his clothes lay in a haphazard pile.

| couldn’t find the strength to follow him, to stand, to do anything but gt on the floor and stare a
him. Too much adrendine had shot through me, too many certainties proven fasein too short of atime. |
fdt deflated, logt like a baloon blown away by the wind...floaing.

“The sons can dl shift, but not until after we get our givnomai. That's one reason | thought it was
S0 important for Harmony to have hers.”

“You think Harmony will be able to dhift into her givnomai ?’ | couldn’t imagine, or worse—I
could. | wanted to ask what tattoo he had given her, what animd | could expect to face the next time |
banished her to her room, but | didn’'t. A givnomai was persond. She'd tdl me when...if...she wanted
to.

It hit me then. | was beginning to accept the idea.of Harmony with a givnomai, beginning to think
of her as ayoung Amazon, and not just thelittle girl I’ d spent the last ten years protecting from everything
thet even hinted of Amazon.

Peter had pulled on his pants, stood barefoot and bare-chested while he answered. The lynx on
his shoulder seemed bigger now, impossible to ignore. | forced my eyes to look away.

“We don’'t know, but since she's second generation, we think it's possble—or it might be a trait
that’s gender based. There' s no way for us to know.”

Sanding there, he was glorious, dl made with his long firm muscles, even his tattoos had a
measculine look that the same animd and scenery wouldn't have had on awoman. | couldn’t put my finger
on what the difference was, but it was there—and | was drawn to it, but | was gill angry too, and wary.

“Whet other ills do you have?’ | asked. | had to check.

His shirt bunched in his hand; he frowned. “I'm an artisan. | figured you knew that.”

“No...” | twisted my mouth to the sde, not sure of my word choice; findly giving up, | went on,
“Priestess Kills?”

“Magic?’ He lowered the shirt, frowned. “You have both, don’t you? And not just shades of
both. Y ou can truly use both—compete as ether.”

He seemed fascinated by me again, watched melike I'd just shared some new pain-free technique
for tattooing.

“Areyou sure you don't shift? Have you tried?’ he continued. The expression in his eyes was 0
intense, | couldn’t help but place my hand over my givnomai. Even through my shirt, | could fed the
power that had been put in the little creature pulse.

“No. | don't shift and | wouldn’'t even know how to try. | never redized...” | let the words drift
off. I had never redized the posshility existed.

The creature under my fingers seemed to move, swish its tall. | curled my fingers over it, silenced
it...or more accuratdly, my imaginaion gone wild.

Peter wanted to know if I'd tried shifting. He didn’'t know how usdless shifting into my givnomai
would be. | wouldn't gan any grest srength or athletic prowess, but then...I'd be able to blend
anywhere, hide out in the open.

Agan, | wondered what Harmony had chosen.

“Did you tdl her? Tdl Harmony? Or does she think she just got a tattoo?’ | asked.



He finished tugging the shirt over his head. “Jugt a tattoo. It's not my place to tdl her about the
Amazons. | can't imagine she would have believed meif | had. But | did tdl her she had to keep it secret,
that no one could find out she had one...that you could lose your busness”

| shook my head. Oh yeah, my daughter wouldn’t tel anyone she had a tattoo. | bdieved that.
Ohbvioudy, Peter had no experience with teenage girls, especialy one who would see a secret tattoo as
some kind of victory over her too-protective mother. Which brought me right back to where | started.
Harmony had a givnomai and there was a killer somehow connected to me, or drawn to me, who was
collecting them.

Peter was dressed now, but his feet were dill bare. He lounged agangt my desk, relaxed,
goparently willing to stay there dl day and chat. Seemingly unaware that he might have put Harmony in
the path of any danger.

But then, while he knew about the killings | didn't know if he had redized the victims were
Amazons. And he couldn’t know what 1I'd been hiding—thar ddivery to my door, or ther missng
givhomais. Couldn’'t know unless he was the killer, and frudrating as the redization was, | didn’t think
he had killed anyone. | redly thought by giving Harmony a givnomai he believed he had been helping,
doing what was right.

Not his choice to make for my daughter or my family, but 1 couldn’t fault his motives. Truth be
told, Mother and Bubbe would have gpplauded his motives, maybe even his actions—if he hadn’t been a
man.

Looking up at him was beginning to make me uncomfortable. | stood. “There's something you
don’'t know.”

“There are d| kinds of things | don't know.” He shoved a piece of broken pottery across the floor
with his foot. It came to arest next to mine.

“The girls, the ones found dead near Milwaukee? They were Amazons.”

He looked past me, to a spot on the wall.

He knew.

“The girls on that Ste you showed me? The one of the tattoos? Two of them were the victims”

Again, nothing.

| picked up the pottery shard and threw it at his feet. “What don’'t you know? What ese have you
been doing besides tattooing my daughter and—" | clamped my lips shut before “tempting me’ could
come out.

“You asked why | came here. A big part was Harmony. We hadn’t been able to get close to her
before, at least not as close as we wanted, and with her age and the need for a givnomai ...wdl, when
you advertised for an artist, we couldn’t let it pass by.”

“How did you know she didn't have a givnomai ?" Ugly scenarios were playing out in my head.
My hand tightened on the tattoo machine I’d thrown earlier. Thistime I’ d figure out a way to use it more
effectively.

His brows lifted. “We didn’t for sure, but we' d been in your shop, heard the two of you arguing. It
seemed pretty obvious.”

| pressed the tattoo machine againgt my leg, fdt my heart dow alittle

“But after | was here, | noticed things. Things that worried me. That’swhy | cdled in Makis.”

“Makis? The art teacher?” The at teacher...“The whedchar? You don't mean...?” The
mutilations. They'd been harrifying enough when they’ d just been in theory, something that had happened
long ago, but to redize someone I'd met..."He'sa son,” | finished, unable to say more.

“The son or our leader anyway. Makisis one of our oldest. Both of his legs were broken, then he
was left on a church doorstep. Medical care wasn't much back then, and no one wanted a crippled
baby, but he survived. As he grew, he redized he was different, started finding others like him, and
dowly pieced together who we were, where we came from.”

“He mug hate us” | said the words without redlizing ther sgnificance at fird, just voidng what |
fdt.

“Y ou would think, but he doesn't seem to,” Peter replied, but | barely heard what he said.



“He mug hate us,” | repeated. | dropped the machine back on the floor, took two giant steps
forward, crushing another chunk of pottery under my boot as | did. “Is he a priestess?’ | was too
focused on my suspicions to worry over terminology thistime. “ Can he do magic?

Peter logt his casud posture, stood erect. “Yes, but he doesn't hate Amazons. | don't know why
he doesn’t. He has every reason to, but he doesn't.”

“He sapriestess and an atisan.” Again, to mysdf. | headed for the exit.

“Where are you going?’ | could fed Peter moving behind me, heard him curse as he stepped on
another shard of pottery or some other debris Ieft on the floor. Still, he followed me.

| raised my left hand, blew ar over my shoulder, and dammed the door in his face, mumbled a
spdl and twisted my fingers—using compressed air to turn the lock.

He'd get out eventudly, but at least | had a head start. | didn't think Peter was involved in the
killings, but | didn’'t need him arguing with me, dowing me down.

My life was a mess, but none of it mattered—not compared to stopping this killer.

| met Reynolds on the steps. | tried to wak past him. He stepped in front of me. My body shook with
the need to get past him, to shove him out of my way and sprint down the Stairs.

“l didn't give you permission to comein here” | said.

“This place is open to the public. | don’t need your permisson.” He placed his hand on the railing
beside me.

My jaw tensed. “I’'m leaving. You do need something to stop me”

One finger tapped the wooden rall...once, twice, three times. “Depends. Maybe | think you're
acting”—his gaze drifted over me—"suspicious. | have reason to suspect you, you know?’

Sane Md, the Md who wanted so much to blend, would have stood there and argued, would
have played the game, but that Md had disappeared when she'd redized her daughter was on her way
to meet akiller, and that Md wasn't coming back—not for along time, maybe never.

| kicked himin the groin.

The look on his face, the way his eyes rounded, then squinched together as he doubled over,
would have been comicd, if | hadn’t actudly liked him, dready regretted to some samdl degree the need
for the move. But any humor or pity was logt as he fdl to his knees and reached for his gun. | started
moving, fast.

“Stop.”

| looked back. He was hanging onto the raling with one hand. In the other was a black handgun,
and it was pointed & me.

| shook my head. “I can’t.” Then | turned my back on him.

Behind me, he cursed. | could hear him rudling, forcing himsdf to stand, | guessed. | quickened
my pace, made it to the front door, and jerked it open.

“Méd,” heydled. He was closer—too close. | sped through the door, thinking I'd have to lock it
behind me, play the same trick on him I'd played on Peter, but as the breath seeped from my lips a
grayish-brown body streaked around the corner of the building toward me.

Open window, tree. Didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out how Peter had escaped.

“Md,” Reynolds ydled again.

Peter stared up a me, his eyes dill his, just in the face of a cat.

“Pleass’ wasdl | sad. | didn't have time to fight Peter and Reynolds too. Didn't have the mentd
wherewitha to stand there and argue either. | needed to get to my daughter.

Reynolds shoes squeaked on the floor. He was dmod to the door. | glanced back, could see him
lunging forward, his gun gill drawn.

Peter saw it too, legpt past me and into the building.

Reynolds ydled a curse. A shot fired, hit the door as the breath I'd been holding shoved it closed
behind Peter.

| broke into a run.



Chapter Twenty-six

It took less than three minutes to get to the address on Makis's business card. It took twenty to find
Makis's class space.

| thought | knew the building where Harmony had been taking art classes—I'd driven by it
thousands of times. But once | parked the truck and jogged toward it, things got fuzzy.

| found mysdf standing in front of the address, suddenly unable to remember where | was going,
whet had driven me here.

| turned, started to shuffle back to my truck and, just as quickly, my memory returned, my panic
with it, but increased.

Three steps forward and the fog returned. | blinked. An older woman wandering past asked if |
needed a drink. | refused, sumbled again to my truck.

| dammed into it, my palm smashing down on the hood. Harmony. How could 1...? | stared back
a the building, focused on the door that bore the same numbers as the card in my hand.

A ward. Makis had some kind of ward on the door, something akin to what Bubbe had cast over
my front yard when the Amazons were gathered there trying to save Zery, | guessed.

| had no experience with the spell, no idea how to combet it. | forced my heart to dow and my
gaze to wander over the building front. Through the glass door | could see ferns and vines hanging from
seventies-era macramé hangers. The mass of plants blocked my view deeper into the shop. Murds, a
scene of the Capitol, one of some cows, and a group of football fans wearing white and red, covered the
front windows.

Makis had managed to provide his shop with complete privacy in a way no one would think to
question. | glanced around, looking for ingpiration—consdered tossing a rock through the Badger fan's
red jersey, smashing the window, and maybe the ward. But there were too many people around. And a
move like that would only dert Makis to my presence and state of mind.

Theroof wasflat. A one-story, probably with no attic, not even a crawl space. | glanced back at
the plants, at ther jungldike growth. Plants needed sun, and painted-over windows didn’t provide much.

| had an idea. | left my truck and jogged around the end of the block, into the dley that ran behind
the shops.

A Dumpgter was set afew feet away from the building's back wal. It was an easy jump from
there to the roof. | paused, checked my grip on redity. | gill knew where | was and what | had to do.
Makis hadn’'t been guarding against someone trying to break into his shop, just been trying to stop the
casud passerby from entering.

Letting out arelieved breath, | crept toward the front and the upraised white square | prayed was
whet | thought it would be.

| stopped next to the kylight, a grin bresking across my face. | dlowed mysdf less than a second
of salf-congratulaion before hunkering down next to it and peering insde.

It was darker than normd outside and lights were on in the shop, making the scene below wel lit,
if smdl. The window was only a couple of feet wide. Even leening Sde to side, | could see only a amdl
piece of the shop below, but it was enough. Directly below me, a pantbrush in her hand, stood
Harmony.

My pams pressed on the window’s edges, | leaned forward, tried to see what was happening
below—to decide what my next move should be. Makis had had access to Harmony for over a week.
There was no reason to believe tonight was the night he would target he—not that 1 wanted to take the
risk and leave her done with him. But | dso didn't want to do something that would send him over the
edge, cause him to attack if he hadn’t planned to.

For thefirg time | wished I’d given in to another of Harmony’s demands—for her, us, to get cdl
phones. | had just never seen the need. But now, saring down at her, so close, but so impossble for me
to reach without crashing through the glass, | did.

When we got out of this, | was taking her to the mdl. I'd be supermom for at least a day. The
thought made me amile, and as | settled down next to the window where | could keep an eye on my girl,



| relaxed.

Until | saw the whedlchair behind a bookcase, visble to me, but not my daughter. The chair was
turned over, its occupant prawled across the floor.

Makis's face was pae, his ams and legs akimbo—unnaturd. And three feet away, completdy
unaware, sat Harmony, panting.

Something was very wrong.

| lifted my figt, ready to rap on the glass, but as my knuckles lowered, a figure stepped into
view—a boy, brown hair, dim build. The boy I'd seen Harmony flirting with at school. The boy she'd
been mooning over with Dana, | assumed.

He angled his head as he taked to her. A diamond stud winked a me from his ear. He moved
agan, to stand behind Harmony. He wrapped his hand around hers, the hand that held the paintbrush.
Together their hands moved up and down in broad strokes, dow, sensud, dmost sexudl.

As hisarm moved up, his T-shirt shifted, reveding the edge of a tattoo. My aready tense muscles
Squeezed tighter. My fingers dug into the edge of the skylight, until the tips became numb. Another
upward, then downward stroke and the tattoo was reveded—a dog, a hound, black and tan. Jugt like
the stray that had followed me around my shop, followed Zery into the shower, watched Pisto jerk off
her shirt.

The boy pressed closer to my daughter, hisface so close to hers his breath stirred her hair.

The skylight creaked, the casement coming loose under the pressure of my grip. The boy and
Harmony looked up, reveding his face.

Nick, the boy I'd offered ajob to, who'd shown up but left and never came back.

| saw him, knew him, redlized I’ d been wrong more than right—but it was too late. HE'd seen me
too.

He grabbed Harmony by the arm and threw her to the ground, reached behind him, and grabbed
the notebook I'd seen him sketching in that day on State Street.

| stood and jumped at the same time, praying the glass would give. My feet hit the pane, cracked
but didn’'t give.

Harmony struggled to her feet, her harr fdling free around her shoulders. Her eyes rounded and
her face paled when she saw me. | screamed for her to run, to get back, to find cover, then jumped
agan, thistime adding a rush of air.

The glass shrieked and gave beneath me. | plunged downward, trying to weave a bubble of
protection around me as | did, but only succeeding partidly. Glass tore a my jeans, caught my shirt,
ripped into my shoulder. | fdl to the ground, landing in a squat—not the best position unless you're a cat.

Pan shot through my ankle. Without thinking, | pressed my hands onto the floor for balance. They
came back up bloody, pieces of glass protruding from my pams.

| glanced around, looking for Harmony...Nick. To my left there was the sound of fighting, bodies
bumping into furniture, paintbrushes or pens scattering to the floor. Then Harmony, ydling, “What the
fu—?" The rest was muffled, by nothing more than a hand, | prayed.

| clawed the bigger pieces of glass out of my pam, and scrambled through the debris. The shop
was like a maze, file cabinets and drafting tables with their tops flipped up formed wals that cut right,
then left. | whirled around one corner, only thinking of getting to my daughter as quickly as | could, and
tripped over the downed Makis, grabbed hisfdlen whedchair to keep from tumbling onto him.

His dlive skin was ashen, his breathing shdlow. My heart told me to crawl over him, continue
toward Nick and Harmony, but as | moved my foot to step over him, | stopped, placed two fingers
agang histhroat. A pulse srong and steady beat under his skin.

Deeper in the shop, Harmony ydled, but her voice was strong, angry. Something crashed. She
ydled again. My girl was putting up a fight, holding her own.

| pulled my hand away from Makis and folded my fingers into my palm. He was unconscious, but
not dead. | couldn’t hep him now, but | could set him back in his chair, roll him somewhere out of the
line of fire. It took only seconds to right his chair, alittle longer to get the dead weight of his body into it.
Then | shoved it into a nook, behind a double-wide sted file cabinet | thought would stay standing, even



through the tsunami | was prepared to unleash in this place to free my daughter.

Then | crept forward, hoping my quiet had confused Nick, led him to believe | was too injured in
thefdl to follow—that it was just Harmony he had to battle now.

They stood in the back, twenty feet from a door that led to the dley. Nick had her by the arm,
was trying to drag her toward it. Harmony picked up a jar filled with clear liquid and threw it a him with
the intent and speed of amaor league pitcher.

Nick twisted, his arm extended, his fingers curved and giff, and dapped the jar off its trgjectory,
into awadl. The jar smashed, liquid splattered, and the room filled with the stench of turpentine. Harmony
seemed undeterred, grabbed for something ese—a stone pestle, but | froze. Nick’s speed and grace, the
power with which he sivung, even the shape of his hand—it wasn't human.

He jerked Harmony, spun her into his body, so her back was agang his chest. She flaled the
pestle behind her trying to strike him, but he grabbed her wrig, shoved her hand to her sde. He
whispered something in her ear, then wrapped hisfingers around the pestle, crushed it to dust in hisfig.

My daughter’s eyes rounded, and | could fed her panic like a spear to the chest. She'd got it
now—that Nick wasn't normd, not just a crazed boy. But she couldn’t know what | knew, that he was a
son of the Amazons and somehow he was cdling on the powers of the givnomai he’ d stolen—the speed
and grace of atiger, the strength of a horse...at least one more yet to appear, maybe more. Who knew
when he'd decided to start deposting his gifts on my doorstep—how many girls he might have killed
before?

His fingers that had just crushed stone to sand trailed down her upraised am in a gesture so
cearly predatory and sexud, every fiber of my soul contracted. Rage soared through me.

| sucked in a breath, but hdd it—frustrated. Harmony was squeezed againg him, her body
between his and mine. | couldn’'t touch him with the wind building in my lungs not without catching
Harmony in the gde too.

Hisfingerstangled in her hair; he pressed hislipsto a spot on her neck, right behind her ear. Then
he murmured something else, something that made my daughter’s body diffen, her eyes harden. Her
hands formed claws, not literdly, but they might as well have been the talons they mimicked. She reached
behind her, blindy raked her bubble-gum-pink nals over his cheek—leaving four bloody welts in her
wake.

He shrieked, shoved her away, sent her reding into a bookshelf. Papers, metd cans filled with
paint, chunks of uncarved marble and stone smashed to the ground around her. She lay on the ground,
heaving for breath, scrambling for a new weapon. | moved forward, insinct urging me to her sde, but as
| did, a creak overhead drew my attention. A huge chunk of granite, once destined to be carved into art,
teetered on the shdf above her head. As | watched, it tumbled down, sraght for my daughter’s head.

| let out the breath I’ d been holding, batted my hands, and prayed I’ d hit my target.

The stone, fdling one ingtant, was smashed backward the next. The force I’d created drove it into
thewdl, into the plagter, through lath, until it barely jutted out like a foothold on a dimbing wall.

Nick and Harmony both turned—stared at me. With the same speed he'd shown earlier, Nick
was back a her Sde, hisfingers around her wrigt, dragging her through the rubble thet littered the floor.

| launched mysdf at him, landed on his back in a move driven by nothing except sheer outrage and
passion. My arm wrapped around his neck and | squeezed, wished for the srength to pop his head off
and send it ralling across the floor. Wanted to stand over his body and kick it until it stopped moving,
until not even a reflexive deeth twitch was left. Rage—hot, cold dl-encompassng—dropped over me
until | didn’t know my own name, didn’t even know why | needed to kill this boy, just thet | did.

| was an Amazon, and | was going to make him pay.

| fet him shift inmy arms, heard his dothing tear as his body grew. Suddenly he dipped from my
hold, my fingers running over fur. Then he stood facing me...not Nick, the skinny boy, but Tiger
prowling, snarling, warning me to get away from his prey.

Harmony gasped. | didn’t look down at her, just gestured behind me, tdling her to get out. For the
firg imein her life she obeyed me without argument.

Tiger roared as she ran, legpt toward me...and Harmony. A wal of ar released from my lungs



forced him back, sent him diding across the floor. He clawed at linoleumn, his claws gouging, a growl
rumbling from his chest.

He stood, paced left, then right, watching me, deciding his next attack. | didn't care. | reveled in
hisindecison, knew tha every minute he wasted, Harmony was getting farther away. Aslong as she was
safe, | could take my time deciding how to kill him, die in the process if need be. All that mattered was
that my daughter had |eft.

“Mom?’

| froze, didn't look, but didn't have to. | knew the voice, knew the title, and knew by the tiger's
intent stare that Harmony was standing behind me.

“Get out,” | ordered, dashing my hand and rdeasing more wind to send a bookshelf smashing to
the ground, forcing Tiger to jump backward out of its way.

“Makis. He gave me something.” She shoved something cold and smooth into my hand. | glanced
down, jugt long enough to see a double-faced totem, mde on one sde, femde on the other. Both
carying a child and spear. At the feet of each sat a bird and a chisd. Amazons and their sons, both
hearth-keepers, warriors, priestesses, and artisans. The imagery wasn't lost on me, but it offered nothing
dther. | tossed the stone to the side.

“Get home or cdl Bubbe and Mother, anything. Just get out of here. Now.” | fdt like | was
screaming, but couldn’t be, my teeth were clenched too tightly.

Harmony stepped around me, bent to retrieve the totem. A tentacle, long and cord in color,
wrapped around her, jerked her across the floor. | glanced up, to where Tiger had been. He was gone
and in his place was the third givnomai, not one used by many, Octopus.

The creature pulled her closer until she was dmost engulfed in his body. She went limp, her ams
and legsfdling loosdly toward the floor.

Chapter Twenty-seven

| grabbed a palette knife from the mess on the floor, and raced toward the monster, plunged the
aull blade into what | guessed was his head, or neck. The creature heaved, dropping my daughter. |
pulled back, ready to sink the weapon in again, but it dapped me to the side, sent me gpinning and diding
likel’d sent Tiger afew minutes earlier.

My sde rammed into a file cabinet and | scrambled back to my feet, searched franticdly in my
mind for a gpdl or weapon that would force the thing to release my daughter. As my crazed gaze danced
back to Octopus, | saw something...the notebook Nick had carried. Octopus held it too, one tentacle
caressing it. Getting strength fromit, | guessed.

| legpt again, thistime aiming not for the center of the beast, but the far tip of one tentacle—for the
notebook that | guessed held three dead Amazons givnomais. Givnomais that Nick was somehow
leeching of power. My foot on the corner of the notebook, | jabbed the knife into cord flesh and shoved
backward with my foot. The tentacle rose, reaching for me, and the notebook went flying. I dropped and
rolled, evading Octopus's reach, then belly-crawled toward the notebook that had did beneath a shelf.
Behind me | heard a thump. | glanced over my shoulder, saw my daughter sprawled on the floor, pae
and lifdess. Octopus was gone, but Nick, naked and bleeding, was riang to his fest.

| jerked the notebook free, held it to my chest, and stared &t the bleeding boy.

“Giveit tome” he sad.

“Don’'t,” a voice beside me spoke. Makis. He was dumped in his wheelchair, but the tires spun,
moving him forward.

| didn’'t care what ether of them wanted, only that Harmony was dl right. Asiif reading my mind,
Nick looped hisarm around her waig, pulled her up beside him. “She' s dive. | wouldn't kill her. Not like
this | never intended to hurt her anyway. Not until you showed up, attacked me.”

He frowned, his eyes pulling down like a confused little boy. “Why are you fighting me? | thought
you understood.”

Harmony stirred, or wasit just her body swaying, anilluson of life?

Sill, my grip on the notebook |oosened; the tightnessin my chest lessened. “Understood what?’



With Harmony so close, within his grasp, | couldn’t move too fast, wasn't even sure what to do
with the notebook now thet | had it. If | destroyed the pages, set them on fire, or shredded them into the
wind, what would happen to the girls spirits? Would they aways be trapped between two worlds?

“What | was doing. Why it was right” Something flashed in his hand and he hdd a
knife—short-bladed and sharp, not at dl like the dull tool I'd plunged into the octopus's neck. “The
Amazons threw me out like trash—xkilled your son with no more thought than they’d give to somping on
aroach. Even hm—" He jerked his head toward Makis. “Look what they did to him. But he was weak,
wanted to go back to them, after everything. Thousands of years of disrespect, pain, death, and he wants
to blend with them. Can you bdieve that?’ Hislip curled. “But you, you did what no other Amazon had.
You waked away. That's why | thought you' d understand. Why I’ ve watched you for so long, tried to
please you.” He shook his head. The knife glimmered. “I brought you gifts Then | tried to warn the
others off—to get them to leave you aone. | even offered you their queen, but you turned her down. |
tried again. | knew Pisto would please you. She fought againg us, was everything we're trying to stop.
Why aren’'t you happy?

“Is it because | didn’t join you a the shop? | couldn’'t. | saw Dana, knew she wouldn’t
understand. But | didn’'t leave you—was there in my dog form. | wasn't rgecting you. Can't you see
that?’ He lifted hisarm, caused Harmony’s weight to sway.

Makis wheded forward, not far, just an inch. He wiggled a finger, pointing to the ground where
the totem he' d given Harmony lay.

| placed my hand over it, did it closer. Trapped indde my closed fingers, the figure began to throb
like atiny besting heart. | clenched it tighter, tried to keep the surprise from showing on my face.

“Harmony,” Makis said low, but Nick dill heard.

“| sad she's okay. | don’t want to hurt her. | love he—like Dana. Dand's happy now, right?” He
looked a me. | couldn’t reply. “That’s the problem with the sons. They weren't selective. They took any
Amazon they could.”

| swallowed the sdiva that seemed to have pooled in my mouth, the nausea his words created.

Makis gestured again; this time he leaned forward. Hidden in his chair, behind his back, was a
throwing knife. | shook my head. Harmony was too close.

Makis shifted his gaze to the notebook, then Nick. My fingers did in between pages and cover,
brushed over something warm and dive—skin. | shuddered, then forced my fingers back to the spot,
recognized the power pulsng there—a givnomai, Pisto’s. Feding asif | might retch, | jerked the book
open, yanked the pages free of the binding, and tossed themin the air.

Nick dropped Harmony to the floor and lurched forward, grabbing at the pages as they floated
downward. | whirled my hands overhead, creating atiny cyclone to keep the pages out of his reach, then
raced to my daughter. She had a pulse, but her lips were blue. | pressed my ear to her heart, began
blowing into her mouth.

“The totem,” Makis urged.

| ran my finger over the figure, not sure what | was supposed to do with it, how it could help
Harmony. Then | stopped thinking, just put my trust in Artemis and believed. | shoved the tiny figure into
my daughter’s hand, kept my fingers wrapped around hers, prayed and breathed into her mouth.
Breathed for her, in and out.

The pulse I’d fdt in the figure began to grow until | could fed it cregping up my arm, through my
shoulder, into my chest, until my heart matched the rhythminsdeit. | wanted to drop the thing, get away
from it, but knew if | was feding this, Harmony was too, if my heart was begting with it, so was hers. On
cue, she opened her eyes. They were round, dive, and more aware than I’d ever seen them.

There would be no hiding her heritage from her anymore. No hiding anything from her anymore. It
was time | let her grow up and make decisons for hersdf—at least some. | jerked her to my chest,
whispered a prayer of thanks into her hair.

Nick jumped, grabbed a another notebook page.

Makis threw the knife he'd had tucked behind his back, but Nick had dready begun to shift. The
knife missed, hit afile cabinet, and clattered to the ground. The blur of ar that was Nick transformed into



a horse, then just as quickly moved again back to the boy. He picked up the knife he'd held before
shifting. Threw it. It diced into Makis's shoulder, pinned him to his chair.

The old man flinched, tried to jerk the blade free. Nick stalked forward, to the snk tucked in the
corner. Degath in his eyes, he twisted on the spigot, began to chant and move hisfingers. The water began
to morph, until it changed into a hangman’'s noose. The water-and-magic-formed rope dropped to the
floor, dithered across the vinyl tiles like a cobra—headed toward Makis's chair.

Harmony pushed me away and shoved the totem into my hand. | didn't pause to question the
move. | lurched to Makis's chair seconds before the noose would have reached him, yanked the knife
from his shoulder, and without stopping to am, threw the blade.

It struck, plunged into the center of Nick’s chest. He crumpled to his knees, shock and betrayd
on hisface.

It isn't pretty watching someone die, and despite my lust for Nick’s blood earlier, he was no different.
Harmony crept to him, through the puddle of water that had been his last weapon, and pulled his head
onto her lap. | wanted to tdl her to stop, not to touch him, but she hadn’t lived with his evil aslong as |
hed, had known a different sde of him.

And even he deserved some company in death. Or that was what | tried to tdl mysdf when the
Amazon in me roared, demanded | jerk her away, curse him as he took hislast breath.

He' d threatened my child, killed others. | didn’t know what he'd endured to get to this place, but
right now | didn’'t care...doubted | ever would, at least not enough to forgive him.

| waited to make sure he was truly dead, not a threat, then | staked to the front of the store. |
needed a minute done to cadm the monster indde me, to convince my dill-raging adrendine that he was
dead, Harmony was safe, and the entire nightmare was over—or just about.

There were dill alot of loose ends to tie up, Zery to free, Peter to kick out of my shop and life,
and a grandmother to...l clenched my jaw. | didn’'t know what | was going to do with Bubbe or Mother,
or...any of it. Not right now.

But | didn’'t have to think about it, not for awhile. Makis s whedchair whirred behind me. He had
a paint-and-blood-soaked rag hed againg his shoulder. The sght reminded me of my own wounds, my
bloody pams and shoulder. Logt in the fight, I’ d forgotten them. | picked at my shirt where it dung to my
shoulder, winced when the thickened blood released its hold, pulled at the wound. | put that aside and
turned ingtead to my pams, prodded a bit to seeif glass lay hidden benesth the blood.

“I'll dispose of the body,” Makis interrupted my sdf-exam.

I must have looked surprised. He rapped on the whedchair. “Don’t be deceived. | make do, and
there sa...group to hdp.”

“Thesons,” | inserted, wiping adiver of glass I'd dug free with my fingernail onto my jeans.

His face turned solemn. “Peter told you?’

| quit worrying about my wounds. They didn’t matter.

Instead, | stepped closer to the front window and peered through a dit of clean glass not covered
by the murd. “It's dark. Harmony and | need to go home.” The words sounded idiotic even to me. |
turned back, embarrassed by my answer. “The police need to be called. They need to know Zery wasn't
thekiller.”

He tapped hisfingers on the am of his chair. “She's my granddaughter.”

| frowned, surprised. “Zery?’

“Harmony.”

| swayed, hit one of the plants. Water dripped onto my shoulde—the good one.

“l want her to know.”

| dowed the swinging plant, tried to dow my spinning brain. Grandfather. Of course he was. My
life wasn't complicated enough.

“Where's her father?’ | had to ask, had to get dl the skeletons dug up, so I'd know what |
needed to worry about burying.

“Dead.”



“Dead,” | repeated. Seemed | had a record going.

“He was our firg casudty.” A shadow hovered behind Makis's eyes.

“Cagudty? That sounds like some kind of war’s going on.”

He pulled the rag away from his wound, glanced down at the bloody tissue. “It is. This isn't our
fird skirmish with the others.”

Skirmish? This nightmare I’ d been caught in—three dead, four if 1 counted Nick, Harmony amost
taken—it was a hdl of alot more than a skirmish to me. | didn’'t comment on that but questioned the last
word instead. “Others? | thought Nick...I didn't get the feding he was part of a group.” In fact, he'd
screamed loner to me. If anything about this made sense, it was that. Nick seemed like every dienated
boy | had seen on TV who for some twisted reason turned to violence to make him fed whole.

“He didn't get his ideas on his own. And his tdent”—a hollowness seeped into Makis's
eyes—"“s0 varied and strong. We had no idea.”

Meaning what? There were others like im out there? Sons of Amazons with kills I'd never
dreamed exised—with athirst for revenge? That | could never rdax? That life would never fed safe or
secure again?

Harmony wandering toward us, her ams wrapped around her body, her eyes dazed, saved me
from asking...from learning something | wasn't ready to ded with yet.

“He'sdead,” she said. “You killed him.”

It wasn't ajudgment, just a statement. Like she needed to say it to understand it, to believe it.

| held out a hand to her, let my fingerstral down her arm. | wanted to hold her, to tdl her it had dl
been a bad dream, but it hadn’'t and | was done lying to her. “There are a few things we need to tak
about,” | said.

Her eyes, dark and round, stared a me. “You think?’ Then shaking her head, she waked past
me, out the door and to my truck.

| smiled. Harmony was going to be okay, which meant I'd be okay. | could survive anything as
long as | had my family. | needed them. | huffed out a breath.

Which meant Bubbe and | were going to have to have along tak.

A week later | was gtting on the front steps looking through Harmony's artist notebook. My daughter
and I'd had along talk after the scene at the studio. We' d stayed up most of the night, in fact. Luckily the
next day had been Saturday. My girfl had needed a few days to adjust before returning to her life. It
waan't often agirl saw her mother kill her hoped-to-be-boyfriend. At least | hoped it wasn't going to be
an everyday thing. With dmogt four years of high school left, who knew?

Anyway, she knew who she was and where she came from. Bubbe and Mother were
thrilled—with thet, at least. They were not so thrilled with Makis's daims

Bubbe had babbled on about genetic tests, but she was blowing smoke. She knew without any
help from science that Makis was tdling the truth. Bubbe just knew things like that—at least once the
possihility had been plopped down in front of her. Without Makis saring her in the eye and making a
dam, | don’t think she ever would have acknowledged the relationship on her own.

But he had and she did and that was that—athough his appearance had dready added a new
dimengon of conflict to our home. He and Bubbe would work it out eventualy—or not.

| was't getting involved. At least not until one of them blew my house down around me.

Makis and I'd had along chat too. He told me dl about Harmony's father, how he died, why he'd
searched me out. And he told me about Michadl. His affair with me hadn’t been part of the plan, but how
the sons had been happy when it happened. How Michad’s death was another casudty of ther war,
how they now suspected Nick/Tim had been the dog who'd killed him. That Nick’s fascination with me
may have started then.

| struggled with coming to terms with theat, that my rebellion had given sons like Nick fud, but | got
past it. Fndly accepted that | wasn't respongible for others insanity, could only do what | thought was
best...just. And leaving the Amazons, slanding up for equdity between men and women, hearth-keepers,
warriors, artisans, priestesses, dl of usthat was right.



After sorting out those issues, I'd had my talk with Bubbe, visted my son's fake grave, and driven
to the hospitd where she' d Ieft im so long ago. | hadn’t gone indde. Hadn't talked to anyone. . .yet.

He was out there, and | was going to find him, but he was now ten years old. Me popping up and
daming him as mine wasn't going to be smple. | needed to think about it, prepare mysdf, and decide
when | did find him exactly what | was going to say, how much truth | was going to tdl this child. I'd
spent so long lying to the first one. Lies had dmaost become more naturd than truth—but that was over.

Harmony knew al—her heritage, her brother, even Bubbe's betrayal—and, superbdl that she
was, she'd rebounded with barely a flicker of dishdief. | suspected she was the one not tdling me
something now, but | was letting it go for awhile. | owed her that—at least until 1 thought her secrets put
her in danger.

Now | sat on my front steps, flipping through my daughter’s notebook, admiring her work, and
feding grateful my life was back to norma, amogt.

Detective Reynolds stepped around the corner. He was dressed casudly in jeans and a Packers
Swegtshirt.

| flipped the notebook closed and lay it on my lap.

He stopped afew feet away, next to the banister, cocked one hip againg it. “Kind of weird how
everything wound up...dl nestlike”

The sun was battering down with dl the srength it could muster on a fdl morning. | squinted as |
looked up at him, but didn't raise a hand to block it. The warmth felt good.

“Has to work out that way sometimes, | guess” | replied.

“Does it? Doesn't seem to.” He moved his hand on theralling. “How's Zery?’

| lifted one shoulder. “Don’'t know. We don't tak much.” After being released from jal, she'd
gone draight back to the safe camp. | told mysdf she was needed there, that after learning about the
sons, the Amazons had alot to sort out, but it dill hurt. Of course, | could have called her, or gone to see
her when Bubbe and | visted my son's faux grave, but | hadn’t. | guessed Zery and | both needed time
before facing whatever our rdaionship had become.

“She came with the mothers when they daimed the bodies,” he said.

And Dana, she' d gone with them too, but she hadn’t mentioned seeing Zery.

“You know what happened to the missng kin?’

The question caught me off guard. HE'd never mentioned the missng paich where the girls
givnomais had been removed. Now he was acting like I'd know exactly what he was taking about.
Which, of course, | did.

Makis and the sons had left Nick’s body in his gpartment aong with his notebook and knife, but
they had removed the tattoos, given them to Alcippe so she could complete the ceremony to release the
grisfrom this plane. They’d st things up to look like he'd attacked another girl, one who got away, but
not before shoving his own knife into his chest.

“Any leads on the last girfl?’ | countered.

He stared behind me, at the shop’'s front door. I'd heard a cresk a few seconds earlier, knew
someone was sanding there ligening.

“Not aone” he replied, then dapped his pdm againg the railing and turned. “I’ve got tickets to
the Badgers next weekend. You ever been?’

| shook my head.

He stepped away from the raling. “Saturday, noon. WE Il talgate. Wear something red.” He
dipped one lagt glance to the door, then dtrolled around the corner.

“You going?’ Peter stepped through the door, onto the concrete behind me.

He looked good, relaxed in a pilled fleece and jeans with a tear in the knee. What was it about
worn-out clothes that was so damn sexy?

“What are you doing here?’ I’d fired him before racing off to save my daughter. Or thought | had.
Maybe damming him into awal, then peppering him with tchotchkes hadn’t been direct enough. | hadn't
seen him since then, dthough I’ d picked up the phone more than once.

“Guess he survived our little encounter okay.” His eyes were focused on the spot where Reynolds



hed disappeared around the sde of the building.

“You don't sound too excited about that. What happened, anyway?’

Reynolds and Peter had both been gone when | returned with Harmony. | figured Peter had gone
to hdp Makis. I’d expected to hear from Reynolds, with a warrant in his hand. | had kneed him in the
grain: assault on a police officer. But | guess he got sidetracked, what with finding his serid killer with a
sx-inch-deep gash in his chest and all.

When he'd shown up today, |’ d thought for sure he'd bring up our last meeting, but he hadn’t.

Maybe he was saving it to discuss over beer and brats.

“What did he tdl you?" Peter asked.

| snapped my attention away from my musings “Nothing. We hadn’t talked until just now.”

He dipped his hands into his pockets and wandered down a sep—lill far enough away | didn't
have to strain my neck too much to look up a him.

“l jumped on him. He fired and missed. | dapped his gun out of his hand, then ran up the
stairs—back out the window.”

| nodded. Pretty much what I'd figured.

“So, you going with him?” he asked again.

| arched a brow. “1 might.”

He walked closer then, sat down beside me, and stared out toward Monroe Street.

| faced the front too, placed my hands on Harmony’ s notebook. Traffic was light today, but it was
Sunday, not much going on.

“l can help you find your son, now that you know what happened to him.”

My fingers straightened, splayed out stark white againg the notebook’ s black cover. “Why?’

“It swhat | do.” He placed his forearms on his knees and laced his fingers together. “And | want
to hdp...you.”

| didn’t reply for awhile. Felt my breath entering and leaving my lungs, redized just how hard and
cold the step was beneath my buitt.

“You want your job back?’ | asked.

“l hadn't left. Check the schedule. | had the week off.”

| shook my head. Next time I'd have to throw something bigger a him, maybe my truck. “I
haven't forgiven you for Harmony. | don't trust you.”

He did his hands up and down histhighs. “1 know, but you will. I'll make sure of it.”

| looked at him, expecting to see agrin or at least asmile, but his expresson was dead serious. “In
the meantime, are you going to let me help you?’

| gripped Harmony’s notebook, thought about the little boy out there somewhere growing bigger
every day. Days I'd never get back. “You can hdp.”

Then he amiled. “Good.”

And it was. It was dl good. Things weren't perfect, but they were out in the open—or as out as
they were going to get for a while—and | had friends, family, and two men who seemed inexplicably
willing to put up with my crap.

And somewhere | had ason. | couldn’t wait to meet him.



